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General Alexander R. Lawton
(1818-1896)

by George H. Chamlee*

An historical marker stands on the grounds of the Robertville Baptist
Church on State Highway 321 near Estill, South Carolina. It commemo-
rates the two best-known natives of the Robertville community, Henry
Martyn Robert, author of Robert's Rules of Order, and Alexander Robert
Lawton, lawyer, Confederate general, railroad executive, diplomat, and
the subject of this introduction.

Robertville sits on the edge of South Carolina's Black Swamp. The
church was originally known as the Black Swamp Baptist Church, and a
branch of South Carolina's large and prominent Lawton family, resident
in the area since the Revolution, is known locally as "the Black Swamp
Lawtons."

General Lawton was admitted to the United States Military Academy
at West Point when he was sixteen. After graduation he served briefly in
the Army as an artillery officer but resigned to enter Harvard Law School.
He opened his law practice in Savannah where he was active in state
politics and in railroading. When the Civil War began he was appointed a
brigadier general and led the Confederate forces that seized Fort Pulaski
near Savannah. Later he assumed command of a Georgia brigade assigned
to Lee's army in Virginia that quickly became known as "Lawton's Bri-
gade" because of the prominent role it played in Lee's early campaigns in
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Virginia and Pennsylvania. Lawton served first under Stonewall Jackson
and later under Dick Ewell, taking command of Ewell's division after he
was wounded at Second Manassas.

Lawton's division took the brunt of the Union assault at Antietam and
was saved from annihilation only by desperate counterattacks by John B.
Hood and his Texas division. General Lawton was severely wounded in
this battle and never returned to service as a field officer. He completed
his military career as the Confederate quartermaster general and was
highly respected for his administrative skills.

After returning to Savannah General Lawton quickly became involved
in a variety of professional, business, and political affairs. He led the
Georgia delegation to the Democratic national conventions in 1880 and
1884 and was appointed general counsel to the Central Railroad and
Banking Company, later the Central of Georgia Railway Company. He
was closely associated with the Central Railroad throughout his career as
he was with the Augusta and Savannah Railroad before the war.

General John B. Gordon, later governor and senator from Georgia,
served with General Lawton in the Virginia campaigns and the two men
remained life-long friends and political allies. E. Porter Alexander, Long-
street's chief of artillery at Gettysburg, was a brother-in-law of General
Lawton and participated with him in Central Railroad operations.

When Governor Joseph E. Brown undertook to succeed General
Gordon in the United States Senate in 1880, General Lawton opposed
him out of principle because of Brown's Republican ties and his support
of congressional reconstruction policies. Although Governor Brown's elec-
tion was assured, General Lawton mounted a fierce campaign in support
of traditional Southern values.

General Lawton's railroad activities probably produced the associations
that led him to become one of the organizers of the American Bar Associ-
ation (the "ABA"). Railroad people had acquired the habit of gathering
at Saratoga Springs, New York for meetings and conventions while en-
joying the rich social and recreational life, medicinal springs, and race
track available at the popular resort. General Lawton is one of fourteen
lawyers whose names appear on the famous 1878 invitation that went out
to 607 of the nation's most prominent lawyers, inviting them to attend
the meeting at Saratoga Springs that would result in the formation of the
ABA. In 1882 he became the ABA's fifth president.

The early 1870s saw the beginnings of bar societies in New York, Ken-
tucky, New Hampshire, Iowa, Connecticut, and Illinois. The low public
esteem suffered by the profession and the poor state of legal training pro-
vided the principal impetus for this movement toward an organized bar.
General Lawton's ABA experience made him the natural leader for or-
ganizing the bar in Georgia. In cooperation with another ABA member
from Georgia, Lewis N. Whittle of Macon, General Lawton convened a
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meeting of lawyers at Atlanta in 1883 that culminated in the creation of
the Georgia Bar Association and which made General Lawton the logical
person to deliver the annual address to the Association in 1884.

It is remarkable that General Lawton retained the deep interest in the
profession that is reflected in his work on behalf of an organized bar and
in the speech which follows. His success in railroading (the railroads were
enjoying their heyday) and his fame as a military hero could easily have
caused a lesser.man to disdain the irksome problems of the profession for
a more leisurely lifestyle.

General Lawton served as minister to Austria in 1887 by appointment
of President Cleveland. He died in retirement at Clifton Springs, New
York on July 2, 1896, and was buried in Bonaventure Cemetery in
Savannah.

In 1881 Alexander Rudolf Lawton and Henry C. Cunningham, son and
son-in-law respectively of General Lawton, formed a law partnership in
Savannah known as "Cunningham & Lawton." When General Lawton
joined the firm in 1882, the name was changed to "Lawton & Cunning-
ham." The partnership continued to practice under this name for sev-
enty-two years and achieved great prominence in railroad and banking
circles while retaining its small-firm family atmosphere and Dickensian
style.
. The author of this introduction was employed by Lawton, O'Donnell,

Sipple & Findley in 1957. Although the name of the firm was changed in
1953 upon the death of T. Mayhew Cunningham, the last Cunningham
partner, it remained essentially "Lawton & Cunningham" in operation
and style. It possessed one of the most complete private law libraries in
the State. The offices, furniture, and equipment were from an earlier era;
nevertheless, it bustled with railroad, banking, and admiralty matters.

A rather obscure framed engraving of an elderly man hung on one of
the office walls. It was yellowed with age and bore an almost illegible au-
tograph. The older partners were unable to identify the elderly man and
only knew that the framed engraving was part of the office furniture when
they joined the firm. Only after reading the 1884 address to the Georgia
Bar Association that follows is it apparent that the engraving is a relic of
General Lawton's association with Charles O'Conor, the prominent New
York lawyer eulogized in the speech. O'Conor represented Jefferson Davis
when he was under indictment for treason and also espoused the consti-
tutionality of state secession.

The engraving survives to this day and is mounted over a rolltop desk,
itself a relic of Lawton & Cunningham, in the author's office.
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