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Olin and Preston Institute 
and Preston and Olin Institute: 

The Early Years of Virginia Polytechnic Institute 
and State University 

Part II 

Clara B. Cox 

Introduction 
Virginia Polytechnic Institute and State University, popularly known 

as Virginia Tech, promotes 1872 as the year it was founded, acknowledging 
a historical link with two Blacksburg, Virginia, schools that preceded it but 
not counting them as part of its official existence.1 This two-part article looks 
at those two schools—the Olin and Preston Institute and the Preston and 
Olin Institute—and proposes that the university is actually a continuation 
of these earlier schools. Part I of the article, which appeared in the 2015 
issue of the Smithfield Review,2 covered the university’s earliest years as the 
Olin and Preston Institute.* Part II of the article, which follows, relates the 
history of the Preston and Olin Institute and examines its conversion into 
Virginia Agricultural and Mechanical College, the school known today as 
Virginia Tech. 

Review of Olin and Preston Institute 
Olin and Preston Institute, the school for boys started in Blacksburg, 

Virginia, in the early 1850s by Methodist leaders and supported by the 
Baltimore Conference of the Methodist Episcopal Church, was forced to 
close its doors at the beginning of the Civil War.3 The school certainly was 
not the only one meeting that fate, particularly in the South, as teachers and 
students enlisted or were drafted to fight and resources were directed to the 

* Correction: On page 52 of Part I, the author states that G. F. Poteet (“Secondary Education in 
Montgomery County 1776−1936” [M.A. thesis, University of Virginia, 1937]) “reported that these 
education-oriented Methodist leaders bought land from Jacob and Mary Keister on 5 March 1850.” 
Since writing Part I, the author has accessed a better copy of Poteet’s thesis and determined that Poteet 
did, in fact, list 1860, not 1850, as the year that the trustees of the Olin and Preston Institute purchased 
land from Jacob and Mary Keister. She apologizes for this error and any problems it may have caused. 
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war effort.4 Members of governing bodies of educational institutions joined 
the conflict as well. For example, of the nine Montgomery County members 
of the Olin and Preston Institute Board of Trustees in 1860, the last year for 
which names of the members of that board could be found, at least four of 
them fought for the Confederacy, and one represented Virginia as a senator 
in the Confederate States Congress before dying in 1862.5 

As discussed in more detail in Part I, another factor may also have 
contributed to the school’s closing. The carpenters, house joiners, and brick 
masons who constructed the building that served Olin and Preston Institute 
filed suit in 1858 to recover money promised them to construct the facility. 
Although a settlement was reached, Olin and Preston never paid the builders 
what was agreed to in that settlement, and John N. Lyle, acting on behalf of 
the builders, filed another suit in 1859. The suit continued for years, with its 
resolution not reached until after the Civil War ended.6

 Reviving the Blacksburg School 
In 1845, the Methodist Episcopal Church split over the issue of 

slavery, resulting in the formation of the Methodist Episcopal Church, 
South. Although the Baltimore Conference, which served the Blacksburg 
area, had churches in both the North and the South, it remained a member of 
the original Methodist Episcopal Church. After the Civil War ended, “many 
Baltimore Conference preachers with Southern sympathies believed that 
they would feel more at home in the Methodist Episcopal Church, South.” 
Influenced by Samuel Regester, a conference leader who had been a trustee 
of Olin and Preston Institute, a new Baltimore Conference of the Methodist 
Episcopal Church, South, was formed in February 1866 at a meeting in 
Alexandria, Virginia, splitting the conference.7 This split would lead to 
questions of ownership of the school for boys in Blacksburg. 

On 14 February 1866, at the same meeting in which the Baltimore 
Conference, South, was established, discussions about education and schools, 
including the Olin and Preston Institute, resurfaced. Those discussions were 
spurred by a report from the Committee on Seminaries, which was headed 
by Rev. Peter Harrison Whisner, a young Methodist minister who would 
play vital roles in the history of Preston and Olin Institute and Virginia 
Tech. Whisner presented the committee report:8 

[T]here never was a more favorable time than the present, for exerting 
ourselves in the great cause of education, with such immense advantage 
to our people, and such lasting good to the Church at large. The long 
period of civil strife and unrest from which we have just emerged, 
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prevented us, in a great measure, from giving that attention demanded 
by a subject so important to human welfare, and indeed our people 
from securing for their children the training necessary for the due 
performance of the active duties of life. We are fully convinced, that 
now is the moment, when if the work is to be accomplished, it must 
be earnestly and energetically commenced; and if properly carried 
forward, we cannot doubt that our share in the training of youth within 
the limits of our territory, will be secured. . . . Of the Colleges and 
Schools under Conference Control five years ago, we have to-day, but 
one remaining, the Wesleyan Female Institute, at Staunton; and of all 
the Seminaries looking to us for encouragement and support, and to 
which annually we sent our ministers as examiners, not one remains. 
There is then a pressing demand upon us, as a Conference, to meet 
the exigencies of the occasion, and by every proper means to secure 
for ourselves the educational training of our youth, unless we would 
see their education committed to others, and the positive loss in our 
membership [that] must result from such neglect on our part.9 

The report then discussed specific schools supported by the conference 
before the war. Of Olin and Preston, the Committee on Seminaries reported: 

The College building at Blacksburg, known as the “Olin and Preston 
Institute,” is unoccupied, and falling into decay. Immediate attention 
is asked to the matter, that all the money and labor expended on this 
enterprise of our Church may not be entirely swept away. As there is 
now no College in our territory, it becomes us immediately to provide 
for the wants of the sons of our people, either by reviving the Institute 
at Blacksburg, or founding one elsewhere.10 

At the 1867 Annual Conference of the Baltimore Conference, South, 
held in Baltimore, the Committee on Seminaries, still chaired by Whisner, 
reported no progress with regard to Olin and Preston Institute. The committee 
declared that the building, “erected some years since at considerable expense 
to the community and Conference,” was “decaying for want of occupancy 
and is serving no purpose whatever.” The report added: “The citizens of 
Blacksburg and the community are most anxious that the Conference should 
purchase the property at once, and make it our Conference college.” It also 
urged delegates to the Annual Meeting to consider carefully whether the 
Baltimore Conference, South, should have a college in Blacksburg and, if 
so, how the conference should “possess ourselves of this college and put it 
in successful operation.”11 
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The report continued: 

The facts therefore are laid before the Conference together with 
the address sent by the trustees at Blacksburg, in the hope that 
the Conference can do something which shall contribute to the 
advancement of education among the young men of that locality if not 
of the whole Conference. The questions as they appear to the committee 
are, first—shall we have a college in our territory? Secondly—shall it 
be at Blacksburg, whose advantages are that there is a building there 
already, erected, which will require only about a thousand dollars to 
repair. 

The delegates took no action.12 

About the same time, concern arose over whether northern Methodists 
or southern Methodists actually owned the institute in Blacksburg, a result 
of the 1866 split of the Baltimore Conference.13 According to Virginia Tech 
historian Duncan Lyle Kinnear, trustees of the school wanted ownership 
unquestionably in the hands of the Methodist Episcopal Church, South, 
which was the parent organization of the Baltimore Conference, South, and 
they engaged in “an unusual series of actions” to accomplish their goal. The 
first of those actions was to get John N. Lyle Jr. to proceed with his father’s 
case against them.14 John N. Lyle Sr. had died, and the court consented on 
10 September 1867 to let his son, who was the administrator of the estate, 
continue the case.15 

The court heard the suit on 18 April 1868, a decade after Lyle Sr. had 
initiated the first legal action. According to court records, the trustees of Olin 
and Preston waived the provisions of an act passed by the Virginia General 
Assembly to stay the collection of debts for a limited period, and they 
consented to a sale of the school, which consisted of a two-story building and 
about five acres of land. The court appointed Charles A. Ronald, a Confederate 
hero and brother to pre-war Olin and Preston trustee Nicholas M. Ronald, as 
a special commissioner to “sell at public auction . . . to the highest bidder for 
cash the said Olin & Preston Institute . . . .” The commissioner was instructed 
to advertise the sale 40 days in advance and “to convey to the purchaser, 
upon payment of the purchase money, the said property by deed with special 
warranty, and report his proceedings to this court.”16 Lyle Jr. purchased the 
property, as stated at the next hearing on his suit.17 That purchase was part of 
the plan devised by the Olin and Preston trustees to get the property into the 
hands of the southern branch of Methodists.18 
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That same year, the Baltimore Conference appointed a special 
committee “to take into consideration the interest of the Olin and Preston 
Institute . . . .” The committee, which consisted of “Preachers and Laymen 
of the Roanoke District,” submitted its report to the Committee on Literary 
Institutions, which expressed its hope that “if it is possible to perpetuate this 
Institution as a source of Methodist influence, it may be done.” The special 
committee proposed two recommendations: 

Resolved, That the Baltimore Conference do appoint seven 
Commissioners to negotiate a loan for the purchase and repair of 
the building known as Olin and Preston Institute, with authority to 
mortgage said property for that purpose, and to secure a suitable 
principal to put the School in successful operation as soon as possible. 

Resolved, 2d, That this Commission be constituted of the Presiding 
Elder of the Roanoke District and the Preacher in charge of Blacksburg 
Station, and five Laymen, and that they have power to fill vacancies.19 

The commissioners were appointed,20 and Whisner was tapped by the 
conference as the preacher-in-charge of Blacksburg.21 

Lyle Jr. then petitioned the court to have “the property conveyed to Dr. 
Harvey Black [president of the board of trustees] and other trustees of the 
Preston & Olin Institute instead of to himself with a vendor lien retained on 
the property to secure the said Lyle the balance of purchase money due to 
him from said Trustees for said property.” The court ordered Commissioner 
Ronald to convey the property to the trustees, reserving the lien—nearly 
$3,000, according to Kinnear22—for Lyle Jr. as he had requested.23 The deed, 
finally recorded on 1 July 1872, defined the actions taken by Commissioner 
Ronald, Lyle Jr., and the trustees of the institute in the property sale.24 The 
Baltimore Conference, South, purchased the property “on most favorable 
terms” in 186825 and reported that purchase in the minutes of its 1869 
Annual Meeting: 

The property has been secured to the Church at a cost far below 
expectation; and the school is in successful operation. The unexampled 
low rates of board and tuition, and its other solid merits, are bringing 
to this school a very encouraging patronage. It is a great necessity to 
our Church for all that portion of our Conference, and fully deserves 
its confidence and support [underlining included in the original].26 
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The School Opens, Acquires a “New” Name 
Although no mention of an opening date could be found in the records 

of the Baltimore Conference, South, Florence (Black) Weiland and Ellen 
Tyler McDonald, who wrote a history of the Black family, a prominent 
Blacksburg clan, reported that Whisner opened the school in September 
1868.27 G. F. Poteet, who traced secondary education in Montgomery County, 
Virginia, and Mrs. S. A. Wingard, who wrote a history of Blacksburg, also 
listed that date as the school’s opening, although both writers may have 
used the Black family genealogists as their unnamed source.28 The fact that 
a local newspaper reported on the second commencement in 1870 for the 
1869−1870 session29 lends credence to an initial opening in 1868 if the first 
session, like the second one, spanned parts of two years. Additional evidence 
can be found in an August 1869 Staunton newspaper, which announced: 

Preston and Olin Institute . . . commences its next session on the first 
Wednesday in September. This Institution is now under the Presidency 
of Rev. P. H. Whisner, and is a most excellent school preparatory to the 
University of Virginia [emphasis added].30 

The year 1868 as the opening is also supported by an 1871 report from 
the Committee on Education for the Baltimore Conference, South, which 
stated that Preston and Olin had “passed thus far through its third annual 
session . . . .”31 If the 1868 date is accurate, as it appears to be, the school 
opened before its new charter was issued, a path followed by the pre-Civil War 
Olin and Preston Institute, and before it was officially renamed in that charter. 
Also like Olin and Preston, the school reportedly opened before a president 
or principal—the two titles were sometimes used interchangeably—was 
appointed. The Baltimore Conference, South, did, however, send Whisner to 
Blacksburg in 1868 to lead the local Methodist church.32 

On 2 January 1869, Olin and Preston Institute officially became 
Preston and Olin Institute when Judge Robert M. Hudson of the 14th Circuit 
Court issued a charter for the school, designating the new name and giving 
it “collegiate powers.” The objective of the school was to be “a seminary 
of learning for the instruction of Youth in the Various Branches of Science 
and Literature, the useful arts and the learned and foreign Languages.” The 
charter named Dabney Ball, Harvey Black, Peter H. Whisner, James H. 
H. Figgat, Andrew L. Pitzer, Thomas J. Magruder, and Charles Shipley as 
trustees of the school. It delineated the powers of the trustees and president; 
directed the trustees to hire a treasurer and “such other Officers, Agents, 
Committees and Servants as they may see proper”; gave the trustees 

6 

http:church.32
http:added].30
http:source.28


 

 
 

 

 

 

The Early Years of Virginia Polytechnic Institute and State University: Part II 

Figure 1. Dr. Harvey Black played a pivotal 
role in getting land-grant money for Preston and 
Olin Institute, which then changed its name to 
Virginia Agricultural and Mechanical College 
(Papers of the Black, Kent, and Apperson 
Families, Ms1974-003, Special Collections, 
University Libraries, Virginia Tech). 

power to remove or suspend the president, professors, instructors, tutors, 
or trustees; and directed that the trustees hold an annual meeting.33 Of the 
trustees named by the court, only Dr. Black, had served as a trustee of Olin 
and Preston Institute.34 According to historian Paul L. Nichols, the Baltimore 
Conference, South, appointed additional trustees.35 

At some point before 1870, the membership of the Preston and Olin 
Board of Trustees changed. The new board consisted of Rev. Dabney Ball 
of Rockville, Maryland, who was president of the board; Col. Robert T. 
Preston of Blacksburg, who, like Dr. Black, had served on the board of 
Olin and Preston; Dr. Oscar Wiley of Craig County, Virginia; Giles D. 
Thomas of Blacksburg; Charles Payne of Giles County, Virginia; James 
Lawson of Blacksburg; James D. Johnson of Giles County; Hamilton D. 
Wade of Christiansburg, Virginia; W. W. Ballard of Blacksburg, secretary 
of the board; and Col. A. J. Hamilton of Rockbridge County, Virginia. The 
board also included the following men who had been named in the 1869 
charter: the Rev. Whisner of Blacksburg; Shipley of Baltimore; Maj. Pitzer 
of Salem, Virginia; Magruder of Baltimore; Dr. Black of Blacksburg; and 
Capt. Figgat of Fincastle, Virginia.36 It is likely that those trustees who 
lived some distance from Blacksburg were among those appointed by the 
Baltimore Conference, South. 
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Methodist Minister Named School President 
In another significant action in 1869, the Baltimore Conference, 

South, appointed Rev. Peter Harrison Whisner as president of Preston and 
Olin Institute.37 A biography of Whisner, written by Nichols, appeared in 
the 2015 issue of the Smithfield Review; therefore, the life of the man who 
played such a crucial role in the school will only be summarized here. 

Whisner was born 1 February 1837 in Berkeley Springs, Virginia (now 
West Virginia). In 1856, when he was 19 years old, he enrolled in Dickinson 
College, a Methodist school in Carlisle, Pennsylvania, and graduated in 
1860. When he was about 20 years old, he committed himself to the ministry, 
and in February 1860, he received his official license to preach.38 

In 1861, he received an appointment as a junior preacher. Three years 
later, the Methodist Episcopal Church ordained him as a deacon, and he 
received his first appointment as preacher-in-charge, serving the church in 
Lewisburg, West Virginia, for two years.39 

In 1866, the 29-year-old Whisner married Louisa Ann Arey of 
Bridgewater, Virginia, and two weeks later “transferred his allegiance to the 
newly formed Baltimore Conference of the Methodist Episcopal Church, 
South.” During the meeting in Alexandria, where the new conference was 
formed, he received his first appointment from the new conference as the 
preacher-in-charge of the church in Lexington, Virginia, an appointment 
renewed at the 1867 Annual Conference.40 

According to Kinnear, Whisner was determined to reopen the Olin 
and Preston Institute.41 Perhaps that determination played a role in his 1868 
appointment as preacher-in-charge of Blacksburg’s Methodist church, whose 
leaders had led the efforts to found Olin and Preston Institute. Whisner was 
reappointed the church’s pastor in both 1869 and 1870.42 In addition to 
that position, the conference named him president of the Preston and Olin 
Institute in 1869 and 1870, years in which he also served on the school’s 
board of trustees.43 During the 1869−1870 school session, he taught moral 
philosophy and English,44 and he may well have taught classes in other 
sessions during his tenure as president. In 1871, his last year in Blacksburg, 
the only position he held that could be ascertained was that of president 
of the school.45 According to Nichols, the conference appointed him to 
the position that last year “with the understanding that he could be needed 
before the end of the year to take over the Rockville (Maryland) Circuit.”46 

In August 1871, Whisner made the anticipated move to Rockville. Only 
a few months after arriving at his new station, his wife, Louisa, died at the 
age of 27. Two years later, he married Virginia Louisa Childs of Montgomery 
County, Maryland. Neither of the Whisner couples had any children.47 
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Whisner left Rockville in 1875 to become presiding elder of the 
Morefield District, followed three years later by an appointment as preacher-
in-charge of Central Church in Baltimore. He was also one of six clergy 
representatives elected that year to the General Conference of the Methodist 
Episcopal Church, South. In 1879, he was elected to the board of trustees of 
Randolph-Macon College, a Methodist school in Ashland, Virginia, a role 
he retained until 1898.48 From 1882 to 1886, he was presiding elder of the 
Winchester District, during which time Randolph-Macon conferred upon 
him the Doctor of Divinity and he was elected a delegate to the 1886 General 
Conference. His next positions were presiding elder of the Baltimore District, 
1886−1890, and then of the Roanoke District, 1890−1894. After leaving 
Roanoke, he spent a year as a pastor in Buena Vista, Virginia, and then three 
years—1895−1898—as presiding elder of the Rockingham District.49 

In May 1894, shortly after Whisner left the Roanoke District, the 
Roanoke Times printed the following description of him, which it took 
verbatim from the Memphis Commercial: 

He is a close, thorough student. He is great in character, wise and 
conservative in counsel, stately in deportment. He is a pure man, 
gentle yet firm, a fine blending of the lamb and the lion, according to 
the demands of the situation. Bishop [Robert] McTyre once said of 
him, “He is the Paul of the Baltimore Conference.” Another fine judge 
of men writes, “Peter H. Whisner is the peer of any man from this end 
of the kingdom.”50 

In 1898, delegates to the General Conference of the Methodist Episcopal 
Church, South, elected him corresponding secretary of the Board of Church 
Extension, a job that took him and his wife to Louisville, Kentucky, where 
Virginia Whisner died in 1901. During Rev. Whisner’s tenure as secretary, 
he represented the Methodists at an Ecumenical Conference in London and, 
in 1902, was elected a delegate to the General Conference, where he chaired 
the Committee on Federation.51 When he addressed the 1904 General 
Conference, he remembered the church and school in Blacksburg—by then 
Virginia’s white land-grant college—urging “that assistance be provided 
for churches at various points, notably at Blacksburg, where many of the 
students of the rapidly growing Virginia Polytechnic Institute are Methodist 
young men.”52 

Death ended Whisner’s tenure as secretary and his long service to the 
Baltimore Conference, South. He was 69 years old when he died on 22 April 
1906 in Baltimore, where he had traveled for treatment of health problems. He 
was buried alongside his second wife, Virginia, in Gaithersburg, Maryland.53 
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Although death claimed Whisner more than a century ago, he 
left a lasting mark in Blacksburg—and beyond—both in religion and in 
education. In 1906, the Blacksburg United Methodist Church named its new 
church building for its former pastor, remodeling the Whisner Building in 
1955 to convert it into a fellowship hall when a new church building was 
constructed.54 In the realm of education, Virginia Tech remains a testament 
to his foresight in spurring the drive to secure land-grant money for Preston 
and Olin Institute.55 

Preston and Olin Institute Flourishes 
The Baltimore Conference, South, operated Preston and Olin 

and Institute “with very flattering success.” The school, according to its 
1869−1870 catalog, “will be seen to compare favorably with any similar 
institution in the state,”56 an assertion echoed by the conference: “The 
course of instruction corresponds in all essential features, with that of other 
colleges . . . .”57 With the institute’s operation flowing smoothly, delegates 
to the 1870 Annual Meeting heard a glowing report: 

To this Institution we refer with special satisfaction. This school, 
established by authority of the Conference and conducted in conformity 
with its views, possesses superior advantages for the thorough literary 
training of our young men. The course of instruction is comprehensive, 
the teachers are capable and laborious, the accommodations excellent 
and ample, the place is easy of access and the location most healthful. 
Efficient discipline combines with the high moral character of 
the community to inspire confidence in all who may seek in it the 
education of their sons.58 

In 1870, the cost to the ninety-nine students who enrolled in Preston 
and Olin Institute varied from $150 to $175 per ten-month session.59 That 
cost could rise, depending on lodging; room rent at the school plus fuel to 
heat the room was $15 per session, while boarding with private families or 
in boarding houses was $10 per month—or $100 per session.60 The rates to 
attend Preston and Olin rose for the 1871−1872 session to $200,61 and an 
advertisement for the school that year noted that tuition and other expenses 
were “unparalleled for cheapness, together with ample accommodations 
and facilities for instruction.”62 

In 1870, the school was meeting its “current demands by current 
receipts”; consequently, it required no “call for help from the Conference.” 
The conference lauded the school that year for the “sound judgment 
exercised in its financial affairs,” noting that “the buildings have been 
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secured without a call for help from the Conference . . . .”63 Praise within the 
conference continued in 1871, when it was reported: “Though not quite as 
largely attended as last year, the school has improved in every other element 
of prosperity.”64 

Little definitive information could be found about the faculty of the 
institute during its first year of operation, although Weiland and McDonald 
list the professors working under Whisner, without designating the specific 
year or years, as “Maj. Ballard”—he was also a member of the board of 
trustees (see above)—and “Messrs. Neorman [Moorman], Norris, and 
Kern.”65 For the 1869−1870 session, which commenced on 1 September, 
faculty members in addition to Whisner were Edwin C. Moorman, professor 
of mathematics and natural science; W. W. Ballard, professor of ancient 
languages and literature; Derrel [Darrell?] H. Jones, tutor; and Wilbur F. 
Kern, assistant in the preparatory department. Joseph P. Linkous, though not 
named in the school catalog that year as one of the trustees, was listed as 
treasurer under “Officers of the Board.”66 By 1871, the faculty was comprised 
of Thomas N. Conrad, professor of English literature and moral philosophy; 
A. Grabowskii,67 professor of mathematics and modern languages; and C. 
C. Rhodes, professor of ancient languages. A professor of natural sciences 
had not yet been appointed when the list was published.68 

Instruction for the boys’ school was divided into five departments: 
Latin, Greek, mathematics, natural science, and moral philosophy and 
English. When required, the school could organize courses in German, 
French, bookkeeping, commercial law, civil engineering, and “other studies 
necessary to aid young men in obtaining a thorough practical business 
education.” A primary and preparatory department, which was considered 
“a separate and distinct school of the Institute,”69 met “the wants of those not 
yet prepared for the more advanced classes of the Institute.”70 Examinations 
were held twice each session: in January and June. In addition to classes, 
students were required to attend opening and closing exercises, which 
consisted of scripture reading and prayer, each day in the chapel, and church 
services every Sunday.71 

Faculty members kept daily records that included each student’s 
grades, absences from class, “and such other facts as are worthy of notice 
with respect to [the student’s] general deportment.” The institute used this 
information to provide parents or guardians with a monthly report. Students 
were “treated as gentlemen, and by constant advice and by appeals to 
the higher and nobler qualities of their nature to have them form habits 
of self-control and government,” and obedience to the school’s discipline 
was required. Neglecting studies and/or persistently violating regulations 
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could result in suspension or expulsion. Extracurricular activities included 
a weekly prayer meeting organized by the students and the opportunities 
afforded by the Preston Literary Society, which had also been organized by 
the students “for the purpose of improving themselves in debate, oratory, 
and composition,”72 and the Alpha Literary Society.73 

Whisner continued as president of Preston and Olin into 1871, 
most likely until the close of the 1870−1871 session, as indicated by the 
1871 minutes of the Annual Meeting of the conference: “A report from 
the Committee on Education was presented in relation to Preston and 
Olin Institute. P. H. Whisner, President of the Institute, addressed the 
Conference.”74 The success of the school continued under his leadership, as 
reported in those same minutes: “The Committee on Education beg leave 
to report, that Preston and Olin Institute has entered upon and passed thus 
far through its third annual session with most flattering success.” Although 
enrollment was down from the previous year, the report continued, 

Its faculty, course of study, facilities for the instruction and 
accommodation of students, together with its low rates of tuition and 
other expenses, and its intimate relation to this Conference, point to 
this school as necessary to the true prosperity of the Church in the 
bounds of our Conference. 

Your committee are impressed with the fact that the Conference has 
not realized fully the importance of this school, and would take this 
opportunity to urge all the preachers to active efforts for extending 
patronage, enlarging its library and philosophical apparatus, and 
procuring of maps, etc., so that in the fullest possible measure it may 
advance the course of liberal education.75 

A New President Is Appointed 
When Whisner left Blacksburg, Thomas Nelson Conrad, president of 

the Rockville (Maryland) Academy, succeeded him as president. Whisner 
himself may have supported Conrad as his successor since the two had 
probably become acquainted at Dickinson College, which had a mere 135 
students during the 1856−1857 school year when both men were enrolled 
at the Methodist school.76 Whisner had been a student there from 1856 to 
1860,77 while Conrad enrolled in 1853 and earned a bachelor’s degree in 
1857.78 Although Conrad received a master’s degree from the institution 
in 1860, it is unlikely that he remained at or returned to the school—or 
took any additional courses—for any period during the years between the 
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Figure 2. Thomas N. Conrad headed five 
educational institutions, including Preston and 
Olin Institute and Virginia Agricultural and 
Mechanical College in Blacksburg, Virginia 
(Historical Photograph Collection, Special 
Collections, University Libraries, Virginia Tech). 

two degrees since a master of arts could be secured by “graduates of three 
years’ standing, or more, who have in the meantime sustained a good moral 
character” and made application to the president, “accompanied by the 
usual fee ($5) at least three days before the Commencement.”79 Besides, he 
was employed in the District of Columbia during that time. Nonetheless, the 
men shared other similarities in addition to their undergraduate education. 
Both became Methodist preachers,80 and both became educators,81 which 
could have made Conrad an appealing presidential candidate to Whisner. 

The possibility also exists that Rev. Dabney Ball, head of the Preston 
and Olin Institute Board of Trustees, probably until 1870 or 1871,82 was 
responsible—or shared responsibility with Whisner—for the appointment. 
Ball and Conrad had been friends before the Civil War, a friendship that 
continued into the years of the Civil War and, perhaps, beyond. Ball, a 
major, had been the chief of commissary and a chaplain on the staff of 
Confederate Gen. J. E. B. Stuart and had endorsed his friend to Stuart at 
Conrad’s request.83 

Biographical information on Conrad is available in the article 
“Thomas Nelson Conrad: Educator, Editor, Preacher, Spy,” in this issue 
of the Smithfield Review; thus, his life will only be summarized here. The 
second president of Preston and Olin Institute was born on 1 August 1837 
in Fairfax Court House, Virginia. He pursued religious studies at Dickenson 
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College, earning a degree when he was 20 years old.84 He then served as 
principal of Georgetown Institute, a Washington, D.C., school for boys, 
from 1857 to 1861.85 A Southern sympathizer, Conrad advised his students 
how to join the Confederate army after the Civil War started in April 1861. 
Events he organized for his final commencement at Georgetown Institute 
led to his imprisonment.86 

That experience, he later wrote, “hastened the abandonment of 
educational pursuits for the sterner ones of war.”87 Following his release, 
Confederate Gen. J. E. B. Stuart appointed him for scouting duty and 
approved Maj. Ball’s suggestion that Conrad “become a chaplain, with the 
rank of captain,” for the 3rd Virginia Cavalry.88 Conrad spent most of his 
time as a scout89 until late 1861, when he offered his services as a spy, 
an offer accepted by Confederate President Jefferson Davis.90 During his 
espionage activities, Conrad proposed a plot to kidnap President Abraham 
Lincoln in September 1864, but the plot, which he had begun to enact, fell 
through at the last minute.91 

After the war ended, Conrad was arrested and returned to prison two 
different times. The second time, he escaped and hid in the Blue Ridge 
Mountains for several months.92 

In 1866, he purchased the Upperville Academy, teaching there until 
1868. On 4 October 1866, the 28-year-old educator wed Emma S. Ball. The 
couple had seven children.93 

From Upperville, Conrad moved to Rockville, where he was principal 
of Rockville Academy from 1869 to 1871.94 He then relocated to Blacksburg, 
where he headed the Preston and Olin Institute for approximately one year, 
beginning in 1871. In the position, according to Kinnear, he “brought a new 
dimension of excitement to the school and to the town of Blacksburg.”95 

In 1872, Conrad unsuccessfully pursued the presidency of Virginia 
Agricultural and Mechanical College (VAMC).96 In 1873, he purchased 
an interest in the Montgomery Messenger97 and became its editor.98 He 
accepted a position at VAMC in 1877 as an adjunct professor heading a 
new Preparatory Department99 and in 1880 as chair of English.100 Two years 
later, he became president of VAMC, serving in that capacity until 1886.101 

In August 1887, Conrad became a professor of agriculture and chair 
of the faculty at Maryland Agricultural College.102 During his tenure there, 
in 1889, he received another degree from Dickinson College: a master of 
science.103 He returned to Washington in 1890 as a special agent of the 
census office and later became a general statistician for the office, where 
he remained until his death at age 67 on 5 January 1905. He was interred in 
Westview Cemetery in Blacksburg.104 
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The Early Years of Virginia Polytechnic Institute and State University: Part II 

Conrad is the only person to have served as president of Preston and 
Olin Institute and Virginia Agricultural and Mechanical College. 

Preston and Olin Pursues Virginia’s Land-Grant Funds 
On 2 July 1862, more than a year after the first shots were fired in 

the Civil War, President Abraham Lincoln signed into law the Morrill Act 
(also known as the Morrill Land Grant Act and officially entitled “An Act 
Donating Public Lands to the Several States and Territories [W]hich [M]ay 
[P]rovide Colleges for the Benefit of Agriculture and the Mechanic Arts”). 
This act provided each state with 30,000 acres of federal land per member 
of the state’s Congressional delegation. The states were authorized to sell 
the land and use the proceeds “to fund public colleges that focused on 
agriculture and mechanical arts.”105 

At the time, Virginia could not take advantage of the Morrill Act 
since eligible Virginians had voted on 23 May 1861 to accept the 17 April 
1861 vote of the Virginia Convention to secede from the Union.106 On 26 
January 1870, nearly nine years after seceding, more than seven years after 
passage of the Morrill Act, and almost five years after the Civil War ended, 
Virginia was readmitted to the Union.107 Several weeks later, on 5 March 
1870, the General Assembly voted to accept the provisions of the Morrill 
Act.108 Although discussions had been held about how to use the land-grant 
monies before the commonwealth’s readmission and subsequent vote by the 
legislature—such discussions were fruitless in practicality—they intensified 
after Governor Gilbert C. Walker called attention to the Morrill Act, also in 
March 1870.109 

Schools across the state scrambled to petition the legislature for funds 
that the act would make available.110 On 17 December 1870, one newspaper 
reported “that there will be a good deal of difficulty in determining the 
disposition of the land scrip, donated by Congress for educational purposes” 
since “nearly all the large Seminaries of learning in the State” were eager “to 
procure a portion.” The newspaper continued, “The Joint Committee of the 
two Houses of the Legislature have the subject under consideration, and the 
representatives of the various colleges are here urging the respective claims 
of their institutions.”111 Less than a week later, the newspaper reported that 
nine colleges had applied for the funds.112 Preston and Olin Institute would 
soon enter what one newspaper dubbed the “War of the Colleges” as some 
24 schools across the state eventually sought the funds.113 

Although some historians have reported that Preston and Olin Institute 
entered the land-grant fray because it was facing financial difficulties,114 this 
author was unable to locate any records to verify that statement. To the 
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contrary, as noted earlier, the school had required no help from the conference 
in 1870 because it was meeting its “current demands by current receipts,”115 

and the following year, a report to the Baltimore Conference, South, refers 
to the school’s “flattering success.”116 Even the local newspaper reported in 
July 1870 that the school was “flourishing.”117 Regardless, at some point 
in 1870, Whisner and Black decided to pursue the land-grant monies for 
Preston and Olin Institute. 

According to a history of the Blacksburg United Methodist Church, 
Whisner had read about a deadlock in the Virginia legislature over what to 
do with its land-grant funds “and proposed to Dr. Black that their school be 
offered to the State as an inducement to get the college located here.” Dr. 
Black, the history continued, liked the idea and promoted it with the Preston 
and Olin Institute Board of Trustees and members of the state legislature.118 

It is also possible that the initial idea to pursue the land-grant funds 
came from Black, whose father was a farmer and who grew up working on the 
family farm in Montgomery County. This possibility is implied by one of his 
colleagues, Dr. John S. Apperson, who married Black’s daughter following 
Black’s death. Referring to the land-grant act, Apperson wrote, “Always on 
the alert for the good of his people, with others, he [indecipherable word: 
commenced?] at once with the work of getting that valuable improvement 
for his native county . . . .119 

Sometime before Christmas 1870, Whisner and Black wrote letters 
to John E. Penn, the senator representing Montgomery, Floyd, and Patrick 
counties in the Virginia General Assembly. The precise dates of their letters 
are unknown but can be approximated from Penn’s response to Black’s 
letter. In Penn’s letter, dated 6 January 1871, the senator apologized for his 
delay in responding, citing the Christmas recess as the reason, and stated: 

Rev. Mr. Whisner[’]s letter has been received and I will with pleasure 
do all in my power on behalf of your very worthy institution. It is 
impossible at this time to tell what will be the place which will be 
adopted by the Legislature. I am myself in favor of a distribution of 
the fund in such a manner as to make it available to the largest number 
of our people.120 

The next month, on 14 February 1871, Penn expanded on his views in 
another letter to Black: 

Some weeks since I received a communication from you and also 
from the President of the Preston & Olin Institute in regard to the 
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Figure 3. In a February 1871 
letter to Dr. Harvey Black, State 
Senator John E. Penn described 
his views on establishing a 
land-grant college in Virginia. 
The last page of the four-page 
letter appears at left (Papers of 
the Black, Kent, and Apperson 
Families, Ms1974-003, Special 
Collections, University Libraries, 
Virginia Tech). 

land scrip—I enclose a Bill which embodies my views on the subject. 
From its provisions you will observe that it aims at establishing an 
independent “Agricultural College” rather than to grant the fund to 
some college, the University [of Virginia] for instance, and make 
the agricultural and mechanical features subordinate. . . . One of the 
conditions of the congressional grant was that no part of the fund could 
be appropriated to building purposes, hence the necessity of finding a 
college that will abandon its present organization and substitute the 
features of this Bill. In reference to your college I fear the buildings 
would not be large enough but would it not be a good investment for 
your County to erect additional buildings. The school would be on a 
permanent footing and from its very character every County in the 
State would be interested—it would have a state reputation at the very 
outset and large numbers of [indecipherable word] men who do not 
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desire a strictly classical education would attend it and in a few years 
you might anticipate having regularly three or four hundred students— 
and the money they would bring to your county would soon repay you 
for the taxation expended in buildings—Show this to the president of 
your college and others interested and let me hear from you. 

Of course I can not assure you that it can be carried in the Legislature 
but their [sic] are many reasons why your County would be a desirable 
location and the fund is worth an effort. [Underlining included in the 
original.]121 

In addition to Whisner and Black, Conrad probably aided the effort 
to get the land-grant money for Preston and Olin following his arrival 
in Blacksburg in 1871. According to holdings in Special Collections at 
Virginia Tech, the former Confederate spy took an “active part” in getting an 
agricultural and mechanical arts college located in Blacksburg.122 But it was 
Whisner and Black who apparently initiated the movement to get the money 
for the Blacksburg school. In late 1871, most likely at their suggestion, the 
trustees of Preston and Olin petitioned Senator Penn and Delegate Robert 
A. Miller, who represented Montgomery County in the House of Delegates, 
to support the Methodist school as the recipient of at least a portion of the 
land-grant monies. Miller was succeeded in the 1871–1872 session by Gen. 
Gabriel C. Wharton, who “immediately joined forces with Penn in the 
Senate on behalf of the Preston and Olin Institute.”123 

The battle over the land scrip seemingly overwhelmed the General 
Assembly. According to Kinnear, “In spite of, or perhaps because of, the 
conflicting claims for the money faced by the legislature, the session of 
1870–1871 came to a close without arriving at a disposition of the fund.”124 It 
took the General Assembly two years—from March 1870 to March 1872— 
to resolve the issue. Chaos ruled even in the final stages of the deliberations, 
according to an Alexandria newspaper: 

Senate bill to give two-thirds of the income from the land scrip to 
Preston-Olin Institute and one-third to Hampton Normal Institute was 
taken up out of its order. A multitude of motions and inquiries here 
arose, causing considerable confusion.125 

Various legislators moved to amend the bill in favor of other institutions 
or to change the distribution equation, but ultimately a number of them 
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withdrew their challenges and lent support to the Blacksburg school. The 
act appropriating the income from the land scrip to Preston and Olin was 
passed in the Senate on 13 March, then in the House of Delegates,126 and 
Governor Walker signed it on 19 March 1872.127 

The act required Preston and Olin to meet the following conditions, 
among others: 

First. The name of the said institute shall be changed to the Virginia 
Agricultural and Mechanical College [emphasis added]. 

Second. The trustees of the said institute shall transfer, by deed or 
other proper conveyance, the land, buildings, and other property of 
said institute, to the Virginia Agricultural and Mechanical College. 

Third. The county of Montgomery shall appropriate twenty thousand 
dollars, to be expended in the erection of additional buildings, or in the 
purchase of a farm for the use of the said college.128 

In a referendum held on 23 May 1972, the citizens of Montgomery 
County approved a $20,000 bond issue for the college by an overwhelming 
majority.129 On 19 June 1872, the Preston and Olin Institute Board of 
Trustees formally accepted the conditions of the legislative act, directing 
“the property of the Preston & Olin Institute to be conveyed to the Virginia 
Agricultural and Mechanical College.” The deed was recorded on 12 July 
1872,130 Thus, Preston and Olin Institute became Virginia Agricultural and 
Mechanical College. 

Several leaders of Olin and Preston and/or Preston and Olin played 
critical roles in the early life of the land-grant college. Dr. Harvey Black, a 
member of the Olin and Preston Institute Board of Trustees and president 
of the Preston and Olin Institute Board of Trustees, continued his role in 
school governance—he was named the first rector of the VAMC Board of 
Visitors.131 Robert T. Preston, also a member of the Olin and Preston and 
the Preston and Olin boards, sold his house, “Solitude,” which is the oldest 
structure on the Virginia Tech campus, and his farm to the VAMC Board of 
Visitors, providing the land-grant college with facilities needed by a school 
with a heavy agricultural focus.132 Additionally, Thomas Nelson Conrad, 
president of Preston and Olin, 1871−1872, became president of VAMC ten 
years later, serving from 1882 to 1886.133 
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Conclusion 
Without Olin and Preston Institute and its continuation as Preston 

and Olin Institute, Virginia Tech as we know it today would not exist. 
Fortunately, the leaders of the Methodist-supported school were men of 
action. Most prominently, the Prestons, of Smithfield Plantation, helped 
keep Olin and Preston afloat for a number of years with strong financial 
support and leadership, which led to the institute’s acquisition of land and 
construction of a substantial building. That facility and acreage, which 
helped spur the Methodists to create a college at the site in 1868, also helped 
in 1872 to attract the support of legislators trying to decide which school in 
Virginia should benefit from the Morrill Act. 

Later, the determined efforts of the leaders of Preston and Olin Institute, 
particularly Rev. Peter H. Whisner and Dr. Harvey Black, convinced the 
commonwealth to assign to their school the two-thirds of the land-grant monies 
that had been designated for a white college. The leaders of Preston and Olin 
agreed to change its name to Virginia Agricultural and Mechanical College, the 
institution that morphed into Virginia Polytechnic Institute and State University. 

Certainly the shift from a classical education, as offered by Preston 
and Olin, to a “practical” kind of education and training, as was required 
to teach agriculture and mechanical arts, was dramatic, but Virginia Tech 
is no stranger to dramatic changes in its curriculum, e.g., the focus-shifting 
changes in educational offerings arising from the leadership of John M. 
McBryde and T. Marshall Hahn Jr. Today’s students can find an amalgamation 
of the offerings of the two schools that existed in 1872, although today’s 
curriculum is, of course, far more extensive. 

Interestingly, both name changes were effectuated by legal actions, and 
both resulted in specific types of colleges. The first name change, to Preston 
and Olin Institute, evolved from a plan to end litigation against the school 
and to clear ownership. The second change, to VAMC, was required under 
the statute that brought land-grant money to Montgomery County. When Olin 
and Preston became Preston and Olin in 1868, the old academy officially 
acquired collegiate powers. By then, the Baltimore Conference, South, had 
already spent two years discussing reopening Olin and Preston as a college. 
The Methodists had recognized that the real estate was in place to permit the 
inauguration of a college curriculum in Blacksburg. The state generally came 
to the same conclusion in 1872 when it awarded the land-grant money to 
Preston and Olin to change its educational focus. Much changed with the two 
name changes, but much remained the same as VAMC built upon the history 
of Preston and Olin Institute, which had built upon the history of Olin and 
Preston Institute. 
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In 2022, Virginia Tech will celebrate 150 years of existence as a land-
grant institution. Perhaps during this time of reflection, the university will 
recognize its real founding in the early 1850s as a Methodist school for boys 
and will officially change its date of establishment to reflect that fact. 
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