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M E D I A  B A C K G R O U N D E R  
Citizen Sues Virginia Military Institute and Its Board, Alleging Secret "Group-

Text" Meetings, Withheld and Altered Public Records 
Verified Petition for Writ of Mandamus — York County Circuit Court — Filed June 1, 2026 

The hook: A verified petition filed June 1, 2026, accuses the governing board of one of the nation's last state-run 
military colleges of conducting public business in secret — by reply-all email and text message — and of 
withholding, redacting, and even altering public records to obscure how a prominent donor-BOV Member was 
pushed off the board, and the board president was forced to step down. The suit seeks personal financial 
penalties against the institute's FOIA officer and six sitting board members. 

The Filing, at a Glance 

• Case: Robert C. Morris, Jr. v. Virginia Military Institute, et al., Circuit Court for York County, Case No. 
CL26005973-00 (filed June 1, 2026). 

• Type: Verified Petition for Writ of Mandamus under the Virginia Freedom of Information Act (Va. Code § 2.2-
3700 et seq.). 

• Defendants: VMI; its Board of Visitors; FOIA Officer William J. Wyatt, Jr. (official and individual capacity); and 
— named in their individual capacities for civil penalties — a board administrator (Matthew Tyree) and six 
current board members: Donald Hall, Thomas Williamson, Lester Johnson Jr., Damon Williams, board 
president Michael Dick, and Terence McKnight. 

• Petitioner: Robert C. Morris, Jr., represented by Matthew D. Hardin. 

Why It's a Story 

• "Government by group text." The petition alleges board members held unnoticed electronic "meetings" 
through reply-all emails and texts about board business — including the day after the FOIA officer reminded 
them in writing that doing so was illegal, and despite repeated formal FOIA training warning them not to "Reply 
All." 

• A board member's own words. According to the petition, board member Donald Hall publicly admitted he 
was "the principal negotiator" of VMI actions with Governor Spanberger and the General Assembly. The 
recent actions generating the most controversy include legislation to change VMI's Board of Visitors, threats to 
withhold funding, initiate another Investigation into VMI, pressure the Member to resign, the President to Step 
down. In the same BOV meeting Hall also stated that former Governor Ralph Northam "was more involved 
than anyone in this room knows other than me." 

• Records that went missing. The suit alleges VMI produced no records at all from Hall — the self-described 
principal negotiator — none from former Gov. Northam, withheld voicemails and call logs, and redacted the 
names of some email senders and recipients. 

• An altered public record. The petition alleges the FOIA officer changed an online portal entry to replace his 
own name with the anonymous label "Staff," concealing that he had personally created a records request on 
behalf of an outside journalist — conduct the suit says triggers a per-record civil penalty. 

• Locked out of an open meeting. A professional process server, hired to hand-deliver written public 
comments to inform the BOV of issues for their consideration, was allegedly turned away from open board 
committee meetings and falsely told the open sessions were closed to the public. 

• A storied institution in turmoil. The forced exit of BOV Member Thomas "Teddy" Gottwald (' 83) and the 
removal of board president Col. (Ret.) James P. Inman (' 86) raise the question of who is really steering VMI 
— and why it is happening out of public view. The suit also challenges withholdings tied to a 1996 study on 
privatizing VMI and to an Inspector General report on the school's deliberate attempts to control, close, or, if 
those failed, discredit VMI's 186+ year-old independent award-winning student newspaper, The Cadet, as well 
as cadets and alumni associated with it. 

The Bigger Picture — Who Controls Virginia's University Boards? 

This lawsuit comes amid broader 2025–26 turmoil over control of Virginia's public university governing boards. In 
Virginia, the Governor appoints the members of those boards — a structural power that invites scrutiny of how, 
and why, board members come and go. 
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Separately, and according to reporting by Virginia Scope and Cardinal News (sources below), Gov. Abigail 
Spanberger removed John Rocovich as Rector of the Virginia Tech Board of Visitors in 2026, a move Rocovich 
has publicly contested. Reporters may wish to examine these threads side by side: 

– Who appointed the current VMI board members, and do any have ties to the current or a prior 
administration? 

– Why are VMI BOV Members accused of conducting board business in secret, remaining seated, and FOIA 
staff accused of wrongdoing remain in their positions and not at least suspended pending the outcome of a 
full, independent, and transparent adjudication by the Court? At the same time, the Virginia Tech rector 
was removed without any empirically supported justification — and were the standards applied 
consistently? 

– What role, if any, did state officials play in the VMI departures? (Note: the petition centers on former Gov. 
Northam's alleged involvement; it does not allege that the current Governor directed the VMI changes — 
an open question the requested records could answer.) 

The national angle: How much political control should governors and legislators exert over the independence of 
public universities — and how much of that maneuvering is happening outside the public record? 

What the Suit Seeks 

Full production of the withheld records; a court declaration that the secret electronic meetings were unlawful; 
personal civil penalties of $500–$5,000 per violation against the named officials; a separate penalty for 
altering a public record; recovery of attorney's fees; and an injunction requiring board members to conduct official 
business on official accounts and devices rather than personal phones and email. Importantly, other than possibly 
recovering attorney's fees, all penalties collected go to the State Literary Fund, not the petitioner.  

Documents & Sources 

• Verified Petition, Morris v. VMI, York County Circuit Court, Case No. CL26005973-00 (filed June 1, 2026) — 
available on request. 

• Statement by VT Rector Rocovich: https://ww.http://www.cardinalnews.org/wp-
content/uploads/2026/05/Rocovich-leter.pdf 

• Va. FOIA: Va. Code § 2.2-3700 et seq.; civil penalties § 2.2-3714; Beck v. Shelton, 267 Va. 482 (2004); 
Suffolk City Sch. Bd. v. Wahlstrom, 302 Va. 188 (2023). 

• Virginia Scope (Va. Tech rector removal): virginiascope.com/gov-spanberger-fired-the-virginia-tech-rector 
• SCHEV news item: schev.edu/Home/Components/News/News/794/16 

Media Contact 
PRIMARY CONTACT - Counsel: Matthew D. Hardin, VSB #97482                    
— MatthewDHardin@protonmail.com — (202) 802-1948 
 
Robert C. Morris, Jr. — BobM@caihq.com — (757) 869-6770     |      
 
Prepared for members of the news media on behalf of the petitioner in coordination with legal counsel. The matters described are allegations 
drawn from a verified court petition and from cited third-party reporting; they have not been adjudicated. Reporters are encouraged to verify all 
linked sources independently. 
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