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*Note: Reproduced from a speech given in anticipation of Charter Day at the College of 
William and Mary.

Sublimation has a funny way of repressing the bad with the good. The tale 
of this college and its charter is of something sullied and sublimated.  The 
charter, a document twelve pages in length, was brought to this side of the 
Atlantic by then president James Blair. I claim that in the case of the 
Reverend J. Blair himself, this sublimation (sublimation being a trick of the 
memory) plays itself out.  

The honorable Blair is often touted as a man of otherworldly grace and 
perhaps even saintliness.  I, myself, am of the belief that–as George Orwell 
once phrased it– saints ought to be judged guilty until proven innocent. 
 And, as it turns out, Mr. Blair was not so deserving of the title. But this isn’t 
the venue to slander a dead man’s reputation.  Nonetheless, it does 
warrant a more nuanced  understanding of the institution and its more 
notable figures.

I’ve been told that the Reverend was very much in love with his wife. It, 
however, was not match that his mama and papa approved of.  When the 
pair died, they were buried side by side. And, in an ironic twist of fate, a 
tree grew up between the two graves. Mom and dad always win in the end, 
I suppose, one way or another. It was an exactly this same way that branch 
and foliage would separate this college from its connection to slavery in the 
minds of our ancestors, who were always certain of their righteousness, 
and in their own way, of the rectitude of their version of things.
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To answer the question what does the charter mean to you, I must reject its 
premise. That is to say that the question of reflection is really one of 
memory. And memory is a contingent construct: a product of self-image as 
much as anything else. So, to my mind, the question forces the charter to 
become a pantomime, or a stand in for the College of William and Mary 
itself.  The question lingers: what living memories have I traded the last few 
years for? What should it mean?  Perhaps more importantly: am I happy 
with the few years I’ve handed in?

A few images spring forth.  Friends, enemies, frienemies for that matter 
(and it’s to this last category that I include our brilliant professors).  People 
who’ve, and continue to help me pass the hours.  Friends that I often turn 
to without hesitation, and who I’ve occasionally duped into picking up the 
check for coffee or luncheon.  Friends who quit the college after 
transferring in, like myself, but failed to find the help needed to go on. 
 Friends who’ve been psychologically or sexually assaulted and weren’t 
able to find the help necessary– some of you reading this essay perhaps. 
And on the darkest side of this gradient, friends that were punished for 
seeking a ¨fix¨ to their physiological maladies.

These memories shouldn’t be wasted, white-washed, or forgotten. 

 Returning to memory’s tricks: upon researching the story about Mr. Blair 
and his arboreal cockblock, it appears as though his marriage maybe 
wasn’t so happy as the tale suggests.  A tree did, however, sprout up 
between the two.  Perhaps then the symbolism was of a fractured image 
and not Freudian-like paternal disapproval.  As an aside, Blair’s miniature 
statue (on display, unsurprisingly, in Blair Hall) had its nose lopped off 
about this time last year.  As the man’s saintly transgression was upturning 
his nose, this seems an unacknowledged irony. It was once phrased thus: 
some people cannot see what is right in front of their noses.  

As projects on this campus, led by the college’s brilliant faculty (specifically 
the Lemon project) unearth the connection between our ancestry and 
slavery (both good and bad tales), Mr. Blair has found himself without a 
nose to turn.  And we have found ourselves on the right side of history, in 
the dialectical sense, recognizing homosexuality, rightly, as a form of love, 
rather than deviance.  And we will hopefully make a step towards 



recognizing our myopia concerning the transgendered, and the victims of 
rape and sexual assault (taking the Board of Education’s Title IX review as 
a sign).

This type of event too easily lends itself to the temptation to be overly 
sweet on the college, doing a double disservice: one to the students, and 
one to the august institution itself.  Permit me one more go at the question. 
 What does the charter mean to me?  It means a connection to the past, 
and a chance for the future.  In the words of an old Colonial Williamsburg’s 
motto– ¨that the future may learn from the past.¨
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