
BY ANN W. PARKS

Like many who graduated before and after

him, Alexander B. McMurtrie Jr. (L’61) could

not have attended law school without working

a full-time job. In the late 1950s, the newly 

married student would commute from his

apartment in Arlington to the Department of

Labor, where the administration of the Davis-

Bacon Act would occupy his days. Evening

classes at Georgetown Law followed, topped

off by a nice dinner his wife prepared and

study until midnight. The next day, he would

get up and do it all again. Although he eventual-

ly transferred into day classes, he continued to

work throughout law school as a clerk at the

firm of Covington & Burling. “It was a grind,”

he says. “You just had to put your nose to the

grindstone and get it done.” 

Working through law school never hurt

anyone, McMurtrie says. Still, nearly 50 years

after those late-night study sessions, he wanted

to give something back to other Georgetown

Law students who now face financial con-

straints. To that end, McMurtrie and his wife,

Margaret “Kitchie” Hillenbrand McMurtrie,

recently donated a six-figure gift to the school

to establish a new endowed scholarship fund.

A graduate of the University of Notre

Dame as well as Georgetown Law, McMurtrie

wanted to see the scholarship go to deserving

students from both his alma maters. “I’ve always

been interested in scholarship help for needy

students who have the ability but not the

financial means to achieve their dreams,”

McMurtrie says. “I suggested to the dean that

the scholarships be used for financially

strapped Notre Dame graduates who had the

ability but maybe not the financial wherewithal

to pursue a law degree.”

McMurtrie was born in Richmond, Virginia,

to middle-class parents who understood the

value of education. His father, Alexander B.

McMurtrie Sr., was a businessman who died

when young McMurtrie was 15. His mother,

Mary O’Haren McMurtrie, was a teacher who

did graduate work at Columbia University in

the 1920s, when few women were pursuing

advanced degrees. After attending college at

Notre Dame, McMurtrie enrolled in night

classes at Georgetown Law — which just

seemed like the right thing to do, he said. 

And though he did have to work in order to

attend school, he received personal and finan-

cial help from his family: his mother; his wife

and her parents, George C. and Margaret “Peg”

Moran Hillenbrand. He also received emotional

support from his two brothers, Bill McMurtrie

(L’64) and the late Monsignor James W.

McMurtrie. “They helped me go through 

law school, and they helped me through life.” 

McMurtrie graduated from Georgetown

Law in two and a half years and went to work

in the appellate court section of the National

Labor Relations Board. Private practice fol-

lowed, but by the 1970s, his career path took

an unexpected turn. His neighbors, concerned

about the annexation of part of Chesterfield

County by the City of Richmond, suggested

that he run for public office. He won a seat in

the Virginia House of Delegates by 350 votes 

in 1972 and stayed there for 10 years. “I was a

moderate voice. I never believed in extremes,”

he says. “Extremes get you into trouble.”

He continued to practice law during his

time in the legislature and afterwards, doing

partnership, corporation, trusts and estates and

trial work. In the 1990s, he took a case regard-

ing the pay and pension of state legislators all

the way to the Virginia Supreme Court. Always

wanting to do the right thing, he represented

not the politicians but a group of citizens con-

cerned by the possibility of abuses. At about

the same time, he served as the vice chairman

of Virginia’s Board of Corrections. He’s done, 

he says, “a little bit of everything.”

Today, McMurtrie practices at his Richmond

firm, McMurtrie, Grubbs and Associates, doing

trusts and estates work and “managing money

for folks.” Though he has managed his own

business interests quite well — he was recently

named by Virginia Business magazine as one of

the state’s 100 most influential people — he

believes that “everyone needs to be encouraged

to have a seat at the table.” He also knows not

to take material things too seriously. “In life,

you own nothing, all you do is rent,” he says.

“It’s what you do with what God gave you.”

What he’s tried to do is improve the lives

of others. “Education lifts society to a higher

level,” McMurtrie says. “It’s expected that edu-

cated people will help. It’s about giving back a

little bit, too.”
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Introducing the O’Neill Institute 
for National and Global Health Law

In his “Song to Woody,” Bob Dylan says of the world that it
“seems sick an’ it’s hungry, it’s tired an’ it’s torn.” I suppose
today he might add that it’s also overheating. Lawyers, particu-
larly those educated at Georgetown Law, have an important
role to play in healing the world, and this issue of our magazine
highlights some of the many efforts of our faculty, students 
and graduates.

Last spring, we inaugurated the Linda and Timothy O’Neill
Institute for National and Global Health Law. Tim is a 1977
graduate of the Law Center; Linda is a 1977 graduate of the

School of Nursing & Health Studies. Their gift to the Law Center and NHS will help establish four
centers at the Institute — on global health; health care financing; health regulation and governance;
and disease prevention and health outcomes. The mission of the Institute is bold: “to find innovative
solutions for the most pressing health concerns facing the nation and the world through research,
scholarship and reflective engagement with partners in the public and private sectors.” 

In keeping with Georgetown University's mission of social justice, programs at the Institute will
seek “to reduce health disparities and improve health in the United States and globally,” in the
words of Professor Larry Gostin, recently installed as the O’Neill Professor of Global Health Law
and the Institute’s faculty director. Just coming on board as executive director is John Monahan
(C’83, L’87), who previously served as director of intergovernmental affairs and deputy assistant 
secretary at Health and Human Services. This fall the Institute will be initiating projects on global
health law, food safety regulations, and health care spending and American values.

In this issue we also tell the stories of three refugees who were recently granted asylum in 
the United States — a woman from El Salvador and a couple from Nepal — and who were repre-
sented by students at our Center for Applied Legal Studies. CALS celebrated its 25th anniversary
last year, under the stewardship of Professors Philip Schrag and David Koplow. The students —
Frances Chang (L’07), Raad Missmar (L’07), Asa Priyaka (L’08) and Jenny Yoo (L’06) — worked 
hundreds of hours on the cases: interviewing clients and witnesses, examining legal issues, and
researching conditions in the countries of origin.

Georgetown Law is also making a difference in the lives of African women. Our International
Women’s Human Rights clinic helped local lawyers persuade Uganda’s Constitutional Court to
invalidate provisions of the adultery law that discriminated on the basis of gender; the Leadership
and Advocacy for Women in Africa program is a 14-month program at the Law Center in which 
fellows earn an LL.M. degree. We cover this in another story.

These three kinds of efforts operate at different levels of engagement — the global, the 
individual and the national. At every level, our students, faculty and alumni are helping improve 
the conditions under which inhabitants of our planet live.

Sincerely,

T. Alexander Aleinikoff
Dean of the Law Center
Executive Vice President, Law Center Affairs

Letter from the Dean




