
 1 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Liberalism and the University of North Carolina 
 

An Unpublished Monograph  
 

by 
 

Dr. W. Douglas Cooper, Professor 
Belk College of Business Administration  

The University of North Carolina at Charlotte 
 

March 1992 
 
 
 
 
 

This monograph was a first step of a journey to understand North Carolina’s Public 
University with an eye at the end of the tunnel to a comprehensive book of the 
author’s personal experiences and views re the State Institution. Although piles of 
notes have been taken, the final product awaits the author’s retirement. In 
retrospect many of the events in this monograph are, approximately 18 years later, 
better understood by the author with a wish to live long enough to pull it all 
together into something useful to the reader.  
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Liberalism and The University of North Carolina  
 

                                              The Monograph 
 
The University of North Carolina, what’s in a name? Is it the Nation’s oldest state 

supported university? Has it been a constant source of liberalism in one of the South’s 
most progressive states? Is it the institution at Chapel Hill, North Carolina? Early in the 
twenty-first century, the typical person might use conventional wisdom to answer, “yes” 
to one or all of the above questions. Would this typical person be correct with the yes 
answer? Well, for all the above, the answer is yes, with equivocation, and the answer is 
no, with equivocation. Here, equivocation is not so much evasion as it is prevarication. 
Or is it obfuscation? Or said another way, it’s a distortion of the facts to create an 
impression. For most people it is not worth the time, or the effort, to stop and filter what 
is very true from what is less than true. 

North Carolina has had a State University for most of its existence, as a state in 
the United States of America and for a time, as a member of the Confederate States of 
America. The University of North Carolina was chartered as a state supported university 
earlier than any other state supported university, in 1789. It opened its doors in 1795. 
However it can be agued that the “University” was not really a university, as comparable 
to other universities in the U.S., until about the mid 1930s. It can be argued that it had not 
reached the standards of a national “college” until the post World War I period.  During 
the 1795 to 1917 period, the University of North Carolina was, in fact, an advanced high 
school “academy” that catered to sons of the State’s ruling elite. Wagstaff best describes 
the academic atmosphere of the 1795 to 1917 University in the following way: 
 
“A factor of equal importance was the unadvanced standards of instruction in the University. Boys came 
there without preparation, the State as yet having no system of secondary education….Hence the young 
men in the University were as little prepared as high school boys usually are to absorb or reflect the 
currents of political forces moving on the face of the waters…This was not untrue at a much later date of 
the University student body….the student body as a group in 1914-17 were little prepared to participate in 
or make contributions to the currents of thought involved in the clash of forces of the First World War.” 
 
During the mid 1930s the University of North Carolina, for the first time, became a true 
university of national stature with university level scholarship, teaching and service. This 
progression was accomplished by absorbing two competing institutions, a state chartered 
college of agriculture and engineering at Raleigh, N.C. and a state chartered college for 
white women at Greensboro, N.C., under the control of the politically appointed Trustees 
of the existing institution at Chapel Hill, N.C. After that time the University of North 
Carolina maintained separate campuses in Chapel Hill, Raleigh and Greensboro, North 
Carolina. The Chapel Hill campus retained the title of University, the campus at Raleigh 
was known as State College and the campus at Greensboro was known as Woman’s 
College. 

One can argue that until the final “consolidation” that occurred in 1971, the 
University of North Carolina must be defined as a “racist” institution. Before the Civil 
War the University was under the control of slave owners. After Reconstruction the 
University was under the control of Democrats who wished to “redeem” the State for 
white supremacy. For much of the twentieth century, the controlling Trustees of the 
University advocated white supremacy. Until 1971, North Carolina maintained a 
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separate, “Jim Crow,” set of institutions for the higher education of blacks and, subject to 
the Civil Rights Acts of the 1960s, little significant progress had been accomplished in 
the integration of blacks into the  structure of the University. The Higher Education 
Reorganization Act of 1971 redefined the University of North Carolina. The redefined 
University incorporated the former “Jim Crow” institutions into the University along with 
a number of former “teacher colleges.” With the Act of 1971, the University of North 
Carolina has grown into a liberal university in every sense of the word, a University of 
national stature, toward which the State could point with pride to the world, without 
equivocation. The sixteen campus University of North Carolina, of the twenty-first 
century, and its mission is defined as follows: 

 
The University of North Carolina is a public, multi-campus university dedicated to the service of North 
Carolina and it people. It encompasses sixteen diverse higher educational institutions and other 
educational institutions and other educational, research, and public service organizations. Each shares in 
the overall mission of the University. That mission is to discover, create, transmit, and apply knowledge to 
address the needs of individuals and society. This mission is accomplished through instruction, which 
communicates the knowledge and values and imparts the skills necessary for individuals to lead 
responsible, productive, and personally satisfying lives; through research, scholarship, and creative 
activities, which advance knowledge and enhance the educational process; and through public service, 
which contributes to the solution of societal problems and enriches the quality of life in the state. 

 
What was the process by which the University of North Carolina arrived at its 

current position where it can, truly, be called a “liberal” institution? Over its long history, 
has the University of North Carolina been a source of “liberalism” or “conservatism” in 
North Carolina? The test of a University must be in the character of its graduates and 
their contributions to the betterment of North Carolina. Conventional wisdom would lead 
one to expect that any given university would be an important seat of liberalism for its 
constituency. Has that been the case for the University of North Carolina? This question 
is the focus of this monograph. The subject of this monograph is the University of North 
Carolina and liberalism. The monograph addresses the University relative to the 
economic, political and social infrastructure of the State and the interaction of this 
infrastructure with its University In particular, the monograph looks at the University 
relative to its evolving position as a leader, or as a follower, of the people of the State in 
obtaining a liberalization of the economic, political and social infrastructure of North 
Carolina.  
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Liberalism as Understood in North Carolina 
 

Many different people interpret the term “liberalism” many different ways. As a 
label to connote a political and economic viewpoint in the United States, the term 
developed in the late eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries. The intellectual 
"liberalism" of Thomas Jefferson's time emphasized as its ultimate goal for society, the 
goal of freedom for the individual. Liberalism, in this context, supported laissez-faire as 
the means for minimizing the role of the state in economic affairs and supporting the 
concept of representative government as a means of protecting the civil liberties of 
individuals. However, Jeffersonian "liberalism" was flawed. While protecting the civil 
liberties of the few, it did not always protect the civil liberties of the many. It did not 
recognize and extend the Jeffersonian concept of freedom to all men and women. In 
particular, the liberalism of Jefferson was not equipped to deal with those “social costs” 
that one segment of society might impose on another segment of society. In North 
Carolina and the South, the "liberalism" of Jefferson, adopted in various variant forms, 
i.e. Jacksonian Democracy, etc., produced a political and economic infrastructure to 
support a privileged class of slave owners at the expense of black slaves and a vast 
population of poor whites with little to no political or economic opportunity. Here, 
Jeffersonian liberalism did not recognize the concept of "equality of opportunity" for all 
men and women. In accepting the philosophical construct that society contained inferior 
beings, not deserving of the equality of opportunity, Jeffersonian liberalism, as a by-
product, created a class of poor whites that, like their black brothers, were unable to 
obtain, by their own merits, the political and economic freedoms they much desired. 
Beginning with the Reconstruction of the South, the term “liberalism” came to be 
associated with a very different emphasis in North Carolina, particularly in political and 
economic policy. With the Reconstruction of the South, the term “liberalism” came to be 
associated with welfare and equality concepts. While the Jeffersonian liberal regarded 
freedom of the individual as the most effective way to promote welfare and equality; the 
post Civil War liberal in the South regarded the equality of opportunity for all men and 
women as a prerequisite for freedom of the individual. In the process of attempting to 
reach this end, the post Civil War liberal came to favor and advocate for policies of state 
intervention in matters of society.  

As an ideology the concept of liberalism in North Carolina can be explained in 
terms of accepted religious dogma. During the 1776 to 1861 period and beyond, North 
Carolina was greatly influenced by its churches. During this period the State’s religious 
doctrine was called “Christian.” But, in terms of the teachings of Jesus Christ of the 
Gospels, the churches of North Carolina were more advocates of Calvin’s Old Testament 
dogma than the words of Jesus Christ. In these churches, variants of the religious dogma 
of Calvin held a controlling place in the minds of church members. The religious dogma 
of Calvin allows for each person to be directly affected by the personal intervention of 
God. God’s elect prosper, and prosperity is a sign of God’s favor. God’s non-elect do not 
prosper, and the lack of prosperity can be a sign that God is not pleased with the actions, 
or the very being of certain of his people. Within this dogma one can accept an unequal 
distribution of wealth, power; influence and general good fortune as being God’s will and 
see no reason to try to interfere with God’s plan. In this religious context, one might or 
might not see his duty to ease the burdens of the non-elect through “Christian charity” but 
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having given that, nothing more is required. Within this religious context, certain 
structural changes in political and economic systems, redistribution of income via taxes, 
and other sacrifices by society’s “haves” for the benefit of the “have-nots,” in the name of 
equality of opportunity for all people, are less likely to meet with favor. On the other 
hand, the religion of the New Testament Christian is based on the idea of self-sacrifice. 
For the New Testament Christian one adds strength to the immortal soul by helping 
others. Earthly rewards are, at best, not important, at worst, damaging to the immortal 
soul. The accumulation of earthly rewards in the midst of poverty, sickness and a general 
lack of prosperity by one’s peers are greatly discouraged of the New Testament Christian. 
The message of Jesus Christ was to give of one’s self to others, to contribute to the 
opportunity of others to have a better life. To show the way, Jesus made the ultimate 
sacrifice of his own life for all people. Within this religious context, certain structural 
changes in political and economic systems, redistribution of income via taxes, and other 
sacrifices by society’s “haves” for the benefit of the “have-nots,” in the name of equality 
of opportunity for all people, are more likely to meet with favor. 

It is important to note the impact of the Church in shaping values of all classes of 
people in the South during most of the first one hundred year history of the State’s 
University. It can be argued that Southern clergymen strongly contributed to and nurtured 
a state of mind, which allowed “God-fearing” people to fight a tragic war in support of 
the enslavement of their fellow humans. Across all classes of people in North Carolina 
and the South, Southern Christianity was Old Testament theology. Southern religious 
feeling was strikingly homogenous. Presbyterian, Baptist and the Southern versions of 
Methodist and Episcopalian religions were all grounded in the doctrine of Calvin.  The 
concept of God’s elect leading the conversion of the masses to meet God’s will was much 
accepted by all classes of Southerners. Within this economic, political and social 
infrastructure, one could find little by way of “liberal” thought within the State of North 
Carolina or its University. 

 
                               The Economics of Liberalism 

 
No matter how they are organized, all societies are faced with economic problems 

that relate to the allocation of scarce resources among alternative ends. Fortunately or 
unfortunately for a given society, resources are never unlimited. While some societies 
may possess more abundant resources than others, all face an upper limit. The fact that 
resources are always scarce forces every society to face three fundamental economic 
problems. What output should be produced with the available resources? By whom and 
with what technological manner will the output be produced? Who should get, and in 
what proportion, the output produced? In attempting to characterize the range of ways 
available to organize the economic activities of a given society to meets its three 
fundamental economic problems, one might use the following diagram: 

 
  
   different degrees   
  laissez-faire  of market system         central direction 
market system  and government          by government 
        direction 



 6 

The free working of the market system, free of government involvement, the doctrine of 
laissez-faire, offers one extreme to the range. Total central direction by some decision 
making group, government, offers the other extreme to the range. All combinations of 
different degrees of market system and government direction represent everything 
between these two extremes. At the core of any discussion of liberalism one must address 
the degree of public and private involvement in the resource allocation process. What mix 
of market forces and government involvement are used to solve the three fundamental 
economic problems of the society? 
 The same year the University of North Carolina was defined within the new 
Constitution of North Carolina, 1776, Adam Smith’s Wealth of Nations was published. 
Here, Smith wrote the following: 
 
 Every individual endeavors to employ his capital so that its produce may be of 
greatest value. He generally neither intends to promote the public interest, nor knows 
how much he is promoting it. He intends only his own security, only his own gain. And he 
is in this led by an invisible hand to promote an end which was no part of his intention. 
By pursuing his own interest, he frequently promotes that of society more effectively than 
when he really intends to promote it. 
 
The central theme of the Wealth of Nations was the workings of “the invisible hand.” As 
he set forth what was taken to be the principles of capitalism, Smith caught sight of the 
idea that under certain conditions of perfect competition, with privately owned capital 
allocated by a market system free of government control, private interests of individuals 
are harmonized with social interests. Acceptance of Smith’s economic theory of  laissez-
faire, coupled with the religious doctrine of Calvin, had a profound effect on all the 
young States of the United States of America. But for North Carolina and the States of 
the South the effect was particularly profound. The effect defined their value systems as 
States and directed their future actions for much of their history. 
 Because resources are always scarce and because the tenants of Smith’s “perfect 
competition” almost never exist, the practice of laissez-faire economics guarantees 
inequalities of wealth and political power in society. Its practice guarantees a society 
structure of “haves” and “have-nots.” If the society integrates a religious doctrine of 
Calvin into this economic structure, the variability of wealth and political power in the 
society becomes, “God’s plan.” Thus, an economic, political and social structure is 
formed around accepted economic and religious principles. Such was the case of North 
Carolina during much of the history of the State and its University. 
 The economics of liberalism is all about reduction of the disparity between 
“haves” and “have-nots” in a given society, where disparity is created by a lack of 
opportunity to do the things that one would want to do with his/her life. The economics 
of liberalism is not about equating wealth and political power for all of society. It is not 
about more or less government control over the life of the citizens. It is about the 
pragmatic removal of roadblocks that allow “haves” to exploit the “have-nots” for their 
own personal gain. For example, in a world containing knowledge and ignorance, those 
with access to knowledge can do one of two things. They can sacrifice some of their 
personal resources to teach the ignorant, or they can use their access to knowledge as a 
means to exploit the ignorant for their own personal gain. Liberalism is tied to the 
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willingness of those with access to knowledge to make personal sacrifices for the 
ignorant. The availability of educational institutions for the transfer of knowledge among 
social classes and the use of these institutions to educate the ignorant of all classes is a 
noble element of liberalism. The presence of liberalism can never be associated with 
those who would monopolize education, within a class structure of society, for the 
purpose of exploiting ignorance. In general, in a world where infrastructure allows one 
segment of society to exploit another segment of society, the economics of liberalism 
addresses the need for infrastructure change that minimizes the opportunities for 
exploitation and maximizes the opportunities for those being exploited.  
 
 
                                              The Limits of Liberalism 
 
 In addressing the University of North Carolina as a source of liberalism, this 
monograph does not involve itself with the question of quantity. How much liberalism in 
a given society is enough? Is “more” better than “less”? Is “less” better than “more”? 
There is no quantitative answer to these questions. The answers depend on the attitudes 
of the people of the society or the distribution of power to persuade within the society. A 
society might need to call on its individual religious teachings for answers to these 
questions. These answers will be diverse. The answers will likely be different for a 
society that follows the New Testament teachings of Jesus Christ, compared to the 
society that follows the Old Testament dogma of John Calvin. Other religions thought 
may/will generate other answers. 
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Article Forty-one of the 1776 Constitution of North Carolina 
 
 
The North Carolina constitution of 1776 was the work of many men and the ideas 

within the work came from many different sources. The authors were able to draw upon 
the documents previously prepared for other states, Virginia, Maryland, New Jersey, and 
Pennsylvania for ideas. Ideas from the paper “Thoughts on Government” by John Adams 
found their way into the North Carolina document. In addition, other sources of ideas 
were found in the instructions to the delegates of Orange and Mecklenburg counties, the 
first written by Thomas Burke, and the latter in the handwriting of Waightstill Avery. 
The authors of the North Carolina constitution of 1776 gave thought to the subject of 
education. Queens College had been incorporated in 1771 by a number of Mecklenburg 
County leaders – educated at the College of New Jersey (Princeton) – to provide higher 
education for their sons. A classical academy had been in operation in Mecklenburg, 
established by the same leaders, as a secondary school for the new college. The college 
had hardly begun when King George III refused to approve its charter. The denial of the 
charter was a slap to the people who believed that an uneducated people would remain a 
servile people. The same group of Mecklenburg leaders were involved in the famous, yet 
controversial, Mecklenburg Resolves, where – if believed - the county of Mecklenburg 
declared itself free and independent of England in May of 1775. One member of this 
group was Waightstill Avery. It was Waightstill Avery, the state’s first Attorney General, 
who has been given major credit for successfully sponsoring Article Forty-one in the 
1776 Constitution of North Carolina, providing for the establishment of a State 
University. While Wagstaff writes that the University was "Launched out of the impulse 
of true liberalism,” one cannot be sure of the full motivation of the sponsors of Article 
Forty-one. 
Possibly there was the perception of the need for a state university based on a new feeling 
of state nationalism. For example, if North Carolina was to govern itself, it must have 
educated men to hold public office and lead the people. This would require a state 
university. However, Avery and his fellow champions for a state university were, in the 
main, Federalist. These Federalist tended to side with those that advocated government 
control by an educated elite. Universal education was not one of their principles. Was this 
support of educated elite with control over an uneducated mass, liberalism? Possibly the 
motivation was based on the simple fact that other states had institutions of higher 
education and North Carolina did not. For example, the North-South contrast was sharp 
in higher learning. When the Revolution came, the South had only William and Mary 
College above the secondary level of education. Each Northern Colony had at least one 
such institution; New Jersey had two, the College of New Jersey (Princeton) and Queen’s 
College (Rutgers). Perhaps the motivation for sponsorship of the Article was grounded in 
the democratic ideology that was bursting upon the world. The education of the common 
man would have been a liberal idea. Or, their motivation may have come from a 
combination of all of the above reasons. Whatever the true motivation for the Article, 
these authors wrote into the state constitution  
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“that a School or Schools shall be established by the Legislature for the convenient 
Instruction of Youth, with such Salaries to the Masters paid by the Public, as may enable 
them to instruct at low Prices; and all useful Learning shall be duly encouraged and 
promoted in one or more Universities.” 
 
One cannot know all the vagaries surrounding this far-reaching Article and to indicate 
that Avery was the only sponsor is perhaps misleading. However, in the University 
Memorial Hall on the Chapel Hill campus of the present University of North Carolina, a 
plaque to the memory of Col. Waightstill Avery credits him as the author of the clause 
in the constitution of 1776 ordaining the University. 
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Establishing the First Campus of the University 
 

 
Thirteen years passed before the legislature did anything about establishing “one 

or more Universities.”  During this time a new philosophy of democracy was breaking 
forth in France in violent political expression. This philosophy from without was 
superimposed upon an already strongly developing pioneer democracy in America. Thus 
it came to be that the class of large landowners, merchants and lawyers who advocated a 
strong state government and/or enlarging state functions, such as funding a state 
University, were identified with an attempt to establish a new aristocracy for themselves. 
Identifying with the activities in France, the common people of the new nation feared the 
possibility that an aristocracy of educated men could use monopoly power over education 
to exploit the ignorance of the non-educated masses. The group of educated men that 
accepted the desirability of uniting with other states in forming a firmer form of union 
was considered to be Federalist. The dangers to North Carolina offered by these 
Federalist, either real or perceived, were opposed by the state’s Anti-Federalist groups. 
The Anti-Federalist fears of an attempt by the Federalist to form an “old world” 
aristocracy in America resonated just below the surface of day-to-day politics of the early 
Union, but they nevertheless profoundly influenced most of the new nation’s social, 
economic and political institutions, and their interplay one upon another. Within this 
atmosphere an Anti-Federalist controlled legislature of 1784 refused to establish a 
university as called for in the 1776 Constitution. However, growing Federalist influence 
in the 1789 legislature, led by William R. Davie, resulted in the General Assembly 
enacting a measure chartering the University of North Carolina. Thus a university, in 
name if not in fact, was the result of the impulse expressed in the 1776 Constitution.  

In retrospect one might wonder why Article Forty-one called for one or more 
“universities” instead of  “colleges.” Many of the champions of the article had attended 
the College of New Jersey and looked to that institution as well as the institutions such as 
Harvard College, Yale College, or the South’s only College, the College of William and 
Mary as a model for the institutions called for in Article Forty-one. The Latin word for a 
corporation, an all-sharing membership in an association, was universitas.  Thus, an 
association of students and professors was called a universitas scholarium. Since 12th 
Century Europe, universities had taught arts, law, medicine and theology. In 13th Century 
Europe the problem of housing students created the need for dormitories called 
“colleges.” As the number of colleges grew at a university, every college came to have its 
own staff of professors. As the university had no buildings of its own, the “university” 
became a very abstract thing. The College of New Jersey, Harvard College, Yale, etc. did 
not adopt the term “university” until the late 1800s, when they had expanded their 
mission into activities that were well beyond the scope of pre-Civil War times. In 1876 
Johns Hopkins University became the first to emphasize research and graduate education, 
in imitation of the universities of Germany. In general, it was the post Civil War growth 
in undergraduate enrollment that allowed both private and state universities to add 
professional schools, and cultivate scholarship and research, that led to the formation of 
enough diversity to take-on the name “University.” 
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The new State University was in no way a “university” as viewed via the 
definition of America’s late 1800s. It was, at best, an advanced academy that gave its 
students the fundamentals for the pursuit of advanced training in the professions of law, 
teaching, or the ministry. However, for whatever the motivation the, 1789 legislature 
chartered a “university” for North Carolina as defined in the 1776 Constitution. To carry 
out the charter the Assembly established a board of forty trustees to bring the new 
university into being and to nurture it. The members of the first board consisted of men 
who had been supportive of the 1776 article in the Constitution that called for a state 
university. In the main, these men were Federalist. With the aid of these forty trustees, 
acting in a superheated political atmosphere, the University opened its doors to students 
in 1795. It was divided into two branches called The Preparatory School and The 
Professorships of the University. This dichotomy was largely the idea of William R. 
Davie.  

The 1789 Act that chartered the University shirked direct financial responsibility 
by the State for the life of the institution. If the University were to survive and prosper it 
must do so on its own! For the life of the first iteration of a State University, from the day 
its doors opened in 1795 until its doors were, effectively, closed in 1868, the University 
acted as a private institution under the hand of State political control. Its financial needs 
were met from monies received from student obligations and from philanthropy. The 
direction of the activities of the University was always under the watchful eye of the 
State Legislature. 
 To understand the North Carolina’s University one needs to understand the 
relationship between the University and the distribution of political power among the 
various population groupings within the State.  During the life of the first iteration of the 
“State University,” 1795-1868, the bulk of political power in North Carolina was 
concentrated in the hands of a relatively few university educated professionals. The 
means to achieve a university education for all but the most privileged was not at hand. 
These same political power brokers not only controlled the political infrastructure of the 
entire State but also, through the ability to appoint members to the University’s Board of 
Trustees, were able to control the State University in such a way as to make it a tool of 
the politically powerful.  
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Joseph Caldwell Assumes Control 
 
The first twenty years of the life of the University, using patronage as the 

yardstick of measurement, could not be described as successful. Dr. Joseph Caldwell, a 
twenty-three year old Presbyterian minister and trusted Federalist was appointed the first 
president on the state’s new University in 1804. Acting without a President, the young 
Caldwell became presiding professor in the midst of semi-chaos at the University in 
1799, largely because he possessed the confidence of William R. Davie, who was 
governor of the State in 1799. Caldwell, as a protégé of Davie had a capacity for 
adjustment that enabled him to weather the transition of the State’s control from 
Federalist to Republican at the turn of the century. With this ability to adjust, he was 
made president in 1804.  Except for a two-year absence, Caldwell remained the president 
of the institution until he died in office in 1835. 

In an 1817 Report on Education given to the North Carolina legislature Archibald 
Murphey had the following to say about the progress of the state’s University during its 
first twenty years: 
 

When this institution was first founded it was fondly hoped that it would be 
cherished with pride by the legislature. But unfortunately the nature of the funds with 
which it was endowed, in a short time rendered it odious to some, and cooled the ardor of 
others. The torrent of prejudice could not be stemmed; the fostering protection of the 
legislature was withheld and the institution left dependent upon private munificence. This 
institution has uniformly labored under the double disadvantages of a want of funds, and 
the want of subsidiary institutions, in which youth could be instructed preparatory to 
their entering upon a course of higher branches of science in the University. 
 

It was not until after the events of the War of 1812-14 had reached completion 
that the University began to grow. Joseph Caldwell took over the University’s presidency 
for the second time in 1816. During the 1816-35 period the student body increased to 
about one hundred students for the first time (1817-18). The student numbers reached one 
hundred and seventy-three in the peak year of 1823-24. Thereafter there was a gradual 
recession in number that averaged about one hundred total students over the 1825-35 
period. 

From his first day in a leadership role for the institution Joseph Caldwell was 
faced with a passive-aggressive opposition from the state’s Anti-Federalist. These Anti-
federalists were suspicious of the potential for the new institution to give direction to the 
minds of students on political subjects that were favorable to an aristocratic government 
where excessive power over the many would reside in the hands of the few. In early 
North Carolina the development of an educated elite had not yet formed and there was 
much suspicion of the potential for the institution to become a restrictive gateway for 
entrance into the political process of the state. The passive-aggressive opposition 
manifested itself in a willingness to allow the institution to survive as long as it did so 
without the use of state funds. Survival for the University was to be predicated on finding 
enough private funds through student tuition, fees, and private grants to do so. In general, 
this was the case with the institution’s funding throughout the history of the University 
from the opening of its doors in 1795 to the effective closing of the doors in 1868. This 
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condition required the institution to “do whatever was necessary” from an academic, 
political and economic point of view to sustain itself in the face of an uncertain 
environment.  

One could argue that the very existence of the University in the 1795-1861 period 
as an expensive, private institution, only affordable by the state’s growing, slave-holding, 
elite, guaranteed the coming of the Anti-Federalist’s greatest fears. In the absence of 
affordable preparatory and higher education for North Carolina’s common people, the 
slaving-holding elite of the State, with their private academies and their University, had a 
virtual monopoly on education in pre-Civil War North Carolina. A monopoly on 
education and “certification” for professions in North Carolina guaranteed the 
development of an education-based aristocracy. Thus, the State’s University became a 
tool for the political dominance of the state by the one group that could afford education, 
the slave-holding elite of North Carolina. 

 
Launched out of the impulse of true liberalism, nevertheless the elements that had 

founded it came to be the political conservatives of its early period of life. This carried 
over into its middle period, when slavery and sectional interests still made conservatives 
out of those who still bore responsibility for the life of the institution. In all these years 
the political security of their control was nil, and hence it is not to be wondered at that 
the child they had produced remained a creature of chance. Whether and how it would 
grow, depended largely upon the shifting winds of politics. (Wagstaff) 
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The Rip Van Winkle State 
 
 
 During the first third of the nineteenth century the state of North Carolina was 
often referred to as the “Rip Van Winkle” state. The name called attention to the 
backward, undeveloped, condition of the state and the, seemingly, indifferent attitude of 
its people to its condition. It is fair to say that during the first third of the nineteenth 
century, except for a relatively small number of privileged families, the great mass of 
people of North Carolina had little interest, collectively, in education. Visitors to the state 
were often shocked at the massive ignorance and intellectual degradation of its people. 
On a random walk through the state, of all the people one would encounter, more than 
half would be illiterate. In the “Rip Van Winkle” state, expert medical care was rarely 
available for the health maintenance of the population or to minister to the sick or injured. 
Heads of families, wives or older women acquainted themselves with the many herb 
remedies, studied the almanacs that were available after 1800 and became adept at 
midwifery. As was the case for other professions in the state during the antebellum era, 
no educational standards were established for physicians. Of the limited supply of doctors 
in the state most had little more than an academy-type education and a preceptorship 
under an experienced and established physician. Only a small number of doctors in the 
state had medical college training in the North. Most visible to the North Carolina 
traveler during the early part of the nineteenth century was the relative lack of wealth of 
the state compared to its South Carolina and Virginia neighbors. The backward and 
unattractive nature of North Carolina was well defined by the “Rip Van Winkle” 
reference. North Carolina’s “Rip Van Winkle” nature was firmly grounded within its 
economic and political infrastructure, or lack thereof.  

Agriculture was the predominant occupation of the North Carolina people. The 
state was almost entirely rural with little-to-no means of transportation for farm output or 
for communication and information flow among people within and without the various 
areas of the state.  Most of the State’s economic structure was built around a small-farm 
subsistent economy based on free white, family labor. Much of the state’s wealth-based 
aristocracy derived their position from slave-based agriculture in Eastern North Carolina, 
in the counties bordering Virginia, and along the rivers of the Piedmont. This slave-based 
agriculture of larger and more land-rich farms existed in concert with the small-farm 
subsistence economy of, in the main, poorer productivity lands. For both free white and 
slave labor based farming, agriculture was based in primitive methods of cultivation that 
maximized the use of crude tools, little fertilization and an ignorance of methods of soil 
conservation. With poor tools and a lack of knowledge about scientific farming, crop 
productivity was low and the soil became poorer year by year. While the State had much 
in the way of forest and mineral resources, ignorance of how to utilize those resources, 
effectively, was near to non-existent. The state’s collective ignorance about land 
management and scientific methods for agriculture forced the poorer family farmers into 
a continuous search for new lands to cultivate and provide for the subsistence of the 
family. Ignorance of scientific methods for resource development and farming, and a lack 
of transportation infrastructure, precluded the ability to accumulate wealth from natural 
resources or from surplus agriculture for much of the state’s economy. The problems of 
transportation infrastructure cut across the total economy of the State, tending to 
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sectionalize and isolate the people of the state from economic progress. North Carolina 
contained no large trading city and not many merchants. Merchants bought their goods in 
South Carolina, Virginia and in the northern cities. Capital for manufacturing in the state 
was little to non-existent. Little-to-no money was available to purchase manufactured 
goods by the common people of the State. 

Under the constitution of 1776 wealthy landowners controlled county and state 
governments in North Carolina. Each county was ruled by a county court whose members 
were appointed for life by the governor of the state. The state’s General Assembly made 
the laws and elected all state officers. No one could sit in the Assembly or be Governor or 
vote for a member of the Senate unless he was a landowner. Most of the state’s wealth-
based aristocracy accumulated their wealth via the ownership of choice land and slaves. 
For much of the nineteenth century these people believed that the government of North 
Carolina should be simple and cheap. It was the government’s role to maintain the status 
quo for the state’s “haves” and let the “have-nots” of the state fiend for themselves. This 
was to be accomplished by strict adherence to the Jeffersonian philosophy of government 
inaction practiced by the Republican (Democratic) Party of the 1804-1835 period. During 
this period the Republican (Democratic) Party grew in strength in North Carolina until 
1815 when it assumed unchallenged political control of the State. The tenants of the 
Jeffersonian philosophy, as practiced in North Carolina during the period, was that while 
state government had the responsibility of protecting life and property, it should have 
little-to-no role in taxation for the purpose of building transportation, public education or 
any other public infrastructure that might upset the status-quo. Given North Carolina’s 
“Rip Van Winkle” economic and political infrastructure, one of the major state 
characteristics during the 1800-1835 period was the out-migration of its people to states 
that offered greater opportunities. The bulk of the state’s out-migration contained the 
state’s “have-nots.” These included three who later became Presidents of the United 
States – Andrew Jackson, James K. Polk, and Andrew Johnson. By 1850 nearly one of 
every three persons born in North Carolina was living outside the state. 

At the beginning of the nineteenth century North Carolina’s population contained 
groups that were knowledgeable about the power of education to provide enlightenment 
to its citizenry. Also, there were larger groups who were ignorant of this power. It has 
been said, “given knowledge and ignorance side-by-side, the knowledgeable will do one 
of two things with the knowledge. The knowledgeable will either make the knowledge 
available to the ignorant, or use the knowledge to exploit the ignorant. The end result of 
this action will define the humanity of man.” Among the people that understood and 
cared about the value of education and those that either did not understand and/or did not 
care, there was a general acceptance of the philosophy that education was a private and 
not a public matter. For the state’s wealth-based aristocracy, the dominant attitude 
regarded education as a privilege for the favored few who could afford it. Education 
provided by private academies and institutions was for gentleman and for training in the 
professions of Law and/or the Ministry. Much of the wealth-based aristocracy viewed the 
extension of education to the common people of North Carolina as, at best, too 
expensive, and, at worst, potentially dangerous. 
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Imbedded in the lining of the “Rip Van Winkle” state was a seed of potential 
enlightenment, a fledgling institution that, in name, was called the “University.” Hardly 
more than an academy for the purpose of grounding gentlemen in the basics of Latin, 
Greek, Chemistry, Mathematics and the Classics, or providing a gate-way for entrance 
into “reading for the Law,” the “University” did not address the problems of land use 
depletion, it did not address the cultivation of the forestry and mineral resources of the 
State, it did not address the state’s illiteracy rate or the health care needs of its people. It 
did not address the use of science as a tool for the general improvement of the quality of 
life for all of the state’s people. The “University” did not address the moral or the 
negative economic aspect of slavery. It did not address the concepts of liberalism as a 
path for the improvement of its people. But the institution did represent a seed; it was a 
beginning that offered potential for the future enlightenment of the State. As a repository 
of knowledge it offered North Carolina the opportunity to educate the ignorant rather 
than to exploit them. How well it did in that regard was answered in the state’s post-War 
ashes of 1865. 
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David Swain’s University 
 
 
As Sherman approached Raleigh after the battle of Bentonville on April 12, 1865, 

the president of the University of North Carolina, David Swain and William Graham 
approached Swain’s former student at the University, Governor Vance. The two old men 
insisted that Vance call the legislature into emergency session so that North Carolina 
might sue for peace. Much on their minds must have been the recent fate of their sister 
capital, Columbia, in South Carolina, which had been set to the torch, and saving Raleigh 
from a similar fate. For Swain, his thoughts must also have been of his University and 
saving it from Sherman’s torch. Swain and Graham composed a letter that they would 
deliver to Sherman, which the Governor signed. Thus, the aging peacemakers clad in 
their long-tailed coats and beaver hats boarded a special train for the event and went with 
their letter in search of Sherman, to save Raleigh and the buildings that housed David 
Swain’s University. 

Swain, Graham and others of the state’s Whig-Unionist group had watched, and 
then supported the decision, on May 20, 1861, as the state’s secessionists, many of whom 
had been students of David Swain’s University, were able to force a fateful decision on 
the people of North Carolina. This decision, driven by the secessionists and supported, 
after the fact, by the Unionist, was the first act in a new drama that progressed in the final 
act to defeat and a condition of ruin in the State that would take an untold number of 
years to fully recover from. Forty thousand soldiers and an unknown number of civilians 
paid with their lives for the state’s rebellion. In addition, the people of the State were total 
impoverished. The state’s economy and institutions lay virtually prostrate. 

For the most part the great mass of the North Carolina people did not well 
understand the rush towards tragedy that had been played out over a twenty-five year 
period by a relatively small number of people with a relatively large amount of power to 
affect their lives. Many, if not most of this small number of powerful people were 
counted among the former students of David Swain at his University. For the general 
population of North Carolina there had been no sense of impending disaster. There had 
been little fixation on the merits of all the opposing issues that were leading the state to 
its destiny. “Truth” had been served to the common people of North Carolina in only 
those portions that were convenient to those who attended Swain’s University. In the end, 
the great mass of North Carolina’s people trusted David Swain and his students, their 
“betters,” to do what was right for their State. Only in 1860-61 after Lincoln was elected 
President and the secession of the lower South was accomplished did the people of North 
Carolina began to recognize the full dimension of what had transpired during the 
previous twenty-five years and realize what these events portended. A number of North 
Carolina’s common people might have asked on May 21st, 1861, how could this have 
happened? But, most were so caught up in the contrived pageantry of the moment that 
they didn’t think to ask the question. But as the old Whig politicians Swain and Graham 
were rushing to find Sherman, so he might not burn Raleigh and Swain’s University, 
should not the people that trusted men such as these be asking the question, how could 
this have happened?  
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In 1835 the Whig party in North Carolina made David Lowrie Swain president of 
the State University, a position that he held until 1868. Swain had been Whig governor of 
the State for three successive, annual terms. With the Whig party firmly in control of the 
State the party sought to extend that power by, without much regard for his academic 
credentials, making him president of the state’s only viable institution of higher 
education. [While three denominational colleges opened their doors, Wake Forest in 
1838, Davidson in 1837 and Trinity in 1838, neither of the three was able to prosper, 
relative to the University, until after the close of the Civil War.] What was this new 
president of the State University like? What were his values? What would be the thrust of 
his influence on students at his University?  

Asheville native David L. Swain led many of his fellow westerners into the Whig 
party by his strong opposition to Andrew Jackson and his policies. Jacksonian democracy 
offered the same program that Thomas Jefferson had advocated three decades earlier. But 
Jackson went further. While the Jeffersonians had been public-servant “aristocrats” who 
favored agrarian interests, Jackson’s support came directly from the “common” people 
who held many elective offices in his administration. During the 1840s Whigs enjoyed 
statewide dominance in North Carolina politics. Their influence, while not as dominant, 
remained strong throughout the 1850s. Whig governors served throughout most of the 
period and Whig majorities controlled the state legislature through most of it. Western 
Whigs were the swing vote in state elections between Whigs and Democrats. Thus, with 
the Whig Party’s control of State Government and in control of the Board of Trustees of 
the State University, as its president, David Swain had significant influence over the 
minds of a generation of North Carolina’s future leaders. This was the generation that 
took the State to its destruction in the Civil War! 

The man who became the president of the State University in 1835 was of English 
ancestors. His father George Swain was a native of Roxboro Massachusetts (born 1763) 
and served in the Georgia Legislature. For health reasons George Swain removed his 
family to Buncombe County in North Carolina where David was born in 1801. David’s 
father like all fathers of the state’s elite families was ambitious for him. He taught his son 
to choose only good society and to aim at excellence in whatever pursuit he followed. 
David learned early in life the concept that “you are who you associate with.” As a young 
man Swain had studied with great care the genealogy of the “best” families of the 
Southern Atlantic States. Later, in his position as president of the State’s University, he 
was known for his ability to know much about the families who might wish their sons to 
attend his University before they came for his approval. 

After a brief stay at the University in 1821, David entered the law office of John 
Louis Taylor to begin his training for his profession, the law. In 1823 he was admitted to 
the bar, married the granddaughter of former Governor Caswell and returned to Asheville 
to practice law. For the 1824 to 1829 period he served in the State Legislature as a 
representative of Buncombe County.  Although of English ancestry, David Swain was a 
solid communicant of the Presbyterian Church and gave largely to its support. 
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David Swain was a sizeable slaveholder but not a major planter. Spending most of 
his time in Eastern North Carolina, Swain kept his slave property in Buncombe and 
Macon counties. This property provided one source of his income that might be described 
as the product of a “rent-a-slave” business. As was the practice of the time, slaves were 
often hired-out by the master for particular skills they had to offer.  [Many have pointed 
to the fact that this practice was one of the factors that precluded the development of a 
skilled, white, middle class in North Carolina during the pre-1861 period.] In 1861 one 
Shelbyville farmer was paying for the use of twenty-one of Swain’s slaves.    

During the 1800 to 1861 period one must describe the characteristics of North 
Carolina’s people as “diverse.”  During the early part of the nineteenth century North 
Carolina’s population contained an overwhelming number of simple folk who engaged in 
a mixed agriculture of subsistence farming. In addition, North Carolina contained a 
mixture of former soldiers, lawyers, land speculators, merchants, men of culture, parsons, 
travelers, artisans, rogues, criminals and ne’er-do-wells of every variety.  

At the beginning of the nineteenth century North Carolina had not developed a 
planter gentry that was comparable to those of neighboring Tidewater Virginia and Low 
Country South Carolina. Because of its topology, the ability to accumulate large 
quantities of wealth was far more difficult in North Carolina than was the case in its 
neighboring states. However, opportunities for wealth accumulation in North Carolina 
were available to those with the resources and competences to take advantage of them.  
Wealthy North Carolina planters like their counterparts in Virginia and South Carolina 
derived their fortunes from slavery-based agriculture, land speculation, slavery-based 
mercantile enterprises and/or combinations of the three. Thus, during the post-revolution 
period, North Carolina did develop a planter gentry of its own, albeit not as grand as its 
Tidewater and Low Country counterparts, still it was a gentry. By the mid 1830s most of 
North Carolina’s slave-holding elite were among, at least, the second generation of their 
family in wealthy or genteel circumstances. 

During the 1800 to 1861 period a relatively small group of slave-holding, elite 
families assumed economic, political and social dominance in North Carolina. Based in 
wealth derived, mainly, from the institution of slavery and the control of choice land, 
these families gained control of North Carolina’s markets and political institutions. In 
1860 eighty-six percent of North Carolina legislators were from slave-holding families. 
This figure compared to sixty-five percent of all legislators as slaveholders across all 
slaveholding states. The pervasiveness of slaveholder control in the North Carolina State 
Legislature was not confined to one or two sections of the State. This dominance 
extended across the total State. No southern state was represented by a group with as 
large a percentage of slaveholders as were the mountain counties of North Carolina. In 
1860 ninety-four percent of the legislators representing the mountain counties of North 
Carolina were slaveholders. In its economic, political and social dominance of North 
Carolina, North Carolina was very “Southern” in the ability of its slave-holding elite to 
exercise economic and political control over the “many” by a relatively few elite families.  
A study of southern wealth and its distribution demonstrated that slave-holding families 
in the South, which represented at most one-forth of the population, held a staggering 
ninety-three percent of the region’s aggregate wealth in 1860. 
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 One of the many instruments used by North Carolina slaveholders for obtaining 
and maintaining control of the activities of the State was its exercise of control over the 
state’s University. The state’s University as an institution became a shared affiliation for 
the slave-holding elite. It acted as a training ground for the children of the elite as they 
assumed their positions of leadership among the peoples of the State. It was the children 
of North Carolina’s gentry families that provided the students for the University of North 
Carolina during the 1800 to 1861 period.  

To understand the University during this period one must not only understand the 
values of the faculty of the University but also the values of the families who sent their 
sons to the University as students. The slave-holding gentry of North Carolina consisted 
of a relatively small and unusually close-knit group of families whose status as 
individuals and as a group was usually based on deep roots within a given local area of 
North Carolina. In the main, these families had ties to the earliest land claims within their 
respective counties. In total, wealth and subsequent influence of North Carolina’s gentry 
was based in land and slaves. Slaves and land were property. Each had individual market 
value that defined the financial worth of a given family. As a means of collecting and 
maintaining power and influence within their respective regions and across the state, 
these early families tied themselves to each other through intermarriage among families. 
In a local area it was the norm for wealth to marry wealth. This concentration of a 
region’s wealth within a small number of families allowed the participants to exercise 
economic and political control over their respective, local areas. Carrying this concept to 
the next level, strategic marriages among regional gentry, had the effect of firming 
economic and political control throughout a network of gentry across the entire State. 
Such ties tended to cluster the elite families into a statewide network of small, local 
groups who within the local area, and across the network of families, were very much 
alike. Members of North Carolina’s planter elites were alike in many ways. But 
numbered among the many common bonds that tied the group together were a common 
ancestry, traits, values, beliefs, common institutional affiliations and common positions 
within an economic/political/social hierarchy.  

North Carolina’s planter elite fostered a child-centered society with emphasis on 
successful, self-motivated offspring where great emphasis was placed on education, 
career, and the proper choice of a mate. The society sought to rear its children in such a 
way that they would seize the world’s opportunities. The children were expected to build 
on the success of the parents and contribute to their society by achieving their own 
success through the practice of proper careers as planters, lawyers, judges, politicians, 
merchants and ministers. Parents expected their children to choose mates from the 
wealthy or at least “well-to-do” families of the region or the State. The children, both 
boys and girls, were expected to excel in education. Boys received prepatory instruction 
for the classical studies that most would be expected to pursue in college. Girls received 
instruction that would prepare them for carrying out the duties of enlightened mother and 
management of a plantation household. While the availability of schools for the mass of 
North Carolina’s children was little to non-existent, that was not the case for children of 
North Carolina’s planter elite. For these children, albeit not convenient in some cases, 
educational opportunities in tuition- based private academies were available for the 
majority of the state’s gentry. Here, few formal barriers separated secondary and college 
level training and most of the students began their college training between ages fifteen 
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and nineteen and graduated between ages nineteen and twenty-two. In the 1830-61 period 
over two-thirds of the state’s great planters sent a son to college and at least one third sent 
two or more. 

The families of North Carolina’s planter elite were bound together by common 
religious beliefs. Despite diversity in church affiliation planters were much alike in 
religion. Planters believed in a close personal God of the Old Testament who held them 
strictly accountable for their actions. Their God directly intervened in human affairs to 
aid, reward and punish. For most, he was a Calvinist God who rewarded his elect with 
prosperity and punished the non-elect with pain for man’s original sin. Success for God’s 
chosen and non-success for his non-chosen were all a part of God’s worldly order. 
During the Civil War of 1861-1865, Confederates truly believed that God favored their 
cause and that, with his support, they must inevitable triumph. 

The families of North Carolina’s planter elite were bound together by common 
attitudes towards slavery. First, slaves were viewed as income-earning property whose 
market value was, justly, protected by law. Second, the planter elite was thoroughly racist 
and considered slaves to be inferior humans. Within their Calvinist religion, planters 
viewed slaves as beings that were among God’s non-elect. They were, appropriately, to 
be used in the pursuit of God’s glory by his chosen elect. In this view the planter elite 
were supported through their organized religions. As evangelicals gained more of a 
foothold on the social ladder of Southern Society the South as a region became more 
irrevocably committed to the correctness, under God, of the institution of slavery. The 
formal clergy became active in defending the institution of slavery on biblical grounds – 
for instance, by reading into the services of the church, God’s curse on Noah’s son Ham 
and his descendants as involving the black race. 

A number of children of the North Carolina planter elite had grown-up reading 
the novels of Sir Walter Scott. Many were caught-up in the romance of these novels 
which advocated the defense of honor and the test of good vs. evil through trial-by-
combat. This concept, derived from the works of Scott, mixed with a firm belief in a 
Calvinist God, was potentially dangerous for people whose earthly welfare was in the 
hands of political decisions from men with beliefs such as these. 

North Carolina’s planter elite was firmly grounded in the political control of the 
State. The control of the State began with control of local and regional politics. Here, 
party policy was the exclusive prerogatives of county committees or regional or multi-
county caucuses. These remained firmly in the control of the planter elite throughout the 
antebellum era. Control of local and regional politics allowed control over the 
representation of the local region in the State Legislature. In a circular fashion, since a 
number of local government officials were appointed by the State Legislature, 
representation in the State Legislature implied control of local government. State political 
control was rooted in the State Legislature. The Governor, state appointments to the 
bench, etc. were all rooted in the control of the State Legislature. In addition, North 
Carolina’s ruling party exercised control over the Board of Trustees of the state’s 
University and determined policy to be followed by that institution. As the primary 
training ground for the state’s future legislators, judges, trial lawyers and commercial 
entrepreneurs, it was important for the slave-holding elite to maintain its University as an 
instrument of its political control of the State. In the absence of secondary and college 
level public schools for the common people of the State, with its private academies and 
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political domination of the state’s University, the planter elite had accomplished a near 
total monopoly over access to education in the State. Given the above, with an addition of 
a number of strategically placed newspapers that reported the news in a way consistent 
with the wishes of the planter elite, the political dominance of North Carolina’s slave-
holding elite, across the State of North Carolina, remained complete throughout the 1800 
to 1861 period. Across all of North Carolina there was a general acceptance by the total 
population of a wealth/status, class structure of society that encouraged the political 
control of the many in North Carolina by the relative few planter elite.  

The students of David Swain’s University were the product of their environment. 
Loved, nurtured and encouraged by their parents to take advantage of their position in 
life, they did so. In the process, that took the State and its people to its destruction. In his 
Saga of a Burke County Family; The Averys, Dr. Edward Phifer describes six different 
grandsons of one of the founders of the University, Waightstill Avery. All, for various 
periods of time, were students of David Swain at his University. One of the grandsons 
had died before May of 1861 in the goldfields of California, where he had taken a 
number of slaves in search of exploiting the possibilities for riches there. Three of the 
grandsons were killed in battle. One died after the War, of wounds suffered in the 
conflict, and one grandson survived to view the destruction his generation had brought to 
North Carolina. Dr. Phifer describes the group as follows: 

 
“His sons were not unlike other young men of the so-called planter class. They 

grew up in an atmosphere of unreality and romance; as youths they often read the novels 
of Sir Walter Scott and never quite got over the experience. They were the victims of a 
stiff and unyielding provincialism which nourished an overweening pride and a steadfast 
sense of loyalty that transcended all other obligations. No matter what the price, their 
honor must be zealously protected – under no circumstance must they accept insult or 
injury without redress. This called for violence and they did not shun it; it called for 
courage and they had it in abundance. Steeped in the romanticism of the Old South, they 
sought the gold of ElDorado and died in the charge of the Light Brigade. But who would 
be so cynical as to deny that they were moved by what we shall have to call sincere 
idealism?” 
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Issues and Reactions to Issues Facing the University, Its Faculty and Students 
 

(1800-1861) 
 

  
Between 1800 and 1815 the new Union of states was busy establishing itself as a 

nation.  Involved on the edge as a player in an on-going war between Great Britain and 
France, the young nation of the United States of America found itself drifting toward war 
with Great Britain. Political issues at both the state and national level revolved around the 
costs and the benefits that could be derived in a war with Great Britain. The nationalist 
view held by men such as Henry Clay and John Calhoun saw war as a means to acquire 
land for expansion of the new nation. The South wished to eliminate British support for 
Spain in Florida with an eye to acquiring Florida for the nation. An additional goal of war 
was breaking the British alliance with the Indians via the reduction of British influence in 
Canada with an eye to opening up national control of the fur trade in the Northwest. 
 The young United States went to war with Great Britain in 1812 and was involved 
in that conflict until 1814 – 15.  With the coming of peace in 1815 the nation saw the 
beginning of a new flood of westward-moving settlers. Land offices operated by the 
federal government and by private land companies opened in major eastern cities to 
stimulate interest in moving west. The terms under which a settler might obtain land grew 
progressively easier. [Wartime victories had compressed the Indians into well-defined 
regions.] Coupled with this national movement was an out-migration of people from 
North Carolina during the 1815-1835 period as much of the state’s population went in 
search of new lands and new opportunities that were not available in North Carolina. 
 During the early years (1800-1830) no real threat to the issue that was of primary 
importance to North Carolina’s slave-holding elite, slavery, existed. This ruling class in 
North Carolina, except for the issues surrounding the 1812 War, was, in the main, fixed 
on issues of stronger versus weaker federal government. In North Carolina a preference 
by the ruling class for weaker federal government was the rule during this period. 
 The rise of Jacksonian Democracy with the election of Andrew Jackson in 1828 
gave birth to the Whig Party in North Carolina and led to Whig control of the State in the 
early 1830s. During the period prior to Jackson’s election, a sizable fraction of the state’s 
slave-holding elite was advocates of Jeffersonian Democracy, based in a policy of 
government inaction. But where Jeffersonian Democracy was grounded in public service 
“aristocrats”, who understood the special mind-set of the slave-holding elite, Jacksonian 
Democracy was based on a core support of non-slave-holding common people. Thus, 
many of North Carolina’s former Republican (Democrat) slave-holders found themselves 
more comfortable in political matters with their slave-holding, former Federalist, 
opponents, now calling themselves Whigs. All of the slave-holding elite of the State who 
were aware of their environment were sensitive to the future of slavery in the Nation and 
in the State. The rise of Whig Party control of North Carolina in the early-to-mid 1830s 
marked the beginning of an on-going concern over the future of slavery in North Carolina 
that would continue until the fateful day in May 1861. 
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About 1830, far-sighted Southern slaveholders realized that they needed allies in 
Congress to protect their interests. For the South the property rights of its slave-holding 
ruling class were of prime importance. In 1832 South Carolina first raised the issue of 
“nullification.” This concept forced the states to look at the possibility of non-acceptance 
of federal laws by the states and the rights of the states to secede from the Union if the 
federal government tried to enforce laws with which the ruling classes of the states 
disagreed. 
 From the early 1830s to May of 1861 North Carolina’s ruling slaveholders 
measured every political question against the impact the resolution of that question would 
have on their “peculiar institution” of slavery. One began to see the ruling class “drawing 
their wagons into a circle,” relative to all slavery questions. If slavery were to be attacked 
from without North Carolina the ruling slaveholders would provide a solid-front from 
within the State in defense of their institution. As the ruling class drew their wagons into 
a circle, David Swain took over the reins of the State University as its President in 1835. 
By its very existence, the State University, its President, Faculty and Trustees played an 
important role in defining the events that would lead to May 20, 1861. 
 The Abolitionist Movement was about four years old, just beginning to gain 
momentum, when David Swain took control of the State University. William Lloyd 
Garrison began publishing The Liberator in 1831. Theodore Weld helped organize the 
American Antislavery Society in 1833. James Birney freed his slaves in Alabama and 
became the first antislavery candidate for President in 1840. Fredrick Douglas began his 
work in 1841 and the Underground Railroad was well developed in 1849. Harriet 
Beecher Stowe’s Uncle Tom’s Cabin was published in 1852. Non-Southerners began to 
view slave catching on their own streets under the new Fugitive Slave Law Compromise 
of 1850 and reacted with abhorrence. One after another, state legislatures passed 
personal-liberty laws that, in effect, nullified the law within their own borders. By 1860 
thirteen Northern states had such laws. In general, the Fugitive Slave Law made new 
abolitionist out of those people in the North who saw its enforcement. Its effect was 
profound enough to split the national Whig Party in 1852. 
 North Carolina’s slave-holding elite had a lock on the question of slavery during 
the 1835-1861 period. The correctness of the institution of slavery was not debated 
during the period. Despite the vast disparity between the economic status of the slave-
holding ruling class and the small, yeoman farmers and poor whites, the under-classes 
supported the wealthy oligarchy, ruling class, at the polls. This condition, whether out of 
ignorance, fear of slave uprisings, a general trust in their “betters” to what was right and 
do the right thing, religious reasons, or a combination of all, was a matter of fact in North 
Carolina during the 1835-1861 period. 
 It is important to note the impact of the Church in shaping values of all classes of 
people in the South during the 1835-1861 period. It can be argued that Southern 
clergymen strongly contributed to and nurtured a state of mind that made secession 
possible. Across all classes of people in North Carolina and the South, Southern 
Christianity was Old Testament theology. Southern religious feeling was strikingly 
homogenous. Presbyterian, Baptist and the Southern versions of Methodist and 
Episcopalian religions were all grounded in the doctrine of Calvin.  The concept of God’s 
elects leading the conversion of the masses to meet God’s will was much accepted by all 
classes of Southerners. This God of the South was one that made covenants with his 
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people. He was a God who intervenes in day-to-day human history, one who rewards and 
punishes personal behavior. This God showed his pleasure by allowing his ‘chosen’ to 
prosper in their activities. Conversely those that did not prosper were being punished for 
not following his will. Clergymen regularly delivered patriotic sermons to stir the blood 
of the faithful. Southerners, and their esteemed leaders, were the ‘chosen people’ in these 
orations. Northerners were Philistines whom God would surely destroy in time. Southern 
clergymen who expressed pro-Union or anti-slavery sentiments, as few did, were usually 
removed from the pulpit by the congregation and perhaps even expelled from church 
membership. 
 During the 1835-1861 period the nation was absorbed with the expansion of the 
nation. The nation got caught-up in the notion of the opportunities for land and wealth for 
all people through national expansion of its boundaries. The term “manifest destiny” was 
used to describe the nation’s right to expand its land holdings to the Pacific Ocean. As the 
national events relating to “manifest destiny” unfolded, the slave-holding ruling class in 
North Carolina split into two opposing camps. The slaveholders, who saw their future 
welfare tied to the expansion of slavery into the new territories that would result from 
expansion, these people became Democrats in North Carolina. The slave-holders who 
saw the attempt to expand slavery into the new territories as a condition filled with 
danger for all concerned, for the slave-holders, for the people of the State, for the people 
of the Nation, and for the long-term existence of the Union, these slave-holders called 
themselves Whigs in North Carolina. 
 David Swain and his fellow Whigs must have had a view of North Carolina’s 
future and the future of the Union when they, as a group, were in opposition to President 
Polk’s goals of national expansion to the Pacific. When President Polk (a graduate of 
Joseph Caldwell’s University of North Carolina) took office in 1845, he announced, over 
opposition from the national Whig Party, his support for America’s concept of “manifest 
destiny.” This concept implied the need for a war with Mexico, as a means of extracting 
the western California lands, in support of the nation’s push to the Pacific. In this policy 
Swain and his fellow Whigs saw great danger. Anyone looking at the national scene with 
intelligence could easily see this danger. The growing tide of opinion among a small, but 
politically powerful, slave-holding group for the expansion of slavery into the new lands, 
and a similar, opposing, growing tide supporting the abolition of slavery, was due, sooner 
or later, to wash across the Nation, taking all within its path. In 1844 Northern antislavery 
forces charged that the sole purpose behind the annexation movement of President Polk 
was to extend slavery and increase the power of the Southern Slaveocracy. To prevent the 
coming explosion, it was a time for statesmanship. To prevent the coming explosion, it 
was a time to put aside personal greed and think of the welfare of those other than the 
slave-holding elite, in particular, the people of North Carolina, the South and the Nation. 
It was a time for educated compromise, the type of compromise that one might have 
expected to be spawned within an institution of higher learning called a “university,” the 
State University of North Carolina, David Swain’s University. 
 Prior to 1850 the highest number of students at David Swain’s University was 
170. During the 1850s an extension of the cotton culture at high prices with a resulting 
increase in slave quantities and values, coupled with available new railroad mileage had 
generated economic improvement for North Carolina. This economic improvement 
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translated itself into an increased demand for attendance at the State’s University. Some 
of these attendance figures are as follows: 
 
Year  NC Students Non NC Students Total 
 
1853-54  220  61  281 
1857-58  293           168  461 
1858-59  278           178  456 
1859-60  ----           -----  430 
1860-61  ----           -----  376 
(Battle) 
  

Wagstaff in his seminal work, Impressions of Men and Movements at the 
University of North Carolina, makes the argument that David Swain’s University was a 
neutral player in the conflagration to come. His argument appears to be an attempt to 
absolve Swain and his Faculty from any culpability regarding the events that led to May 
of 1861. Wagstaff starts his argument by saying that David Swain’s University “never 
became a hotbed of sectional feeling and expression as the tide of national disunion 
arose.” He says, “the University was never filled with young cavaliers ready to mount 
and ride away in a slash of arms.” He attributes this condition to three inter-acting actors. 
First, the spirit of the management of the University was Whig. Its President, its Faculty, 
its Board of Trustees, the State Legislature and the State Administration were Whig in 
spirit. Second, the student body was composed of sons of families who were equally 
divided along Whig and Democrat lines. Thirdly, a factor given great importance by 
Wagstaff was the fact the students of the University were not prepared to do advanced 
thinking about the complex issues of the times. Here, Wagstaff points to the unadvanced 
standards of instruction in the University. 
 
“Boys came there without preparation, the State as yet having no system of secondary 
education and not until the forties moving toward a popular demand for a public school 
system. Hence the young men in the University were as little prepared as high school 
boys are to absorb or reflect the currents of political forces moving on the face of the 
waters. Some sudden cataclysm or upheaval, demanding the application of youth’s 
physical strength, was the only condition upon which spiritual maturity could be 
wrought.” 
 
If true, Wagstaff’s third factor is a profound one. It is a damning point. It is a factor that 
points to an all-pervasive ignorance in North Carolina. Ignorance of the common man in 
North Carolina and ignorance of the students turned out by its “University” as future 
leaders of the State and the Nation. It is the blind leading the blind into a conflagration! 
Such does not speak well of David Swain’s “University.” 
 In his assertion that David Swain’s University was Whig from top to bottom, that 
the University was not a hotbed for the expansion of slavery, Wagstaff fails to mention 
the case of Benjamin S. Hedrick. Benjamin S. Hedrick, a native of Rowan County and a 
mild-mannered, scholarly professor of chemistry at David Swain’s University was 
deluged with public denunciation, dismissed from his faculty position, threatened with 
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mob violence in Salisbury and forced to flee the State in 1856 when it was discovered by 
an alumni of the University that Hedrick was opposed to the extension of slavery and 
wanted to vote for Fremont – which he could not do because there was no Republican 
presidential ticket in North Carolina that year. A group of alumni of the University 
demanded that the “Trustees forthwith expel that traitor to all Southern interests.” The 
news media insisted that Hedrick be “driven out of the state.” The Trustees did expel 
Hedrick for publicly admitting that he was opposed to the expansion of slavery into the 
territories, and they did so in the absence of the resignation, and thus the approval, of the 
old Whig President of the University, David Swain. 
 Given the outcome of the Hedrick case and Wagstaff’s assertion that Swain’s 
students were not capable of handling the complex issues of the day, it is not surprising 
that the issues considered in Hinton Helper’s book The Impending Crisis of the South: 
How to Meet It were never considered for debate in the State University. Helper who was 
born near Mocksville, North Carolina to a “poor white” family made the economic case 
that the institution of slavery retarded economic progress in the South by precluding the 
evolution of an economic middle-class. Helper’s book championed the non-slave holding 
Southern whites and denounced slave masters as “lords of the lash.” Just to have a copy 
of the nationally read book in North Carolina put a person’s life in danger. For example, 
Daniel Worth of Guilford County, an aged minister of the Wesleyan Methodist Church 
opposed the institution of slavery. In 1859 Worth was arrested on the charge of 
circulating Hinton Helper’s book. He was additionally charged with preaching unsound 
doctrines on slavery. Worth was tried and convicted. Only advanced age, his flight from 
the state and the forfeiture of bond saved the old man from a public whipping. 

Someone viewing North Carolina and the South from without must have gazed 
with wonder and amazement as its slave-holding leaders took its people, with the aid of 
its religious and educational institutions, down the path of destruction. In Churchill’s 
History of the English Speaking Peoples he describes the conditions of the pre-Civil War 
South as follows: 
 

“South of the fortieth parallel and the projecting angle formed by the Mississippi 
and the Ohio the institution of Negro slavery had long reigned almost unquestioned. 
Upon this basis the whole life of the Southern states had been erected. It was a strange, 
fierce, old-fashioned life. An aristocracy of planters, living in rural magnificence and 
almost feudal state, and a multitude of smallholders, grew cotton for the world by slave-
labor. Of the six million white inhabitants of the so-called ‘slave states’ less than three 
hundred and fifty thousand owned slaves, and only forty thousand controlled plantations 
requiring a working unit of more than twenty field hands. But the three or four thousand 
principal slave-owners generally ruled the politics of the South as effectively as the 
medieval baronage had ruled England. Beneath them, but not dissociated from them, 
were, first, several hundred thousand small slave-owners, to whom ‘the peculiar 
institution,’ as it had already come to be called, was a domestic convenience; second, a 
strong class of yeomen farmers similar to that existing in the North; and, thirdly, a rabble 
of ‘mean whites’ capable of being formed into an army. It is almost impossible for us 
nowadays to understand how profoundly and inextricably Negro slavery was interwoven 
into the whole life, economy, and culture of the Southern states.” 
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 To begin to explain the condition described above by Churchill, one must look to 
the ruling elite’s control over its institutions, its religious institutions and its educational 
institutions. Two examples in North Carolina make a case. The first example is, Daniel 
Worth of Guilford County, the aged minister of the Wesleyan Methodist Church that 
opposed the institution of slavery. Daniel Worth’s fate in 1859 speaks to the control over 
religious thought. The second example is the case of Professor Benjamin S. Hedrick at 
the State University of North Carolina. Professor Hedrick’s fate in 1856 speaks to the 
control over scholarly thought. One might punctuate these two examples with the thought 
that “where free thought is not allowed, ignorance abounds. Where ignorance abounds 
tyranny reigns!” 
 On May 20, 1861 one hundred and forty-seven men severed North Carolina’s ties 
with the Union and sent the State to war with the United States of America. Virginia had 
made a prior decision to secede from the Union and in April of 1861 President Lincoln 
had asked Governor Ellis of North Carolina for twenty thousand volunteers that might be 
used, within a united force, to bring the secession states back into the Union. These 
events were, for a majority of the one hundred and forty seven, an excuse to carry out 
their long-held desire to take North Carolina from the Union. For the remaining part of 
the one hundred and forty-seven, these events left them with, what North Carolina history 
records as, “no choice” but to follow the will of the majority. 
 The one hundred and forty seven men were assembled at a convention that was 
called by the General Assembly without submitting the question of calling for assembly 
of a convention to the voters of North Carolina. The Convention of May 1861 in North 
Carolina was generated by a process that began with Governor Ellis calling for a special 
session of the General Assembly. This special session was for the purpose of calling for a 
convention that would take North Carolina from the Union to join the other secession 
states. The people of North Carolina had previously turned down, by a popular vote, the 
question of calling a convention for the purpose of even discussing secession. 
 At the Convention there was no effective opposition to the fact that North 
Carolina would leave the Union and join the Confederacy. The only opposition among 
the convention delegates was as to the process that would be followed. Thus, one hundred 
and forty-seven men spoke for the nearly two-thirds of one million, non-slave, population 
of North Carolina as their actions, or non-actions, took these people to war. Kemp 
Plummer Battle, a delegate to the Convention from Wake County described the decision 
body as follows: 
 

“It was one of the most, if not the most, able body of men assembled in the State.” 
 

“In its ranks there were an unusually large number of college men. Out of the 
total enrollment – one hundred and forty-seven, principle officers included, sixty-seven 
had had the advantage either in whole or in part of a college education. If we add sixteen 
physicians who had taken a professional, but not a literary, college course, the total 
number will reach eighty-three.” 
  
Battle, with seeming pride, pointed to the fact that of the number, fifty-one claimed his 
Alma Mater, the University of North Carolina, as their Alma Mater. The others were 
divided among fourteen colleges, with the highest number of the fourteen being shared by 
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Princeton and Randolph-Macon at three, each. An analysis of the fifty-one attendees 
claiming the State University as their Alma Mater shows that about two-thirds were 
former students of David Swain. The remaining one-third attended the University under 
the leadership of Joseph Caldwell. 
 The North Carolina Convention of May 1861 was, in the main, reacting to 
President Lincoln’s call for troops that could be used for the purpose of halting the 
“rebellion” of the seceding states. Lincoln was not an abolitionist. Lincoln did not like 
slavery but he did recognize its constitutional right to exist in the current states. Lincoln 
did not much care for abolitionists; he was more interested in the preservation of the 
Union, with or without slavery. With his call for troops he was willing to take the Union 
to war for the preservation of that Union and for no other purpose. 
 Under the Provisional Constitution of the Confederate States, the May 1861 
Convention of North Carolina elected two delegates to represent the State at large with 
the Confederacy. One of the two was William Waightstill Avery, grandson of Waightstill 
Avery and honor student of David Swain’s University. At the 1860 Democratic 
Convention in Charleston South Carolina, William Waightstill Avery headed the 
committee on resolutions and presented the party’s proposed platform to the convention. 
Here, he stood firm on making congressional protection of slavery in the territories a part 
of that platform over the reluctance of his fellow North Carolinians to commit the party 
to such a blatantly, potentially divisive position. In his speech to the convention he said, 
 

“We regard this principle as more important in its ultimate effects than any 
principle ever discussed before in the South.”  
 
When Avery’s majority report was ultimately voted down, most of the Lower South 
delegates to the convention walked out. This event had the ultimate effect of splitting the 
Democratic Party and allowing the election of Lincoln, viewed by the Democrats as “the 
Abolition candidate.” 
 If one strips away the propaganda that was used by the secessionist Democrats, 
such as Avery, to gain a position of trust among many of the unquestioning minds of 
North Carolina, the core issue that led to the secession of North Carolina was clear. It was 
Avery’s issue at the 1860 Democratic Convention. It was all about the desire of a 
relatively small number of slave-owners, who wanted the right to take their slaves to the 
opening territories and have their property rights protected. Lincoln was saying to North 
Carolina and the South that slave rights were currently protected under the Constitution, 
and for a future period they will continue to be protected, in place. He appealed to the 
Southern states to not leave the Union over a desire to expand slavery beyond the current 
locations. Thus, the actions taken at the May 1861 convention in North Carolina were all 
about slavery. In a related way, in North Carolina, they were all about the existence of 
too much power in the hands of a university-educated few and their minions, controlling 
the minds of the under-educated “many” for their own selfish purposes. 
 As events would later show, the great mass of people in North Carolina did not 
have the will, the staying power, to fight a war over the issue of property rights for slave-
owners. But, the May 1861 Convention was under the control of secessionist Democrats 
who were willing to dedicate the people of North Carolina to the fighting of that war. Just 
as no debate over slavery property rights was tolerated in the State University of David 



 31 

Swain, there was no real debate over North Carolina’s options to avoid war [such as the 
option to remain neutral in the coming conflict, to do nothing in response to Lincoln’s 
call for troops] at the Convention. The slave-holding Whigs at the convention saw the 
conditions they faced at the time as a potentially “all or nothing” situation, relative to 
their future slavery property rights. With this perception, the old Unionist Whigs and 
Democrats voted with the secessionist Democrats for their slavery property rights and 
against the people of North Carolina. Given the results of the vote of the Convention, 
North Carolina, effectively, was at war with the United States of America. 
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The Beginning of the End and the End for David Swain’s University 
 

1861-1868 
 
 

The State University effectively went out of business after May of 1861 but David 
Swain, by sheer force of will, kept the doors open during the 1861-65 period. While he 
had private means that were sufficient to support himself during the period, the faculty 
members that wished to remain at the University found it difficult, if not impossible, to 
sustain themselves. Those that did not join the war effort and chose to remain in support 
of Swain, and the few available students, did so under conditions of salaries that were 
being paid in ever-depreciating currency. The few available students, that justified 
keeping the doors of the University open, were either too young to join in the war effort 
or were in violation of the universal conscript laws of the Confederacy, which Swain 
opposed. During this time of solitude for the University, its endowment was depleted and 
its debts remained. Except for Swain’s almost obsessive need to keep his University’s 
doors open, they would have been closed long before they actually were, effectively, in 
1868. 

As Sherman approached Raleigh after the battle of Bentonville on April 12, 1865, 
the president of the University of North Carolina, David Swain and William Graham, 
leader of the Whigs at the May 20,1861 Convention approached Swain’s former student 
at the University, Governor Vance. The two old men insisted that Vance call the 
legislature into emergency session so that North Carolina might sue for peace. Much in 
their minds must have been the fate of their sister capital, Columbia, in South Carolina, 
which had been set to the torch, and saving Raleigh from a similar fate. For Swain, his 
thoughts must also have been of his University and saving it from Sherman’s torch. 
Swain and Graham composed a letter that they would deliver to Sherman, which the 
Governor signed. Thus, the aging peacemakers clad in their long-tailed coats and beaver 
hats boarded a special train for the event and went with their letter in search of Sherman, 
to save Raleigh and the buildings that housed David Swain’s University. Swain and 
Graham found Sherman. The General greeted the two, invited them to stay the night with 
him at his camp, and assured them that he would do all in his power to arrange peace 
terms with North Carolina. During the evening Sherman and Swain talked of Sherman’s 
days as an educator. Sherman spoke to Swain of events relating to his capture of a 
number of Swain’s former students. That conversation prompted a reunion between 
Swain and Frank Blair, one of Sherman’s Generals, who had been a student of Swain’s at 
his University almost twenty years earlier. The city of Raleigh and David Swain’s 
University were saved from Sherman’s torch in April of 1865.  On April 17, 1865 as 
Sherman boarded a train in Raleigh, he received the news that President Lincoln was 
dead. With the end of the war the attention of the State University’s President was 
focused on how the Union would be put back together and how that process would affect 
getting the University back to “business as usual.” Here, the South was dealing with a 
new President, Andrew Johnson. 
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President Andrew Johnson was born and raised as a poor white in the South. He 
was born of parentage that was in poverty, in a little shack that, over the years, has been 
carefully preserved in Raleigh. Having survived as an orphan at the age of four, at the age 
of eighteen Johnson determined to taste his fortune in Tennessee.  Although associated in 
history as the Vice President to Lincoln’s Republican Party, Johnson was a Jacksonian 
Democrat. He was chosen to be Lincoln’s Vice President in a Union Party Convention 
because he was a Democrat. 

Like Lincoln, Johnson did not like slavery, but he did recognize its constitutional 
rights. Like Lincoln, Johnson did not much care for the abolitionist. He was more 
interested in the preservation of the Union, with or without slavery. Like Lincoln, 
Johnson thought the war was fought for the preservation of the Union and for no other 
higher purpose. Andrew Johnson’s political motivations were grounded in a desire to 
improve the welfare of poor white people. Never to the time of the Emancipation 
Proclamation had Johnson sanctioned any interference with slavery, where it existed. 
While his politics were expansionist, his motives had never been associated with slave-
holding expansion to the territories. His expansion motives were always to allow poor 
whites, like his earlier self, to have the opportunity of gaining land for themselves It was 
this motivation for improving the lot of poor whites that caused him to maintain a 
stubborn battle with congress for approval of his Homestead Act that provided one 
hundred and sixty acres of land to every head of a family who would migrate to the 
public domain and cultivate the soil.  

Following his Jacksonian Democrat philosophy, Johnson’s plan for the 
reconstruction of the South into the Union was relatively simple. In its most simple terms, 
he would reconstruct the Union under the U.S. Constitution by allowing all states to make 
their own decisions. This would be the case for the Southern States, once they had been 
accepted back into the Union. For the Southern States to return to the Union, Johnson 
appointed provisional governors for each seceding state. The governors called 
constitutional conventions whose mission was to rewrite the state’s document in such a 
way as to recognize the abolition of slavery and repudiate the state’s war debts. Given an 
approved constitution, each state would hold state elections. To be represented in the 
national Congress each state must have ratified the Thirteenth Amendment to the U.S. 
Constitution (abolition of slavery). By December of 1865 North Carolina had filled all of 
the tenants of President Johnson’s plan for the State’s return to the Union.  It had ratified 
the Thirteenth Amendment; it had repudiated its war debts, and declared its loyalty to the 
Union. In the process the State had held state elections and elected its representatives to 
Congress. However, when Congress convened in December 1865 it blocked Johnson’s 
presidential plan of reconstruction by refusing to seat Southern senators and Southern 
representatives. 

President Johnson was not a zealot who wished to reconstruct the economic and 
social fabric of the South by Federal mandate. Except that the slaves were now free, 
Johnson’s wish was to turn control of the South’s reins over to the pre-war Unionist and 
allow events to take their natural course, within state control. Johnson’s plan for 
reconstruction of the Union made it plain, if accepted, that while physical slavery would 
have been abolished, a sort of feudal or peonage economic system would have taken its 
place. Thus, in the absence of suffrage for the free blacks, which would be left to the 
white voters of the Southern states, the old order of things in the South would be, 
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practically, unchanged. This was a condition the Congress of the United States was not 
ready to accept. Thus, a battle over the question of who had control over the South’s 
reconstruction, the President or the Congress, must be concluded before North Carolina 
would be able to resume its place as a State in the Union. 

Under Johnson all the new state constitutions reflected pre-war attitudes. The 
limited privileges given to freemen had little-to-no meaning. Nowhere in the South were 
blacks given the right to vote or to hold public office. In state after state, voters returned 
their former leaders to state and federal office. In case after case the Congress refused to 
recognize the representatives of the offending states.  Six months after the war had ended 
most Southern blacks lived, more or less, in the same region, engaging in the same 
activities they had known as slaves. Under Johnson, North Carolina was also returning to 
its pre-war conditions. Having met all of the Johnson conditions for returning to the 
Union, the pre-war Whigs, such a David Swain and his colleagues were anxious to re-
assume their rightful place in the State of North Carolina’s scheme of things. 

During the mid 1865 to 1867 period David Swain and his fellow Whigs remained 
anxious to return North Carolina to the Union under its current government, which 
followed President Johnson’s plan for reconstruction. The current government of North 
Carolina was much in debt to Johnson’s favorable terms for returning the State to its pre-
war conditions. The old ruling elite of North Carolina wished Johnson well in his battle 
with Congress over the question of executive control of Reconstruction. In particular, 
David Swain must have been anxious to re-establish his University as a ‘State’ university 
and begin the process of, again, turning out the future leaders of North Carolina. It is 
likely that Swain’s desire to return his University to its pre-war “business as usual” 
condition was a topic of conversation between Johnson and Swain in 1867. In June of 
1867 President Johnson traveled to Raleigh to participate in the dedication of a 
monument to his father. Leading dignitaries of the State accompanied him from the State 
Capital to David Swain’s University where the President of the United States dined with 
the President of what, at the time, was the former [at the time, the status of the State was 
in limbo] State University of North Carolina, on that University’s Commencement Day. 

In 1866 the newly elected U.S. Congress was over-whelmingly Republican. The 
party’s two-thirds margin gave the Republicans a clear mandate against the Democrat 
President Johnson to direct Reconstruction in the South. Congress gained control of 
Southern Reconstruction with the First Reconstruction Act of March 2, 1867 and through 
additional measures passed during the following year. Under the terms of these laws, the 
unreconstructed states were organized into five military districts, each under the 
command of an army general. Each general was given authority to govern by military 
force, and to use military courts of justice as necessary.  

Unlike Johnson, a good number of the members of the U.S. Congress were 
interested in an economic and social re-engineering of the seceding states. Many were 
firm in their requirement for equal suffrage for all men, black or white. Many were firm 
in their view that the seceding states should not be turned back to the same ruling class 
families that, in their opinion, had taken their states into a war that exploited the 
ignorance of the poor. Many of the members of the U.S. Congress represented truly, 
noble motivations in their desire to improve the civil rights for the entire South’s poor. 
Many wanted to see a more equitable distribution of economic and political power where 
the many were no longer ruled by the privileged few. Many wanted to see a drastic 
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reduction of ignorance in the Southern states through large-scale additions to public 
education. Many wished to eliminate the monopoly that the state’s ruling classes had over 
higher education. Many wished to develop an infrastructure for the State that would 
support a type of economic development that could enhance the lives of all North 
Carolina citizens. Given the above noble motivations of Congress, there were, also, 
others who represented motivations that were far less noble. A number of people, both 
within and without the South, wished to exploit the opportunities for personal profit that 
existed in the war-torn regions. Some had motives that were purely venial, these people 
only wished to punish the South for its past. Some had motives based on personal greed. 

The Reconstruction Act of March 1867 required that a convention be held in each 
of the seceding states for the purpose of developing a new constitution that would grant 
black suffrage. In the election of delegates to the convention, blacks could register and 
vote. Many prominent white leaders – perhaps as many as ten percent in North Carolina – 
were precluded from voting because of their past oppositions to the Union. The resulting 
Constitution from the required convention was the most liberal document the State had 
yet seen. The new Constitution of 1868 contained provisions for the abolition of slavery 
and universal manhood suffrage. The Constitution provided for the popular election of 
state and county officials and local control over local government. A general and uniform 
system of public schools was provided and the State University was inseparably 
connected with a free public school system of the State. The new Constitution provided 
for higher education that included the establishment of departments of Agriculture, 
Mechanical Arts and Normal Instruction. 

For the election of 1868 the people of North Carolina voted on the new 
constitution and elected new state and county officers. In addition, they chose 
representatives to Congress. The voter registration numbers were 117,428 whites and 
79,444 blacks. The Republicans swept to victory. Holden was elected Governor. The new 
Constitution was adopted by a vote of 93,084 to 74,015 and the Republicans dominated 
the legislature. In 1868 North Carolina was accepted back into the Union. 
 In 1868, under the new State Constitution of 1868 and Republican control of the 
State, David Swain’s University was, for the first time in thirty-three years, in hands that 
were unfriendly to President Swain. The University was subject to a number of black and 
poor white voters who, at best, were indifferent to the critical state of the institution. At 
worst, these voters were hostile to the institution. The history of the University was one 
of intolerance to anti-slavery views. It past had served as the training ground for a select 
ruling elite that had taken the State into a war that was characterized as “a rich man’s war 
and a poor man’s fight.” The State’s new Republican Administration knew what it did 
not want from its State University. It did not want it to return the University to its pre-war 
place in the economic and politics structure of the State, it wanted something better. But 
the new leaders of the University did not exactly know what that “better” was and, if it 
did, did not know how to attain it within the current environment. In general, in 1868, the 
State’s University was in desperate times.   
 Under the new Constitution of 1868, the University was merged with the public 
school system. On July 24, 1868 the Republican Board of Trustees removed Swain from 
the presidency and selected a new president, the Rev. Solomon Pool of Pasquotank 
County. This event was followed by the selection of a new Faculty whose views were 
compatible with those of the new Administration.  
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 One month after the action that removed David Swain from his University, he 
died, as a result of an injury from a run-away horse presented to him by General W.T. 
Sherman. Lack of public confidence in all institutions, lack of financial support, a poverty 
that was pervasive across the State, which led to a general lack of students, caused the 
University to, officially close its doors [effectively the doors had been closed much 
earlier], in 1870. 
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                             The Liberal Constitution of 1868 
 
The Constitution of 1868 that resulted from Reconstruction was, on paper, the 

most liberal document the State had yet seen in its history. It recognized the need for 
infrastructure change in North Carolina as a means of raising the opportunities for all of 
the State’s citizens through economic development. In addition to provisions that called 
for the abolition of slavery and universal manhood suffrage, the document directly dealt 
with ignorance in North Carolina resulting from the lack of common schools for the 
State’s common people. The new Constitution provided for a general and uniform system 
of public schools and inseparably connected the State University with a free public 
school system for the State.  The new Constitution went on record as opposing the view 
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that higher education was only to be “classical” in nature, delivered by gentlemen to 
other gentlemen in preparation for the professions of Law or the Ministry. Here, the new 
Constitution provided for higher education that included the establishment of departments 
of Agriculture, Mechanical Arts and Normal Instruction. Higher education in these areas 
would provide for developing scientific methods for improving the lot of the State’s 
small farmers, help provide job skills that might lead to the development of a middle 
class in the State, and provide a pool of teachers for the common schools of the State.  
The framers of the 1776 Constitution assured that State control would be in the hands of 
an educated elite by placing local government appointments in the hands of the State 
Legislature. An important provision taken away from the 1776 Constitution was the 
ability of local populations to control their local governments. The 1776 Constitution 
gave control of local governments to the State Legislature through the ability to appoint 
local officials. This ability gave the ruling elite in North Carolina control over local 
governments and provided for continuation of State control. The new Constitution of 
1868 provided for the popular election of state and county officials and for the first time 
gave local control of local government to local people. Under the Constitution of 1868 
North Carolina made its first attempt at liberal government between 1868 and 1873.  Its 
attempt failed. 

The capitulation of the South to Union troops was viewed by some, not as total 
defeat, but as a strategic pause in the conflict between North and South. While many of 
the old Unionist, poor whites and former slaves went about trying to put together a more 
inclusive, liberal government in North Carolina, opposing forces were at work in the 
State. Most pre-war Whigs and Democrats despised the very name of the Republican 
Party, the party of Lincoln, across North Carolina and the South. Opposition to its 
attempt at the implementation of a liberal government in North Carolina pictured this 
hated Republican Party as trying to “impose” the 1868 Constitution on the “good” people 
of North Carolina, using former slaves and, so called,  “white trash” as supporters of their 
task. Also, there was enough corruption involved with the Republican attempt to develop 
new infrastructure and social welfare programs with public money that the new 
government was vulnerable to any attempt to discredit what it was trying to accomplish.  
But most of all, the new State government was vulnerable to the development and 
implementation of a gorilla war machine in North Carolina under the control of the pre 
War Democrats and Secessionist. The gorilla war machine in North Carolina was the Ku 
Klux Klan. The failure of the new government to implement the 1868 Constitution in 
North Carolina was in large part due to the activities of the Ku Klux Klan and the lack of 
long-term resolve on the part of Union military police forces to, effectively, deal with the 
Klan. 

The Klan was a terrorist group controlled by the State’s Democratic Party calling 
themselves “Redeemers.” Who were these Democrats? They were people with the vision 
that the South had not yet lost the Civil War. They were people who believed they could 
eventually resolve the dissonance between the world as it was and the world as they 
wanted it to be by securing enough of their war aims – state rights, white supremacy and 
honor – to permit them to claim their share of victory. These people believed that if 
southern ideas could ultimately prevail in the attempt to Reconstruct the South, the 
Democrats would have Redeemed the South and proven to the world that their cause was 
just and God had not abandoned them. 
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 With the aid of the Klan the “Conservatives,” a coalition of pre war Democrats 
and Whigs assumed control of the North Carolina government in 1872. North Carolina’s 
experiment in liberal government was over. The new conservative government set about 
to make changes to the 1868 Constitution. Conservatives wished to make wholesale 
changes in the 1868 Constitution but as of 1873 they did not, yet, have the political power 
to do so. It was the strategy of the Conservatives to make small changes to the 1868 
document, as they were politically feasible to do so and wait for the day when black 
voters could be disenfranchised. Only then, would North Carolina be totally “redeemed.”  
The legislature called for a convention in 1875 to make what changes they could to the 
1868 Constitution. At this convention enough white Republicans had enough fear about 
their black co-Republicans that some white-black issues were resolved in favor of the 
Conservative agenda. It was agreed that the schools provided for in the 1868 Constitution 
would separate white and black students. It was agreed that black-white marriages were 
illegal. The most significant change to the Constitution was the replacement of popular 
vote of county government back in the hand of the Legislature. Once again the 
Legislature had control of the appointment process for local justices of the peace and 
assured white domination of county vote. This was especially important to the ruling 
Conservatives in counties of North Carolina were the black population was greater than 
the white population. It would take another twenty two years before North Carolina 
would be fully “redeemed,” securing enough of their war aims – state rights, white 
supremacy and honor – to permit them to claim their share of victory. But the 
Conservatives, later to return to the name, Democrats, were patient, and in the long run 
they would win. By 1900 the only vestige of the 1868 Constitution in North Carolina was 
in the memory of those that were there. 
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The Resurrection of David Swain’s University 
 
 

In 1850 the state constitution of Michigan provided for the founding of a school 
of agriculture where scientific agriculture could be studied and practiced. The 
Pennsylvania legislature in 1854 authorized the creation of “an institution for the 
education of youth in the various branches of science, learning, and practical agriculture.” 
These were followed by the creation of agricultural colleges in Iowa and Maryland before 
1860. In 1862 the most significant development in U.S. agricultural education occurred. 
The First Morrill Act, signed by President Lincoln in 1862 granted to each state and 
territory 30,000 acres of public lands for each senator and representative in Congress. 
The law provided that the proceeds from these lands should constitute an endowment 
fund to be used for the establishment of colleges where learning would be related to 
agriculture and the mechanic arts. The stated reason for the establishment of these 
colleges was to promote the liberal and practical education of the under classes in the 
pursuits and professions of life. North Carolina’s Reconstruction Constitution of 1868 
had provided for the State to take advantage of these monies for the advancement of the 
common people of the State. As early as 1872 L.L. Polk, author of The Ansonian and The 
Progressive Farmer had advocated, while David Swain’s University stood dormant, the 
establishment of a new agricultural college by the State, making use of the funds 
provided to the State by the First Morrill Act. Texas had established a “Land-Grant” 
college in 1871. Alabama and Virginia established one in 1872, and Arkansas in 1873. 
The establishment of each of these institutions was an act of liberalism devoted to 
improving the opportunities for the common people of each state. Polk argued for the 
same treatment for the common people of North Carolina. The common people of North 
Carolina had lost control of state government to the Redeemers by 1872 and Polk’s 
arguments fell on deaf ears. 

In 1875 the Democrats were in control of the State legislature. They had not yet 
accomplished their goal of redeeming the State. This could not be accomplished until the 
State was made rid of the black Republican voters, and that would take another twenty-
three years to accomplish. Meanwhile, the steady flow of Whig and Democrat leaders of 
the State had been interrupted for about fourteen years. For the current political elite, pre 
War Democrats and Whigs, now all calling themselves Democrats, it had been some time 
since their days at Chapel Hill with David Swain. The current Democrat leadership of 
1875 was aging and becoming tired in their quest to redeem the State. These aging 
Democrats and Whigs needed young university educated lawyers to carry their party into 
the future, to finish the task they had fought for so hard. They found a way with the use 
of the First Morrill Act funds. With these funds the Democrats could reopen David 
Swain’s University! To carry out their long term goals of redeeming the State, to meet 
their aims of states rights, white supremacy and honor, the Democrats must first redeem 
their University.  It was a matter of honor to reopen the University whose doors had been 
shut by black Republican troops! While one cannot know with certainty the intent of 
those who championed the reopening of the University at the time, after the fact, one can 
see strategy at work. In effect, by listing departments of agriculture and mechanic studies 
in the catalogue of the reopened University, to make the use of the funds legal, the 
University President could use the funds as “seed” money to return the University to its 
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pre War mission of providing government leaders for the State, Democratic Party 
government leaders. As deft as the strategy was, the Morrill Act funds did not 
automatically flow to the Chapel Hill champions. The liberal Republicans and a number 
of Democrats feared that using funds designated for the uplifting of the common people 
of the State to reopen the University, with its history of elitism, was a blatantly 
inappropriate use of the funds. Wagstaff describes the activities around the legislative 
Bill to use the funds to reopen the University in the following way: 

 
“This bill became the tensest issue in the legislature of 1875. It ultimately passed 

the lower house by one vote. In the Senate it had easier sledding.” 
  

This action taken, the old Democrats and Whigs had redeemed the State University, for 
most, their Alma Mater, David Swain’s University. 
  

The new president of the reopened University was Kemp Plummer Battle, student 
of David Swain, lawyer, member of the May Convention of 1861, which took the State 
out of the Union, and former trustee of the University. Wagstaff describes him as the 
“spiritual heir to President Swain.” Reopened through the use of Morrill Act funds, 
Battle’s first major use of these funds was to reestablish the University program for the 
study of Law. The Law School was reopened in 1877 under Battle’s father, Judge W.H. 
Battle. Like Swain, Battle was not considered a scholar. Like Swain, his imprint on 
curricula and academic standards of instruction was less important than his work of 
reestablishing the presence of the University and its predominant role as the principle 
provider of state leaders through higher education to North Carolina.  

During in the period between 1868 and 1900, political, class warfare existed 
within North Carolina. During the Battle presidency, for the ruling Democrats, North 
Carolina had yet to reach a state of completion with its Civil War aims. During the Battle 
presidency, the State had not yet been “redeemed.” It had not attained its total goals of 
white supremacy, states rights and honor. It was a total goal that would be accomplished 
under the leadership of men such as Josephus Daniels, Charles B. Aycock and others in 
the post Battle years of 1898-1900. However, Battle’s University would aid these men in 
the accomplishment of their task by providing the higher education required to assume 
their leadership role in the State. Through the leadership of these Battle University 
educated men, black voters were disenfranchised in North Carolina. The Farmer’s 
Movement to improve the lot of North Carolina’s under classes was defeated, and its 
weakened remains absorbed into the Democratic Party.  To accomplish this “redemption” 
of North Carolina, Daniels, Aycock and other alumni of the Battle University revived the 
guerrilla tactics of the Ku Klux Klan, now calling themselves “Red Shirts.”  Having 
control of the State’s University was critical to the ultimate Democratic victory in 1900 
of the old Whig/Democrat coalition against the State’s under classes. It is the ultimate 
irony in North Carolina history that it was the Morrill Act funds that made possible the 
university education opportunity for the rise of a young group of political activist that, 
among many others of their type, included Josephus Daniels and Charles B. Aycock. 
Wagstaff, describes the university of Kemp Plummer Battle in the following way: 
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“Not to labor this point, it still must be noted that up to the turn of the century 
there was not to be found in the faculty a member who openly advertised other than 
Democratic party principles.” 

 
Following his mandate to provide a presence for the reopened University, Battle’s 

main contribution to his University was in the areas of funding and marketing. Using the 
Morrill Act funds as “seed” money, Battle was able for the first time in the history of the 
University to obtain state funds for the operations of the University. After twelve years of 
use, when the Morrill Act funds were, finally, taken from the University in 1887 to 
support a new college of agriculture and mechanic arts, those funds had diminished as a 
percent of the University’s total operating budget. As of 1887 the Morrill Act funds 
represented only about thirty percent on the operating budget of the University. The 
remaining seventy per cent were state appropriated funds. Thus, for the first time in its 
history, in state funding, the State University was truly a State institution. For the funding 
of the University’s physical plant, Battle appealed to those “Sons of the South,” who 
venerated the tradition and the men who had passed through the University, for their 
philanthropy. A major accomplishment of the opened University was perpetuating this 
veneration of the University’s past. For example, at the Charter Centennial celebration for 
the University held in 1889, two years before Battle’s retirement, Judge R.P. Dick gave 
the following toast: 

 
“If I was requested to designate the greatest period of North Carolina’s moral 

and intellectual greatness, I would select the period 1840-1860. In those days there were 
many men of exalted intellects, refined culture, ardent patriotism, broad sympathies and 
noble virtues, whose achievements contributed greatly to our State progress and renown. 
I will not enumerate them, as their names are familiar to this audience and most of them 
were Trustees of this University.”  
 
For students, Battle recruited students of more advantaged families who shared this 
veneration for the tradition and the men who had passed through the University before 
them. The prestige of going to a “university,” the history of the University, and the 
element of “fashion” were all used by Battle as marketing and recruiting tools for 
attaining students. During the first year, 1875, the reopened University received 69 
students. In 1876 it had 112. Then there were 160 in 1877. At its peak during the fifteen 
years that Battle served as President, the University had a few over two hundred students. 
For the last six years of his administration, an average of about two hundred students 
attended the University. In these ways, Battle accomplished his prescribed mission. In 
these ways, his work of reestablishing the presence of the University and its predominant 
role as the principle provider of state leaders for North Carolina, of a particular type, 
through higher education, was successful.  
 Battle’s University like Swain’s was not a place of critical thinking. In 1856 
Professor Hedrick, with Swain’s approval, was run out of the State when it was 
discovered that he opposed the extension of slavery to the territories. Like Swain’s 
University, during the Battle years there is little evidence of any critical thinking by the 
faculty or students about North Carolina’s past. The evidence only points to the 
University’s veneration of its past and the universal “correctness” of that past. For 
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example, there is little evidence of any questioning of the State’s decision to leave the 
Union in May of 1861 and declare war on the United States of America. There is little 
evidence of any questioning of white supremacy, states rights and honor as post war 
goals for North Carolina. There is little evidence of any discussion of the liberal concepts 
imbedded in the rejected State Constitution of 1868. In his book, Wagstaff uses the same 
reasoning for Battle’s University that he did for Swain’s, relative to this lack of critical 
thinking among faculty and students. As was the pre war case, the post war students of 
Battle’s University were not capable of doing critical analysis concerning such important 
issues! True, or not true, in general, during the years of Kemp Battle, after more than one 
hundred years, the University of North Carolina still exhibited the major characteristics 
of its prior incarnations. It was a racist institution that did not encourage its privileged 
students in the process of critical thinking about economic, political and social issues. In 
addition it was lacking of any real activism that might lead to the improvement of 
conditions for the under classes of the State of North Carolina. During the Battle 
administration public funds were first used to support the University. The University was 
from that time truly a State institution that was responsible to all the people of North 
Carolina. Hopefully as the State moved into the twentieth century the major 
characteristics of its past would change for the betterment of the entire State of North 
Carolina. 
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Competing Political Views for North Carolina During the Kemp Battle Years 
 
 
 During the years that Kemp Battle held the presidency of the State University 
political control of North Carolina was in the hands of the Democratic Party. White men, 
who were, in the main, Civil War veterans, led the Democratic Party. These veterans 
were educated men (students of David Swain’s University) and property owners that 
stepped forward in 1872 to seize the power they considered theirs. Democrat control of 
North Carolina during the 1872 – 1891 period was rooted in land-use economics and fear 
of the freemen’s political power. 
 After the Civil War the distribution of land in North Carolina remained largely 
unchanged from its pre war state. Proposals for redistribution of land to the freemen by 
the national Republican Party had not reached fruition by the end of Reconstruction. 
Whereas most of North Carolina’s pre war wealth was in land and slaves, post war wealth 
was defined in terms of land and the ability to access enough labor to make the land 
productive. Before the war, planters used their stock of slaves to produce farm output. 
After the war, these planters now had to purchase labor to put land into production. 
Planter interests centered on returning North Carolina to a system of agriculture that 
resembled slavery as closely as possible. As early as 1867 planters began a process of 
dividing their lands into plots of thirty to fifty acres to be operated as independent units 
by single black tenant families. With the return to power, the Democrat planters were 
able to pass legislation that, in effect, reduced the black tenant to a wage earner, always 
in debt to the landlord. Thus, except for any mobility they might have, black tenants 
existed in a state of economic slavery to the landlords. In many cases black tenants were 
working for their former slave masters. War devastation forced significant numbers of 
pre war small white farmers into a landless state of economic slavery that was little 
different from that of the black freemen. Before the war, North Carolina contained a large 
number of yeoman farmers. These Yeomen, in the main, used family members to produce 
a subsistence level of farm output. Because of their ability to subsist by their own means, 
these yeomen could act, if they wished, as an independent political force in North 
Carolina. However, no longer being able to subsist by their own means under post war 
conditions, large numbers of small, independent, pre war farmers were forced into a 
similar tenant environment as the black freemen. Thus, poor whites and blacks came into 
competition for tenant opportunities and, once attained, similar levels of economic 
slavery. Planters and their sons decided which tenants would farm the best lands and 
which tenants would move on. Thus, the Democratic party not only contained the pre war 
planter ruling class, but a sizable number of poor whites and freemen who were 
dependent on the good will of their landlords for their economic survival. With the 
development of a mill economy in Piedmont North Carolina, many poor whites found 
their way into a different type of economic slavery. In the new mill economy, similar to 
farm tenancy, the mill workers were dependent on the good will of their Democrat mill 
owners for their economic survival. In all cases, for poor whites on tenant farms and in 
the mills, and for the tenant freemen, the only path out of their economic slavery was the 
availability of alternative opportunities. By minimizing the alternatives for these people 
the Democratic Party was able to maintain its political dominance in North Carolina. 
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During the years that Kemp Battle held the presidency of the State University the 
opposition political party in North Carolina was the Republican Party. The Republican 
Party, after 1872, contained a disparate group of voters. First, the Party contained a group 
of poor whites called “Mountain Republicans.” These were pre war Unionist who saw the 
Civil War as a rich man’s war and a poor man’s fight. Second, the Party contained a few 
old Whigs who had been pre war Unionist and a number of liberals that believed in the 
Republican initiatives to use government as an aid to economic development of the State. 
In particular these Republicans advocated the use of government aid in the development 
of schools, orphanages, asylums and prisons for the State. Third, the Party contained a 
number of people who had either come into the State for the purpose of helping the 
freemen or as capitalist who wished to invest their capital in the State’s rebuilding 
process. Lastly, the Party contained those freemen who dared to vote for other than 
Democratic issues. 
 During the years that Kemp Battle held the presidency of the State University the 
“swing” vote between the planter-led Democratic Party and the Republican Party was 
held by the independent, yeomen farmers of North Carolina. In general, the yeomen 
opposed the Democratic Party’s opposition to social and economic reform, its devotion to 
the special interests of the new business order in North Carolina and its indifference to 
the interests of the common people. However, fear of black Republican political power 
unified the white majority Democratic Party and subordinated every issue to the 
maintenance of “white supremacy.” This single issue kept the Democratic Party with 
uninterrupted political control of the state from 1872 to 1894. Loyalty to the Democratic 
Party was seen as being essential to the continuance of white supremacy. Even though in 
economic and social terms, the yeoman farmers shared many common goals with the 
state’s Republican Party, the over-riding issue of race, white supremacy, kept the 
majority of yeoman farmers in the Democratic Party. 
 In their attempt to provide a compliant labor force for the landlords and the 
emerging mills of the State, Democrats opposed all measures of economic and social 
reform that required taxes. The conservative landlord who dominated the Democratic part 
of the Kemp Battle University sought small government, inactive and cheap. Democrat 
leadership opposed taxes on business and kept the tax burden regressive, on relatively 
poor landowners. The Democratic Party opposed demands for the expansion of the 
system of public education in North Carolina. It was opposed to any measures that might 
discourage business. Democrats scoffed at Republican government support for railroads 
and business. But Democrats realized, as had Republicans, that railroads and business 
were keys to economic growth for North Carolina. Extensive railroad construction 
characterized the years from 1880 to 1900 in North Carolina. The expansion of railroads 
served a real economic need for the State. The expansion was fueled by an influx of 
Northern capital and special favoritism by Democratic legislatures for the railroad 
companies. This favoritism was in the form of tax exemptions and freedom from 
regulation. Railroads, under control of out of state sources so absorbed the interests and 
resources of North Carolina that there was little effort to improve waterways and 
highways. The unregulated railroads were able, in the absence of alternative methods of 
transportation, to exercise their monopoly pricing power over farmers and exploit 
farmer’s attempts to transport their surplus production to markets. 
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 In general, during the Kemp Battle years of the University, the ruling Democratic 
leaders were unprogressive men that seldom diagnosed the needs of the state’s under 
classes or championed constructive policies that might create opportunities for the state’s 
under classes.  

Much of the character of North Carolina life during the twentieth century was 
defined during the very short, but critical, time that spanned the 1875 - 1900 period. With 
the end of Reconstruction in the South, opposing forces within the Democratic Party of 
North Carolina fought for control of the Party and with that control, the ability to define 
the future economic and social direction for the state. By 1900 one side in the struggle 
had emerged victorious and had set the state on its twentieth century course. 

North Carolina, unlike many southern states at the end of reconstruction, was 
populated by large numbers of self sufficient, yeoman farmers. These yeoman farmers 
measured their happiness by their quantity of independence in the management of their 
own affairs. They saw the ideal of freedom within the context of their self-sufficient 
farms and were fearful of a society that would attempt to enslave them in a system where 
they were dependant on employment outside of their farms for their livelihoods. The 
Jefferson-Jackson concept that democracy depended on the self-sufficiency of voters was 
a central tenant of yeoman thinking. To this end, as the farm economy of North Carolina 
experienced post Reconstruction problems, the small farmer saw the need for a 
restructuring of North Carolina’s economics and society so as to make farming viable and 
allow for rural citizens to escape the yoke of rising debt levels and economic dependency 
that threatened to enslave them.  

In direct opposition to the vision of yeomen farmers were a number of young 
North Carolina Democratic activists who shared educational ties within the post 
Reconstruction University of North Carolina. These young leaders had within their 
university days developed their own personal agenda for North Carolina. Their vision for 
North Carolina was that of commercial development. These future North Carolina leaders 
called themselves "progressives" and worked within the North Carolina Democratic Party 
to achieve their goals. The Redeemers of post Reconstruction North Carolina had 
dominated the Democratic party of North Carolina during the period of 1875-1890. These 
Redeemers represented the old politics of prewar North Carolina; politics based on slave 
labor and, after the war, politics based on tenant and sharecropper farming.  The young 
"progressive" Democrats saw themselves as the future leaders of the Party and during the 
1890's were actively pursuing their new vision for the State. The young men actively 
shared the post-Civil War goals of the Redeemers for white supremacy, states rights and 
honor. However, this new wing of the Democratic Party in North Carolina was composed 
of university-educated men who envisioned North Carolina as an industrial state with 
plentiful, cheap agricultural and factory labor. This labor would come from the 
abundance of freemen and small white farmers who would be forced into tenant farming 
and manufacturing employment via the economic necessity of the progressive wing's 
plans for North Carolina. In addition to black, sharecropper, farming labor to support the 
needs of the landlords, these new Democrats foresaw towns being formed around cotton 
mills and furniture factories, employing white families emigrating from the farms that 
would no longer support them. These towns would generate business opportunities for 
stores, services, transportation, power, and many other profitable ventures. 
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The new Democratic leaders were, in the main, university educated men. As it 
had in prewar times, a university education delineated social class in the State. University 
educated professional men and business leaders believed themselves to be superior to the 
poor, uneducated farmers and, embracing the prevalent Social Darwinist ideology, felt it 
both their prerogative and duty to maintain social control over the poorer classes. Many 
were the sons of political and military leaders who fought to defend a social and 
economic system that was based on slavery during the Civil War. In practice, the new 
wing Democrats of North Carolina shared a common economic and social development 
philosophy with the National Republican Party. The economic systems proposed by the 
progressive wing Democrats to accomplish their vision for the State were direct copies of 
"laissez faire" principles being used on a national scale by the Republican Party. 

The progressive wing Democrat's vision of North Carolina as an industrial state 
with plentiful, cheap labor was vintage National Republican strategy of the time. But in 
post Reconstruction North Carolina, "Republican" was a detested word to most North 
Carolina white males. The Republican Party in North Carolina stood for all the real and 
perceived evils perpetrated on the white citizens of the State during Reconstruction.  Thus 
the new Democrats of North Carolina added an additional spin to their economic vision 
for North Carolina; hate for the State's freemen (white supremacy), to round out their 
political definition. It was this branch of the North Carolina Democratic Party that rose to 
a dominant Party position at the turn of the century via the 1898 elections.     

North Carolina's yeoman farmers wanted to be a viable part of the state's 
Democratic Party and within the state's Democratic Party infrastructure it was well 
understood the Party needed the support of these farmers. However, during much of the 
1875-1898 period there was great fear among the Democratic leadership that the yeoman 
farmers would join forces with poor white and black voters and North Carolina's 
Republicans to meet the needs of their people. The Democratic leadership saw a fusion of 
yeoman farmers, poor white and black voters, and Republicans, as a threat to their 
survival. This fear was genuine. Except for the acceptance of the issue of white 
supremacy, the Democratic leadership of the period was out of step with the needs of the 
Yeoman. The view of North Carolina Yeoman was that farm labor was honest. Wealth 
was a tangible result of that labor and self-sufficiency produced human freedom. The 
progressive wing Democrat view, on the other hand, understood the benefits derived from 
harnessing the labor of others, saw economic growth as a measure of wealth and believed 
democracy to be a privilege granted through order and productivity. The emerging view 
of the yeoman farmers during the 1875 - 1890 period and the subsequent response to this 
view would, for a time, split the North Carolina Democratic Party. The new wing 
Democrats saw the yeoman movement as a threat to their plans for the commercialization 
of the state and saw the movement as one that had to be defeated, whatever the cost. The 
attempted practical application of the above competing philosophies produced a 
tumultuous period in North Carolina's history whose wake could be felt across the entire 
twentieth century. 
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The yeoman farmers started their struggle with the “progressive” Democrats with 
a number of handicaps. During the post reconstruction period farmers were faced with a 
number of serious problems. Educational opportunities for farmers were either scarce or 
non-existent in North Carolina. While a number of private and/or church supported 
schools were scattered about the state, most farmers either did not have geographical 
access or could not afford to use these resources. Farmers saw the need for schools and 
teachers to provide education as central to their needs. North Carolina was in 1890, and 
was sixty years later, the most rural state, measured in number of farms per capita, in the 
Union. Education in North Carolina was "classical" in nature for the sons of the wealthy, 
or education was church related. Teachers were scarce, having to overcome the 
widespread prejudice across the state against educating women. Thus, yeoman farmers of 
North Carolina saw both affordable and accessible secondary and higher education for 
men and women of all classes within the State as relevant to their particular needs and 
central to their cause. Reconstruction in North Carolina had raised the consciousness of 
yeoman farmers and all poor whites and blacks in North Carolina. Each of the groups 
began to question the "natural political order" they had accepted in the past and 
understood that, for each group the world had changed. With this change had come the 
opportunity, with positive action, to improve one's life through political action in North 
Carolina. This positive political action was first felt in early post reconstruction 
legislation by the North Carolina General Assembly and grew in magnitude and impact 
through the 1880's until it reached its peak with the "fusion" domination of North 
Carolina government by its under classes in the mid to late 1890's.  

Yeoman farmers saw many of their problems as economic. Because of the 
monopoly power of the state’s railroads, the lack of public transportation was a serious 
problem for North Carolina farmers. Because North Carolina taxes were based on "real 
property" and not on income, farmers and landowners saw themselves as paying a 
disproportionate share of the state's tax burden relative to commercial businesses. In 
addition these same commercial businesses were often the only source of credit for the 
farmer to purchase needed materials. Often, due to variability of farm prices, a scarce 
supply of capital, and monopoly pricing power over materials central to the farmer’s 
survival, merchants and other creditors were able to take farm property away from their 
debt-ridden customers. Often these business interests, with whom the farmers depended 
upon, were supporters of the “progressive” Democratic political policies for the State. 
With so many cards stacked in favor of business rivals, the typical yeoman farmer of the 
time must have wondered how he and his family might ever be able to attain their goals? 
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The Death Knell for Liberalism in North Carolina, 1898-1900 
 
 
After Reconstruction in North Carolina yeoman farmers joined the ruling 

Democratic Party in opposition to the party of Reconstruction, the Republican Party. 
During the 1875 – 1900 period, convinced that the Democratic Party was unresponsive to 
their economic problems, yeoman began to find common issues of support with the 
Republicans, both black and white. This was particularly true on issues concerning 
education in the state. Called the “farmers’ legislature of 1891” this legislature in fusion 
with Republicans established another college of agriculture and mechanic arts for blacks 
in Greensboro, in concert with the one they had established in Raleigh for whites. In 
addition, they established a normal college for white girls in Greensboro and a normal 
college for blacks in Elizabeth City, in concert with the normal college for blacks 
established in Fayetteville in 1877 and a normal college for Native Americans that was 
established in Pembroke in 1887. For public schools, the “farmers’ legislature of 1891” 
increase the tax rate for school funding. This fusion of support for common issues created 
a liberal force in North Carolina that was a threat to the ruling Democrats. In opposition 
to the yeoman wing of the Democratic Party was a group of young Democrats who called 
themselves “progressives.” This new wing of the Party saw the fusion of yeomen and 
Republican issues as a threat to their plans for the commercialization of the state. The 
goals of the yeoman and the “progressives” were seen to be incompatible. One view must 
be relegated to the other! However, during the 1888 to 1898 period the fusion of yeomen 
and Republicans, more and more, held the political advantage over the “progressive” 
Democrats. In addition to the expanded social programs that had been passed in earlier 
legislative sessions, the 1895 Fusion controlled legislature took a bold step that was to 
unite business opposition to the Fusion movement and contribute to its ultimate defeat. In 
order to generate less regressive tax revenues for North Carolina, the 1895 Fusion 
controlled legislature revised the state tax code to include the taxing of corporations and 
their investments, including stocks and bonds at their value. In addition, professional 
licensing fees were enacted. This same Fusion controlled legislature took a second bold 
step that would, also, contribute to its ultimate defeat, as it approved a return of the 
election of local officials to the counties and townships. No longer would the legislature 
appoint local officials. In eastern counties with black majorities, the results of home rule 
were frightening to the white minority rule that had previous political control over its 
black population. In 1896, Fusion elected Republican Daniel Russell as Governor and the 
Republicans and yeomen had control over both houses. The humiliated Democrats had 
but one agenda in 1897, to win back the state, regardless of the means required. 

 The “progressive” Democrats, joined with businessmen of the state to carry out a 
white supremacy campaign to defeat any future fusion of yeoman and Republican voters. 
Just as the May 1861 Convention was composed of a “who’s – who” of David Swain 
students, the white supremacy campaign of 1898 and 1900 was a “who’s – who” of 
Kemp Battle students. The principle leaders of the white supremacy campaigns were 
University classmates Josephus Daniels and Charles B. Aycock. A master politician, 
Furnifold Simmons aided Aycock, Daniels and a numbers of their fellow University 
students in their quest for political control of North Carolina.  
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Josephus Daniels had taken center stage of the Democratic Party in 1894 when, 
with the aid of Julius Carr of the Bull Durham Tobacco Company, he acquired the 
Raleigh News and Observer. With this acquisition, Daniels became the major voice of the 
Democratic Party throughout the state. An alternative paper in Raleigh, The Caucasian, 
January 31, 1895 reported that: 

 
“Mr. Daniels takes up the editorship of the News and Observer determined to ‘redeem 
the State.’___ He means to have our elections so conducted in the future that there shall 
be no possibility of ascertaining what the will of the people is ___” 
  
Charles B. Aycock was the son of a father who set an example (a slaveholder and 
member of the North Carolina legislature) for Charles, which left him with a continuing 
pride in the Confederacy. He attended a private, subscription elementary school and a 
boarding high school. There he began a lifelong friendship with Josephus Daniels, who 
was his classmate at the University in Chapel Hill. Both Aycock and Simmons were 
raised in a cluster of counties in North Carolina whose black majority elected two black 
U.S. Congressmen. The experience of entering politics in a black majority district shaped 
the political lives of both Aycock and Simmons. All of the “progressive” Democrats 
believed themselves to be part of a national Progressive movement that would bring 
commercial progress to North Carolina. But they also believed in the Civil War goals of 
white supremacy, states rights and honor. All wished to finish the work begun at the 
overthrow of Reconstruction of “redeeming” the State. 

To defeat the fusion of the yeomen farmers and the Republicans, the Democrats 
devised a ruthless, but effective plan. The Democrats would attempt to transcend the 
debate of current political issues and turn the battle for political power into a battle of 
racial hatred. The Democrats had a virtual monopoly of newspapers across North 
Carolina. They would use this monopoly to dispense propaganda. They would develop 
the concept of “the big lie.” Repeated enough times, white men would believe the lie to 
be true. This truth would over-shadow all current political issues of the day and would 
require their immediate action. This action would require these white men to vote for the 
candidates of the Democratic Party. The issue diffused across the State in Democratic 
newspapers was the rape of white women by black men.  

White men across the State were told that the fusion of the yeomen with the 
Republicans meant black political control of the State. Black political control would 
mean the rape of white women. With this approach the Democrats hoped to show white 
males that all political issues paled by comparison to this attack on the home. This issue 
would not only cause white men to vote for Democrats but would incite the white man to 
kill the black man. The exercise of the protection of his wife, mother, daughter and all 
white women prevailed over all other commandments. The goal of this approach was to 
rid debate of political logic, play on ignorance, prejudice, and instinct. Daniels and his 
fellow newspaper publishers were perfectly willing to publish fabrications of “negro 
atrocities” on a daily basis and advocate for what Daniels called, the “hemp rope route to 
glory” for those black men accused of violating white women. This propaganda was 
used, state wide, to encourage ministers and leading men of the State to aid in the 
acceptance of the big lie and turn it into a perception of truth.  
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Aycock’s former university classmate, Francis Winston, was responsible for 
establishing White Government Unions in each North Carolina County. Winston, aided 
by Daniels, was able to gain significant support, both in money and political influence, 
for their cause from the state’s businessmen. After, two successive Fusion controlled 
legislatures had enacted taxes and regulations on commercial interests; businessmen were 
ready to do whatever was needed to support the business-friendly Democrats. Former 
Governor T.J. Jarvis went from county to county visiting bankers, railroads officials and 
manufactures making promises and soliciting funds for the Democratic campaign.  
 The rank and file voters were largely unaware of the Democrat’s deals with 
business leaders. The Party was putting forth a “front” of supporting some of the yeoman 
issues. For example, the 1898 Democratic platform purported to favor the regulation of 
railroad rates. It truth, large corporations were promised tax relief in turn for the support 
of the Democratic white supremacy campaign. With the business community firmly, but 
privately, supporting the effort, the Democrats next turned to developing their media 
advantage. Here, the Democrats used their near monopoly of the state’s newspapers to 
connect the fusion of yeoman farmers and Republicans and their leaders with 
contributions to a society where white women are subject to black rapists. Lastly, they 
would use voter intimidation. Just as the Ku Klux Klan had come into existence in 1868 
to put the Negro “in his place,” the Red Shirts became prominent. The Red Shirts were a 
para-military organization.  The organization was composed, in the main, of respected 
men – considered the best men in the community. For example, future governor Cameron 
Morrison was a leader of the Red Shirts. The organization was composed of men who 
wore red shirts, rode horses, carried rifles, paraded through black communities and 
appeared at political rallies, especially Republican rallies. The book Democracy 
Betrayed, Edited by Cecelski and Tyson, UNC Press 1998, tells the story of one of these 
political rallies in Wilmington, North Carolina. Another of Kemp Battle’s students at the 
University, A.M. Waddell, rallied the Democratic voters with these words: 
 
 “you are armed and prepared, and you will do your duty. Go to the polls tomorrow, and 
if you find the negro out voting, tell him to leave the polls, and if he refuses, kill him. We 
shall win tomorrow if we have to do it with guns.” 
 
A force of about six hundred men on horseback armed with rifles, cannons and a Gatlin 
gun appeared in Wilmington on the day after fusion had been defeated in North Carolina. 
Joining the Red Shirts that day was the Wilmington Light Infantry, led by Captain 
William Rand Kenan, one of David Swain’s students. The men were ordered to “shoot to 
kill.” At the end of the day no one knew how many black men had died. George 
Rountree, J. Alan Taylor and Hugh MacRae bragged of ninety dead. During the 
massacre, hundreds of Wilmington’s blacks huddled in the woods surrounding the city. 
Six months later blacks were leaving the area in large numbers. The black exodus was not 
limited to those who fled immediately or were banished by the victors. Hundreds of black 
citizens packed their bags and left Wilmington. The black entrepreneurial and 
professional class departed the city in droves. One hundred years later Democracy 
Betrayed would say of this event: 
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“A hundred years ago, a historic experiment in interracial democracy blossomed in 
North Carolina. Most people have never heard of that experiment or of the Wilmington 
race riot that helped to destroy it.” 
 
“City leaders did more than deny the tragedy of 1898; school children learned to view 
the white crusade’s leaders as heroes, and civic boosters honored the white vigilantes by 
naming public parks, buildings and streets after them.” 
 
 The 1898 election results showed the effectiveness of the campaign of terror 
carried out by the Red Shirts in the eastern part of North Carolina where blacks had 
traditionally voted in large numbers. The North Carolina Legislature of 1899 was 
overwhelmingly Democratic. However, one more important step was needed before 
Josephus Daniels could claim the state “redeemed.” Robert Winston, Aycock’s friend at 
the University and future law partner spoke with unusual candor about Aycock’s feeling 
that “one more fraud” was necessary to remove the black man from politics. Here, 
Winston was referring to the suffrage amendment that was passed by the white 
supremacy Democrats in 1900 that, in effect, disenfranchised the North Carolina’s black 
voters. Black voters in North Carolina would have to wait for more than sixty years 
before they would again have similar influence as they had in the 1890s. 

Future leaders of the State, who would serve as Trustees of the State’s University 
would brag about their participation in the white supremacy campaigns of 1898 and 1900. 
They would brag about how they had taken voting rights away from the black voters and 
redeemed the State for white supremacy, states rights and honor. For example, future 
governor Cameron Morrison, Red Shirt leader and Trustee of the University, would 
justify his right to be governor by reminding the voters that he was the sole survivor of 
the white supremacy campaign who had not yet received his reward. The reopening of 
the University in 1875 “redeemed” the University from its closing by black troops in 
1868. Under the leadership of Kemp Battle the reopened University produced the men to 
finish the process of “redeeming” the State for white supremacy, states rights and honor. 
  The success of the white supremacy campaign disenfranchised the state’s black 
voters and broke the political strength of North Carolina’s yeomen. North Carolina’s 
blacks were, in effect, locked into the economic slavery of sharecropping. Yeomen lost 
their hope for a self-sufficient way of life in an increasingly mill dominated state. For 
most of the twentieth century North Carolina would maintain an economic policy to 
support “cheap” labor practices that would not endanger the labor supply of the State’s 
mills and landlords. The victory for the “progressive” Democrats produced a compliant 
workforce for the state’s landlords and mills. A second attempt at a liberal government 
for North Carolina had been defeated, and would not get a third chance until the State 
was well into the twentieth century.  
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Sidebar to This Section 
 
The reader should find this section as disturbing as did the writer. Let’s start with the 
following quotes from Democracy Betrayed: 
 
“A hundred years ago, a historic experiment in interracial democracy blossomed in 
North Carolina. Most people have never heard of that experiment or of the Wilmington 
race riot that helped to destroy it.” 
 
“City leaders did more than deny the tragedy of 1898; school children learned to view 
the white crusade’s leaders as heroes, and civic boosters honored the white vigilantes by 
naming public parks, buildings and streets after them.” 
 
Why? Why is so little known about the experiment in interracial democracy in North 
Carolina? Why have the leaders of the white crusade become heroes to North Carolina?  
Laura Edwards in Democracy Betrayed makes the point that: 
 
“Although celebratory and apologetic accounts of the 1898 white supremacy campaign 
remain at the center of North Carolina’s white political culture and popular 
understanding, a new generation of Southern historians has overturned the fallacy of the 
“heroic” tale of white supremacy.” 
 
Why did it take one hundred years for a book like Democracy Betrayed to be published 
by the University of North Carolina Press? Who has been responsible for reporting North 
Carolina History for the past one hundred years? Daniels, Aycock, Morrison, Winston, 
Waddell, etc…...and yes, William Rand Kenan are some of the names responsible for 
maintaining the State’s History via the University of North Carolina Press. To be fair, the 
facts of North Carolina’s Red Shirt past have been well documented by North Carolina 
historians. Possibly it was not “politically correct” for these same historians to draw 
analogies of events in North Carolina to other more “politically correct” events. For 
example, in North Carolina, history points to Josef Goebbels as the master of using the 
Media to perpetuate “The Big Lie” that allowed the Nazi Party to come to power in 1930s 
Germany. How was Geobbels use of the media different for that of Josephus Daniels and 
the fourth estate of North Carolina? Consider the hated “Brown Shirts” of Hitler, used to 
intimidate voters to the cause of National Socialism. How was Hitler’s Brown Shirts 
different from Cameron Morrison’s Red Shirts? One difference was in the quantity of 
killing. Hitler was responsible for millions of Jewish deaths, North Carolina’s venerated 
heroes were only responsible for say, hundreds of Freemen deaths. Is quantity important? 
Another difference is that the perpetrators of North Carolina’s white supremacy 
movement read the same Old Testament as the Jews and believed America to be the New 
Zion. In addition these same men believed the black man to be an inferior human being. 
 The most unsettling outcome of this section of the monograph is that it calls into 
question all of North Carolina History. What is true and what is “spin?” Have historians 
in North Carolina used critical analysis in reporting the State’s past or have they done the 
politically expedient thing. The case of John Spencer Bassett gets at the question and 
makes the unsettling point. John Bassett was a faculty member at Trinity College (Duke 
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University) located about ten miles from the Chapel Hill University in Durham North 
Carolina In his scholarship and writings Bassett showed little appreciation for the 
Democratic machine that had been established in North Carolina. His writings showed 
particular disgust with the white supremacy campaign that had broken the back of the 
political movement that represented North Carolina's under classes in the 1898 North 
Carolina elections. Bassett's scholarly critiques of the Democrat's tactical use of racial 
fear,  black disfranchisement and segregation were critical of the State's controlling Party.  
Bassett's scholarly work soon attracted the attention of his peers at other institutions and, 
in particular, it attracted the attention of  the Democratic masters of the State. The 
spokesman for the “progressive” wing of the Democratic Party, Josephus Daniels, soon 
launched a bitter crusade against Basset. Daniels, attacked "bASSett" for his scholarly 
views with a vengeance through his Raleigh News and Observer. Other similarly led 
newspapers joined with  Daniels in his attack on "bASSett" calling him a "nigger lover." 
Many called for his firing at Trinity College. In this attack no one was so bold to defend 
Bassett's writings as to what he said, however, a number of administrators at Trinity 
College were persuaded to defend his right to say it - however misguided they considered 
such ideas to be. Thus, the attack forced Bassett to remain quite for his remaining three 
years at the Durham college and persuaded him that other generations must pass before 
his serious writings would be accepted for their content.  Bassett, a native of North 
Carolina,  became an exile from his home state when he accepted an alternative  faculty 
position  at Smith College in Massachusetts.  If beauty is in the eye of the beholder, does 
the same hold for truth? 
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Consolidation 
 

At the turn of the century the college of agriculture and mechanic arts in Raleigh 
and the college for white women in Greensboro joined the institution at Chapel Hill as 
the principle forces for higher education in North Carolina. The Raleigh and Greensboro 
“colleges” were the product of the now, defeated fusion movement of the 1890s. The 
college in Raleigh contained the hopes and aspirations of the defeated farmer’s 
movement. The college in Greensboro contained the hopes and aspirations of North 
Carolina’s white women, who had not yet been given the right to vote. The institution at 
Chapel Hill had called itself a “university” since 1795 but as of 1900, it can be argued 
that it was at best, itself, a fledgling college. But the “university” at Chapel Hill was the 
alma mater of the State’s venerated past. Also, it was the alma mater of the leaders of the 
victorious white supremacy movement in North Carolina. As Wagstaff says,” the 
Democrats would protect the University.” 

In 1889 North Carolina College of Agriculture and Mechanical Arts opened its 
doors to 52 students to begin to address agricultural and industrialism needs of the State. 
In the beginning, both the agricultural and mechanical curricula emphasized manual 
training of students. A combination of mental, moral, and manual training would later 
lead to a more general definition of education for A & M students. This more general 
definition would include the philosophy of balancing educational theory with applications 
of that theory. This philosophy was indicated to prospective students in the A&M 
Mission Statement that appeared in the 1889 College Catalog. This mission statement 
said, 

 
"The mission of the North Carolina College of Agriculture and Mechanic Arts... is to teach the principles 
and applications of the sciences, illustrating sound theory with daily practice, so as to make out of its 
students useful and successful men instead of mere intelligent drones." 
 

For the period 1900 - 1920 the A&M College developed its identity within its 
mission statement. The agricultural mission for the College was developed in the areas of 
agronomy, soils, animal husbandry, entomology, poultry and farm mechanics. The 
mechanical mission was developed in the areas of civil, electrical, mechanical and 
architectural engineering. New textiles curricula were developed to meet the training 
needs of the state's mill operators and managers. The subject areas of Mathematics and 
Physics were made service departments for all A&M departments. Facilities and faculty 
to support these mission areas were obtained from state, federal and private sources to 
meet the mission goals of the College. During the 1920 - 1934 period the College, now 
North Carolina State College of Agriculture and Engineering continued to refine its 
mission. In 1923, 1300 students pressed on the College's resources. During this period 
new faculty positions were obtained to strengthen existing programs and provide for new 
programs that would follow the educational philosophy of giving breadth as well as depth 
to the College's technical curricula. During this period the College strengthened the basic 
sciences and humanities and social sciences through the new School of Science and 
Business. In addition the College put forth efforts to expand educational opportunities to 
women by encouraging women degree candidates in areas that had traditionally been 
reserved for men. In 1930, 75 women were enrolled in various degree programs of this 
type.   
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By 1915, A&M College had become very influential with North Carolina's 
farmers and their families, both male and female. The College's off-campus efforts to 
serve the people of the state took on new dimensions during the 1900 to 1915 period, 
both in agriculture and education. In 1909 a Department of Agricultural Extension was 
established to coordinate the dissemination of the latest ideas in farm technology and 
home economics to the people of the State. Then in 1914 with state and federal funds this 
farm and home demonstration services activity was centered at the College. In 1903 
A&M had responded to the State's need for improving the public schools of the State and 
its teachers by offering summer schools with teacher training courses for principals and 
teachers in topic areas unavailable at other schools within the State. The first of the 
summer programs in 1903 had over 300 participants, mostly women. This summer 
program continued to grow.  In 1914 President Hill spoke of the College's growing 
capacity to influence the lives of North Carolina people when he said, 
 
 "whatever has been done in the past twenty-five years is only an earnest of what this institution sets before 
it to do. It is here for unselfish, unremitting service. It proposes to put every ounce of its vitality in the great 
constructive work of the State and Union. It wants to minister, not be ministered to."       
 

In 1927 at State College there were five schools each headed by a Dean. Each of 
these schools were developed in concert with the Land Grant Mission of the College that 
had governed the College's programs and curricula since its beginning. The schools 
included; a School of Agriculture and Forestry, a School of Engineering, a School of 
Science and Business, a School of Textiles, a School of Education and a Graduate School 
which was one of the first in the South to offer advanced degrees in technical subjects. In 
1929/30 about 1800 students were enrolled for the regular sessions at State College. 

 
The “farmers’ legislature of 1891,” created a state supported normal and industrial school 
for white women. By 1895 the objectives for the school were defined as: 
 
" to aid the student in acquiring such education as will add to the efficiency of the average woman's work 
in whatever walk of life her lot may be cast." 
 
In 1895 the School defined itself within its mission with three departments of study. 
These departments included a Normal Department, Business Department and a Domestic 
Science Department. In 1910 the women at the North Carolina Normal and Industrial 
School, talked of a life of work and service to North Carolina. Each expected to teach 
after graduation. By 1918, 786 students were studying new subjects such as, political 
science, government, sociology and economics. In 1920 the College started a period of 
physical expansion. Julius Foust, president of the College from 1907 to 1934, was 
considered to be a genius at obtaining money from the state legislature to meet its needs. 
By the 1930s the North Carolina College for Women had enrollments of about 1900 
students attending a fully accredited college with a growing reputation for academic 
excellence. 

Though called a university in name, it is argued (Wagstaff) that at the turn of the 
century the University of North Carolina had only attained the status of a college. The 
University was grounded in the "classical" tradition of education where university 
education was the privilege of the wellborn. The University existed for those few citizens 
that expected to become political leaders through the practice of law, religious leaders in 
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preparation for the ministry, or doctors, through the practice of medicine. From its 1875 
rebirth, the President and Faculty of the University of North Carolina were chosen for 
their position within the context of religious and political coloration tests. F.P. Venable 
chosen by the Board of Trustees to be the University President in 1900 was a member of 
the old guard of Chapel Hill thinkers. He had been on the faculty since 1880 and was 
consistent in his understanding of the place of the University in North Carolina with the 
previous University presidents, Battle, Winston and Alderman. Venable's father was a 
member of General Lee's staff, a Virginia Gentleman. Venable was married to the 
daughter of the former head of the University's Law School and well understood the 
importance of the relationship between the University's programs of law and the political 
needs of the state's Democratic party.  President Venable was a scholar, a person who 
believed in scholarship for its own sake. While Venable understood the University 
required resources from the state legislature and outside sources, he saw his position as 
president, not as a fund-raiser for the University but as a scholar and manager of the 
University. Venable preferred to tell the state legislature what the University required and 
expected it to respond to the University's needs. In defining the University's needs to a 
favorable Democratic legislature, Venable strengthened the programs of Law, Medicine 
and Pharmacy and expanded the "classical" sciences within the undergraduate 
curriculum. He successfully established a Graduate School for the University around the 
development of a new university library. However, given the success of his 
accomplishments, Venable's "classical" approach to the University seemed to many in 
North Carolina to be "out-of-step" with much of the higher educational needs of the 
State. His approach, while protected by the Democratic Trustees of the University, was at 
odds with the approach taken at the colleges in Raleigh and Greensboro. 

As early as 1910 Josephus Daniels and the Democratic leadership of the 
University's Board of Trustees saw in State College, a potential threat to the 
“progressive” wing of the Democrats via its influence with the farmers and farmer 
support groups of the State. Also, the crafty Daniels likely anticipated that a population of 
voting, women teachers with the liberal values obtained at the Woman’s College might 
also be a future threat to the Party. But as of 1910, women could not vote in North 
Carolina. President Venable voiced this condition in muted tones on May 30, 1910 at an 
Alumni Luncheon for University graduates. Here, he first called for a consolidation of the 
college at Raleigh and the college at Greensboro under the control of the institution at 
Chapel Hill. While President Venable's call was met with coolness across the State, it did 
lay the seeds for future action by Daniels and Democratic Governor O. Max Gardner 
when they did, in fact, cause this action to take place, about twenty years later under 
conditions more favorable to the Chapel Hill institution**. 

 
**Wagstaff makes the point on several occasions that the Chapel Hill institution is not a real “university.”  
What’s in a name? Wagstaff allows the University to become a “college” during the Battle Administration. 
But when did it become a university? Why in 1930 was the college in Raleigh, with a Graduate School and 
Departments performing important research, a “college” rather than a “university?” Why did the existence 
of a professional school for training lawyers and doctors make Chapel Hill a university? Given the end 
result of Consolidation, it is a moot point. However, the reader should not assume that Consolidation was 
about a well-established University absorbing two unequal units into its working structure. The writer 
makes just the opposite point. In the opinion of the writer it was Consolidation that created, for the first 
time, a true, University (for white people) out of three very different but not unequal parts.  
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Around the 1914/15 period the masters of the University at Chapel Hill moved to 
action to compete for the good-will and minds of the people of North Carolina. This 
started with the appointment of Edward Kidder Graham as the new President of the 
University in 1914.  E.K. Graham was from a Charlotte family that would later provide a 
future President, Frank Porter Graham, to a “consolidated” University of North Carolina. 
The new President of the University first indicated in 1914 that it was time for the 
University to become aggressive in its leadership role of higher education in North 
Carolina. It must have been understood that the colleges at Raleigh and Greensboro were 
threats to the primacy of the institution calling itself a university at Chapel Hill. While 
President Venable had not believed that it was the proper role of the University to 
provide "extension" services to the North Carolina people, the new President, E.K. 
Graham, acted as if he had been given marching orders by its Trustees to reorient the 
minds of the people of the State away from the colleges in Raleigh and Greensboro 
towards the institution at Chapel Hill. This should be done by carrying to the people the 
services of the University.  President Graham spoke of his vision for a Greater State-
Wide University with the entire state as its campus and each citizen as its student. In the 
process of carrying out this vision President Graham put the University in direct 
competition with much of the mission of State College. Graham spoke to the Farmer's 
Union of North Carolina promising rural service from Chapel Hill in the area of Rural 
Social Economics, a new Bureau of Extension and agricultural publications. In the 
process, President Graham was successful in cultivating an intimate friend, the 
agricultural leader Clarence Poe, and current editor of the Progressive Farmer.  Soon the 
University under Graham was asking and obtaining approval from the University Board 
of Trustees to establish Departments of Rural Social Economics and Rural Education. In 
addition President Graham was not satisfied with his attempts to "knock off" programs at 
State College. His efforts extended to the College for Women. President Graham was 
convinced that the University should aggressively pursue three other fields; the education 
of women, training in the dramatic arts and instruction in Commerce and Industry. Under 
the Presidency of Harry Woodburn Chase the Chapel Hill institution continued its drive 
to duplicate programs at State College and the College for Women.  In the 1920s the 
University Board of Trustees authorized a School of Engineering at Chapel Hill with 
programs that, on paper, appeared to be duplications of well-established programs of 
Civil, Electrical and Mechanical Engineering at State College. In 1920 the Board 
authorized a School of Commerce, which began at Chapel Hill with 125 students. By the 
late 1920s it was obvious to the keen observer of higher education in North Carolina that 
the University at Chapel Hill and it Board of Trustees were playing a game of political 
power with higher education in North Carolina. It was a game that the white supremacy 
Democrats of Josephus Daniels and all, would inevitably win. In 1927 when President 
Chase, in competition with State College and the College for Women for additional 
funds, was not able to receive additional funding for the Chapel Hill institution, Chase 
reminded the University friendly, ruling Democratic party that,  

 
"there is one University in North Carolina and that is in Chapel Hill!" 
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It can be argued that in 1929/30 Josephus Daniels was the most powerful man in 
North Carolina. Daniels was the author of the “Big Lie,” white supremacy, strategy that 
had turned North Carolina over to the Red Shirt Democrats in 1898. Since that time 
Daniels and others of the 1898/1900 campaign in North Carolina had become powerful 
figures in the national Democratic Party. He and his fellow Red Shirt Democrats had 
ruled North Carolina politics during the 1900 to 1930 period. To fully understand the 
University Consolidation question one must understand Daniels and his fellow 
“progressive” Democrats. 

The overthrow of Fusion in 1898 was much more than one political party 
defeating another political party. The election was not only about white supremacy; it 
was about economic development policy for North Carolina. It was all about capital 
formation in the State through the availability of a large pool of “cheap” labor. Landlords 
of Eastern North Carolina needed a large supply of cheap black and white tenants and 
sharecroppers to meet their needs. The mills of Piedmont North Carolina needed a large 
supply of cheap white labor to meet their needs. Mills and farms were labor-intensive, 
requiring relatively small amounts of capital to generate profits. North Carolina was not 
on the cutting edge of technology, nor did the “progressive” Democrats wish it to be. The 
application of cutting edge, science and technology to North Carolina would imply an 
industrial development for the State that was significantly different from the cheap labor 
model advocated by the Democrats of Daniels. Not only would it imply an entirely 
different mix of economic development for the State, it would imply an entirely different 
emphasis of higher education in the State. Higher education for the Democrats of Daniels 
was a classical education to support business, lawyers, medicine, journalism, etc., 
consistent for their economic model of North Carolina. Higher education was not about 
the use of science and technology to generate a high-skilled labor force in North 
Carolina. With its emphasis on the applications of science and technology to generate a 
high skilled labor force for North Carolina, State College was headed in that direction. 

In 1929/30 the institutions at Chapel Hill, Raleigh and Greensboro were, in effect, 
almost equal in size. About 1800 students were enrolled for the regular sessions at each 
of the colleges in Raleigh and Greensboro and about 2000 students were enrolled at the 
Chapel Hill institution. Funding per student at Raleigh and Greensboro was significantly 
less at the two “colleges” than per student funding at Chapel Hill. It was argued that the 
State's moneys were being well spent, producing high quality output at a minimum of 
cost, at the Raleigh and Greensboro colleges. Each of the three institutions had their own 
Board of Trustees that, in general, advocated in the Legislature for their particular 
institution. The “populist” spirit of the State was alive at the colleges in Raleigh and 
Greensboro and this spirit was being rewarded in competition with the Chapel Hill 
institution for funding. Funding for higher education in a relatively poor state implied 
assigning priorities for that funding. One can argue that Consolidation of higher 
education in North Carolina in 1930 was much about gaining control over the State’s 
funding priorities for higher education and the direction these priorities would take North 
Carolina. 
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Josephus Daniels had nurtured the idea of Consolidation for more than twenty 
years.  In the mid 1920s, at the insistence of Daniels and other Democrats of a like mind, 
a study was undertaken by an independent commission addressing the need to consolidate 
State College and the College for Women under the control of the University Board of 
Trustees. The report advised against this action when it reported that: 
 
"the major functions of the two institutions (Chapel Hill and State College) are well defined and operate in 
clearly distinct fields," - the report continued - "overlapping by no means constitutes any real duplication 
resulting in an unnecessary expenditure of funds." 
 
In short - the report said  - that there was no economic reason to bring State College 
under the control of the University of North Carolina Board of Trustees. However, the 
report did not alter the will of Daniels and his colleagues.  

In 1931 the Party of Josephus Daniels decreed that there would be only one 
University in North Carolina and that University would be at Chapel Hill. The college at 
Raleigh was to be stripped of a major share; possibly all of its college level academic 
programs, and would be put in danger of either being closed or of being turned into a 
junior college. The college at Raleigh and the college at Greensboro were to be absorbed 
under the “progressive” Democratic controlled Board of Trustees of the University at 
Chapel Hill. While the college at Greensboro lost few of its programs, that was not the 
case for State College. In the process State College lost, among other programs, its 
Graduate School, and its School of Science and Business. Women were no longer 
allowed to be admitted as Freshmen into programs which required a minimum of four 
years of study, thus depriving women the study of certain technical subjects (engineering, 
etc.) on the State College Campus. In total, State College was stripped of twelve curricula 
with a registration of 625 students. These programs and the associated students were 
moved to Chapel Hill. After several years of political activity, State College was allowed 
to consolidate all agricultural and engineering activities on the Raleigh campus. Governor 
O. Max Gardner, Josephus Daniels and the new president of the Consolidated University, 
Frank Porter Graham, carried out the process of Consolidation.  

 As a young man Daniels and his fellow Watauga Club Democrats had advocated 
to establish an industrial "trade school" in Raleigh to train the mill workers defined in the 
Club's economic plan for North Carolina. The Watauga Club was opposed to the 
establishment of a College of Agriculture and while attempting to take credit for the 
establishment of A&M in 1887, it can be argued that Daniels had always considered the 
results of State College, as a fusion-based College of Agriculture, to be a personal defeat 
for himself and his fellow "progressive" Democrats. In addition, during the past thirty 
years of 1900-1930, State College had been so successful in meeting the needs of the 
State's farmers and working classes that its continuing successful competition for funding 
with the established institution at Chapel Hill could become a potential threat to the 
“progressive” control of the Democratic Party. It is speculated that in the recesses of 
Daniel's mind he had known that the proper time would come when he and his Party 
would have the opportunity to place State College under their control via a Consolidated 
Board of Trustees. 
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With the coming national "depression" of 1930 it is logically important that the 
“progressive” Democrats be able to consolidate their political power to maximize their 
position relative to the liberal forces that were sure to rise within the state's Democratic 
party during the Roosevelt administration. It was going to be important for the 
Democratic leadership that orchestrated the 1898/1900 takeover of the Democratic Party 
of North Carolina to appear to be consistent with a national Democratic Party that was 
more liberal than the Party of Daniels, Morrison, and Gardner. Thus, one can now argue 
that Consolidation was about two different, but related things. It was about gaining 
control over the State’s funding priorities for higher education and the direction these 
priorities would take North Carolina. But, it was also about obtaining the ability to 
control the impact that the national Democratic Party of Roosevelt would have on the 
Democratic Party of North Carolina. State College was a product of the liberal Farmer's 
Movement and the "fusion” state government of the 1890s. That was also the case for 
Woman’s College in Greensboro.  Separate Boards of Trustees that were not under the 
domination of the “progressive” Democrats controlled both. One can argue that the ruling 
Democrats thought it important that a more favorable Board of Trustees dominate higher 
education in order for “progressive” Democrats to continue their domination of North 
Carolina. 

Governor Gardner showed himself to be a master politician in getting approval of 
the legislature for the Consolidation. Willis Smith, a supporter of Gardner, was Speaker 
of the House. Then Gardner was able to have his close friend R.D. Johnson elected pro 
temp in the Senate. With a large number of new members in the legislature, Gardner and 
his friends were able, with ease, to make appointments to key committees that would 
generate a favorable result for his Bill of Consolidation. Gardner and his "progressive" 
Democrats then took advantage of the fact that the Consolidation Bill was not a matter in 
which the average farmer or laboring man was interested. So as a political strategy it was 
decided to tie the Bill to something the farmers were interested in - a Roads Bill! In its 
development the chief authors of the Bill of Consolidation were Governor Gardner and 
Judge N.A. Townsend of Charlotte. It should be noted that Judge Townsend was another 
Trustee of the University. State College President E.C. Brooks led the fight against the 
legislation to, in effect, disenfranchise State College from its independent influence over 
its liberal farmer constituents and the growing group of important technically based 
citizens of the State. He argued that there were no positive economies for the State to be 
had by Consolidation. He made just the opposite argument. He showed how much more 
efficient State College had been in providing higher education to its students, with the 
state's money, than had been the case at the University in Chapel Hill. A majority of the 
alumni of the West Raleigh institution were strongly opposed to Consolidation. They 
believed, for political reasons, the important work of almost 50 years in building an 
"institution of the people" was in danger of being destroyed.  It was understood by the 
Consolidation advocates that without the strong support of the average farmer, the 
Consolidation Bill was a "done deal." Daniels and Gardner had accurately projected a 
lack of understanding, or interest, in the Bill by the average farmer and when it was 
coupled to a Bill that, truly, attracted the farmer's attention, a Roads Bill, - the deal was 
done! To complete the picture, most, if not all, of the State's "progressive" - based 
newspapers; gave their support to the Consolidation Bill.  
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Consolidation replaced the three separate Boards of Trustees with one Board of 
Trustees for the Consolidated University. After Consolidation, supporters of State 
College and Woman’s College constantly made charges that the interests of Chapel Hill 
dominated the Board of Trustees. Lockmiller reports that in the 1932 to 1942 period the 
Consolidated Board of Trustees was balanced 62% for men supporting the interests of 
Chapel Hill, 16% for State College, 8% for Woman’s College and non-aligned 14%. 
Thus, by gaining control over the Consolidated University’s Board of Trustees, the ruling 
Democrats took control of higher education in North Carolina. The Board of Trustees 
gave primacy to the Chapel Hill institution by allowing it to retain the name “University.” 
It was agreed that legally all three institutions were “The University of North Carolina,” 
but by virtue of historical precedent the Chapel Hill unit preempted the use of that title by 
either of the other institutions. During the 1930s and 1940s the focus of higher education 
would be on Chapel Hill and the President of the Consolidated University, Frank Porter 
Graham. Funding for the University would be used to support an economic development 
policy that was created by the “progressive” Democrats in 1898/1900. [The policy of 
making North Carolina a cheap labor state for the landlords and the mills of the State 
would continue until near the end of the twentieth century.] In addition, the President of 
the Consolidated University, Frank Porter Graham would put a national liberal face on 
the Chapel Hill University that was dominated by a white supremacy, conservative, 
Democratic leadership. 

It is fair to say that the three different institutions joined by Consolidation, taken 
together did form a true University for North Carolina. Because it was only for white 
people, it was a racist university. In particular, for State College, the birth of a true 
university for North Carolina was a temporary setback. The “populist” spirit of the 
Farmers Movement may have suffered another defeat by the old Red Shirt Democrats. 
But, in the process of the political power play, State College did not lose its life. It was 
only wounded. It would live to fight another day. 
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Economic and Political Issues Associated With the  
Consolidation of Higher Education  

 
 

At the turn of the Century one could generalize two classes or economic groups of 
people in North Carolina; those with access to Capital and its profit potential and those 
with their Labor as an only source of personal welfare. Within these two groups were a 
number of sub-group divisions.  

The first sub-group of people with access to capital and its potential profits were 
the large landowners. Most of these landlords were surviving sons or families of prewar 
planters who were able to keep their land as a source of income. Many of these landlords 
were not in themselves farmers but produced income for themselves through the business 
use of tenant farmers and/or sharecroppers. It was not uncommon for these landowners to 
vertically integrate their business structures into the areas of supplying their tenants or 
croppers with basic materials and credit for their farming operations. In addition, they 
would supply basic food, clothing, etc. to support the personal needs of the tenant's or 
cropper's families. Many of these landowning businessmen discovered that their business 
arrangements with their tenants and croppers, under the right conditions, could be very 
profitable. This was the case for two reasons. First, the landowners acting as merchants 
and bankers for their tenants and croppers had monopoly pricing power that could in-
effect place the tenants and croppers in a position of economic slavery to the landowners. 
Second, with the base support of their tenant and cropper demand for goods and services, 
the landowning merchant/bankers could expand their businesses to include outside 
interests. In the main, the landlord/business men described here would have been 
Democrats in post Reconstruction North Carolina. They would have supported the 
Democratic “redeemers,” of the 1872-1890 period and the “progressives” of post 1900. 

A second sub-group of people with access to capital was the small planters who 
would have been described in pre Civil War days as yeoman farmers. These farmers were 
those with access to farmland and a family whose labor made this economic unit, 
essentially, self-sufficient. These farmers depended on their own labor and that of their 
families for their economic needs. Tenants and Croppers were not important to this type 
of farm unit. During the 1890s these yeomen were the cores of the opposition within the 
Democratic Party. In fusion with the Republican Party in North Carolina this collective 
group spoke for the State’s under classes. It was a force for liberalism in North Carolina. 
During the 1890s this force took on the name Populist. The yeomen, to differentiate 
themselves from the Republican Party, formed a Populist Party. However, one should not 
tie the “populist” spirit to the Populist Party that existed for a few years in the 1890s. The 
“populist” spirit shared by yeomen and Republicans during the 1890s was a spirit of 
liberalism within North Carolina. The “populist” spirit did not die with the crushing 
defeat of liberalism by the “progressive” Democrats in the white supremacy campaign of 
1898. The “populist” spirit lived on, albeit under the rule of the ruling wing of the 
Democratic Party, as an active opposition within the state’s Democratic Party. 

A third sub-group were those with access to external capital that could be used for 
those projects associated with the building of a physical economic infrastructure of 
banking, power generation, transportation, manufacturing, etc. within North Carolina. 
While these people might be national Republicans, because of the special relationships 
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created with the “progressive” Democrats in the 1898 overthrow of fusion government in 
North Carolina, this group tended to support the ruling Democrats. 

A large group of North Carolina citizens were without access to capital resources. 
Their personal welfare was totally dependent upon their labor and the labor of their 
family. This group included the families of North Carolina's prewar poor whites and 
former slaves who lived in poverty before the Civil War and found themselves in poverty 
after the War. Though living in poverty, the new 1868 Constitution of North Carolina had 
given both the poor white and black citizens the ability to vote. That ability to vote for the 
black citizens had been effectively taken away in 1900 by the ruling Democrats. Many of 
the whites that could vote were sharecroppers or mill workers. Having been forced into a 
position of economic servitude to landlord or mill masters, these people tended to do as 
they were told and vote with their masters for the ruling Democrats. 

Each of the above economic groups of North Carolina had wants and needs which 
they wanted addressed within the state's ruling Democratic party. The large landowners 
wanted cheap tenant and sharecropper labor to meet their economic needs. Since the tax 
base of the State was, in the main, that of property tax - these landowners, in the main, 
opposed state expenditures for government services that did not directly benefit their 
economic profits. As a general rule, expenditures for education, power, transportation, 
etc. were not greatly supported, but were selectively viewed through the eyes of their own 
profitable self-interest. Large public expenditures of North Carolina tax funds would not 
be greatly encouraged by this group.  
On the other hand, the yeoman farmers of North Carolina, and the poor white and black 
citizens who could cast an independent vote, wanted much from North Carolina's 
Government.  In the main, these people wanted state dollars spent on education for their 
children, a transportation infrastructure, communication facilities, electric power and 
access to reasonably priced credit.  But the wants and needs of the yeoman, poor white 
and poor black farmers with an independent vote, met with a fundamental problem - how 
to pay for these wants and needs. What were the priorities for state tax expenditures, and 
for those high priorities, should the expenditure funds come from land taxes, taxes on 
business profits, taxes on the sale of items, taxes on profits made from the sale of stocks 
and bonds, or other tax sources? North Carolina was a poor State!     

Democratic Party politics in North Carolina in the years 1900-1950 was almost 
entirely inbred - a closed culture. The ruling wing of the Democratic Party that had 
orchestrated the white supremacy campaigns of 1898 and 1900 held sway in North 
Carolina until deep into the 1930s. During the Wilson administration (1913 - 1921) 
pressure for regulation of the business interests of the ruling Democrats in North Carolina 
was limited. The ruling Democrats had come to power with a plan of making North 
Carolina a “cheap” labor, industrialized state. During these years the ruling Democrats in 
North Carolina fared well.  A number of these Democratic leaders in North Carolina held 
national office. For example, the white supremacy Party leader and editor of the Raleigh 
News and Observer, Josephus Daniels, was appointed to President Wilson's Cabinet as 
Secretary of the Navy. In addition, because of the one party rule of North Carolina and its 
sister southern states, a disproportionate southern congressional strength persisted 
through the Wilson administration and continued throughout the 1930s. This power came 
from the fact that the state's one-party system could continue to send the same men to 
Washington where, over time, they would, through seniority, gain control over powerful 
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federal committees. This power of southern congressional men over key federal 
committees for much of the twentieth century was of direct benefit to southern capital 
owners and aided in state control by the Democratic Party in North Carolina and the 
South.  

Through the planned creation of cheap labor conditions by the ruling Democrats, 
a large-scale relocation of the cotton textile industry to the Carolina Piedmont began in 
the mid - 1920s. By the end of the 1930s this area had replaced New England as the 
center of American cotton textile production.  Faced with excess capacity and shrinking 
post WWI markets of 1920, New England cotton textile production was forced to respond 
by finding ways to reduce labor costs, the largest single item in the cost of production. It 
was the nature of textile production that cost reduction was not easily obtainable via new 
capital investment in production technology. Rather, survival in cotton textiles during the 
period 1924 to 1939 was dependent on the ability to increase the productivity and/or 
reduce unit costs by other means. Firms were forced to persuade workers to accept larger 
workloads, to work more intensively, and to produce more for less. For this, the political 
and economic climate of North and South Carolina's Piedmont area was ideal. Like its 
sister state, North Carolina's advantage for the production of textile profits was threefold; 
first, the state's continuing and increasing availability of a large supply of cheap labor and 
only limited labor market competition; second, a cotton mill working class that was 
politically weak, largely unorganized, and isolated; and third, the relative absence of 
labor law restrictions. The group of tenant, sharecroppers located within the Piedmont 
area of North and South Carolina was most vulnerable to the mills’ call for cheap labor. 
Many of these tenants/croppers were locked into conditions of economic slavery to their 
landlords, trying to provide for a family on relatively unproductive land. 

Upon their rise to power in 1900 the ruling Democrats of Aycock, Daniels and all 
were forced to deal with the need to halt a large out-migration from North Carolina by 
poor whites and blacks. For purely pragmatic reasons, governor Aycock was required to 
deal with the demand for common schools and other state supported services by poor 
whites and blacks in order to maintain the state’s supply of cheap labor. The core of the 
“progressive” Democrat economic policy for North Carolina assumed the existence of a 
large supply of cheap labor. If North Carolina could not provide a minimum of services 
for these people to keep them within North Carolina, the ruling Democrats had no 
economic policy! In the post World War I 1920s the ruling Democrats were forced to 
begin to deal with the real questions of quantity and quality of state supported services. 
The State was faced with the need to deliver on some of its past promises with respect to 
primary education. While there had been much rhetoric about the need for common 
schools in North Carolina by Aycock and others of the ruling Democrats in the pre World 
War I period, little had been delivered. 

During the first two decades of the 20th Century poor white and black children 
worked in the fields or in the mills with their families. With this condition, expenditures 
on common schools for these children were minimal. However, after WW I and the 
agricultural and textile depression that followed, North Carolina found that it was 
actually experiencing conditions of excess labor in the fields and the mills. This excess 
labor was, in the main, child labor. The textile mill owners and managers, a key power 
base for the ruling Democrats, demanded primary education for these displaced working 
children. Given the paternalistic view of the mill villages that demanded children not able 
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to work in the mills should not be left idle, and given the need to teach these future mill 
workers discipline and social control, mill owners and managers demanded additional 
expenditures on common schools for these children. How was the State to provide for 
these additional common schools? That question was to be kept for a later date! 
The struggle over educational policy and its finance was duplicated in the area of 
highway construction. An efficient and cheap system of transportation was needed to 
keep North Carolina's competitive, cheap labor, advantage in manufacturing. As textile 
mills expanded they began to rely more heavily on rural laborers and part-time farmers. 
Thus, easy access by roads to mills became increasingly important. But as in education, 
progress was limited. Responsibilities for highways and for schools were at the county 
level with different levels of potential funding and different levels of potential quality. 

In the 1930s the ruling wing of the Democratic Party fell under the leadership of 
the "Shelby Dynasty" of O. Max Gardner. To Gardner and a number of old line 
“progressive” Democrats, such as the ever-present Josephus Daniels, fell the task of 
maintaining political dominance in North Carolina. This task had to be accomplished 
with a state political and economic policy that was, in the main, antithetical to the 
intentions of the national Democrats, the “New Deal,” Roosevelt Administration. 
Gardner's power base was Banking, Textiles and Apparel Manufacturing, Furniture 
Manufacturing, and Merchants. To maintain the dominance of the Party, Gardner’s 
policies must keep the large landowner businesses supplied with cheap tenant and 
sharecropper labor with minimum property taxes.  As for the poor white and poor black 
tenant farmers, Gardner relied on the mill's economic influence and the landowner's 
economic influence to keep this segment of the voters in line. Gardner and the "Shelby 
Dynasty" were significantly successful in delivering the needs of the above factions 
within the Democratic Party and succeeded in neutralizing the yeoman farmers as a 
viable opposition to his policies. During the 1930 to 1940 period the Gardner "Shelby 
Dynasty" was able to elect three consecutive governors to lead the ruling Democratic 
Party, O. Max Gardner, John Ehringhaus, and Clyde Hoey.  To placate the landlords of 
the State, Gardner was able to use the New Deal policies to his advantage. The political 
power structure in North Carolina gave the State Democratic Party a virtual monopoly of 
elected representatives at the federal level. This condition allowed for local and state 
control of major New Deal policies. Thus, those in political control were able to reap the 
financial and political benefits of efforts at economic stimulation and regulation of North 
Carolina's farm economy. New Deal policies to reduce acreage and production, to 
eliminate farm surpluses, to raise or subsidize commodity prices and to increase the 
capital intensity of farm production far outweighed efforts to regulate the damaging 
impact of these changes on the vast numbers of impoverished agriculture labor they 
created.  

The New Deal acreage reduction programs threw tenants and sharecroppers off 
the land. These tenants and croppers came at the mercy of the landlords. It was a simple 
matter for landlords to ensure control of government program benefits for themselves, 
increase the intensity of production on a reduced amount of land and make necessary 
down-sizes in labor forces. The human cost of this downsizing in North Carolina was 
great. As tenants and croppers were driven off the land a transition to wage labor 
expanded rapidly. For the state's expanding textile and apparel industry O. Max Gardner 
maintained support of mill owners via a heavy-handed approach to labor unrest. In 1929 
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the state's textile workers were on the verge of an open revolt with respect to wages and 
working conditions. In several mill towns workers did, in fact, attempt strikes. In 
Gastonia, Governor Gardner, himself president of a cotton-manufacturing corporation in 
adjacent Cleveland County, seized upon a minor picket line scuffle between strikers and 
local police to send in five companies of state militia, including cavalry and a howitzer 
battery. State troops were also used in Marion. In Marion children were employed 
illegally. Young female workers worked for the first 30 days as unpaid "apprentices," 
then for a further four months at five cents per hour, twelve hours a day, sixty hours a 
week. Sinclair Lewis described the typical mill house in Marion as "a box (on stilts) with 
an unscreened porch."  Each of these housed up to twelve economically active persons at 
a cost to the mill of about 14.2 cents per week per person. 

Gardner’s approach to taxes was typical of the ruling Democrat policy. State 
revenues were needed to attract capital to the State and to undertake further infrastructure 
projects such as highway construction, debt service and education. It was well understood 
by the "Shelby Dynasty" that to maintain the good will of the landlord wing of the 
Democratic Party property taxes could not be raised without losing support of the 
landlords. The populist wing of the Democratic Party called for increased corporate taxes 
on business profits. However, future Governor Clyde Hoey, acting as a Duke Power 
lobbyist, and others representing corporate interests in North Carolina were able to defeat 
this movement for corporate taxes and develop "alternative" financing plans for state 
government. Governor Ehringhaus, who followed Gardner, reached a closure to the tax 
question. Governor Ehringhaus proposed a 3% Sales Tax on product and service sales. 
Because mass consumption levels in North Carolina were low, the sales tax had to be 
highly inclusive. In addition, he proposed that teacher's salaries be reduced by 32%.  He 
proposed eliminating the state component of property taxes. By offering rewards in 
educational expansion and reduced property taxes - it was possible for the Ehringhaus 
administration to split opposition to the sales tax proposals and to impose a 
disproportionate share of the cost of expanded state services on the state's agricultural and 
industrial workers through a system of "regressive" taxes. About 42% of the increase in 
state revenues between 1929 and 1935 resulted from the sales tax and 38.3% from 
gasoline taxes that became increasingly regressive as the farmer's and industrial worker’s 
automobile ownership spread. 
Once again, with little interest of the welfare for the common people of North Carolina, 
the ruling Democrats placed on the backs of the poor white and black under classes 
“regressive” taxes to solve their revenue problems. 
 During the 1910-1920 period there developed considerable agitation across all 
classes of women for “Women’s Rights.”  An “Equal Suffrage Association” was 
organized in 1913 to advocate for voting rights for women. Also, a bill providing for 
woman suffrage was introduced that same year in the North Carolina General Assembly. 
The ruling Democrats defeated this bill, as were similar bills in each succeeding 
legislature. In 1918 the state Republican platform endorsed women suffrage for North 
Carolina but the Democrats did not give their approval. The following year, 1919, the 
U.S. Congress submitted the Nineteenth Amendment to the U.S. Constitution to the states 
for their ratification. This Amendment provided for universal women suffrage. In a 
special session of the General Assembly in August 1920 the Democratic controlled 
Assembly, under the leadership of Cameron Morrison and others, rejected the proposed 
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amendment. However, the “progressive” Democratic opposition to suffrage for women 
was in vain. The Nineteenth Amendment became effective with the ratification by the 
requisite three-fourths of the nation’s state legislatures. Thus, over opposition by the 
ruling Democrats of North Carolina, the adoption of the Nineteenth Amendment in 1920 
gave women the right to vote and doubled the electorate of North Carolina. 

In 1930, Josephus Daniels and O. Max Gardner knew that a key to maintaining 
political control of the State was in controlling higher education in North Carolina. 
Political parties had been using their “university” as a focal point for political control of 
the State for more than one hundred years. State College in Raleigh and Women’s 
College in Greensboro represented potential political threats to the anti yeomen anti 
women’s rights, white supremacy, “progressive” Democrats. Both colleges were potential 
seats of liberalism that used against the Party of the Red Shirts could be dangerous, 
especially during a depression!  

It was not the use of the Morrill Act funds to reopen the University, it was not the 
vicious defeat of fusion in 1898, it was not the humiliation of stripping State College of a 
significant portion of its academic programs and forcing it to beg for its continuing 
survival that ultimately revived the “populist” spirit in North Carolina. It was about taxes! 
The question from the non-business, non-landlord core of North Carolina voters was 
about getting value for their tax dollars. Many of North Carolina’s finest learned that “it’s 
a rich mans war and a poor man’s fight” during the Civil War. In a similar way many of 
the non business, non landlord voters of North Carolina wanted more for their tax dollars. 
Before they would get to address their needs, another World War would be fought. 
However, a new insurgency movement of the “populist” spirit would emerge in the 
Democratic Party with the 1948 election of Kerr Scott as Governor. 
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Frank Porter Graham’s University 
 

 
 In 1930, at the age of forty-four, Frank Porter Graham was chosen to be the 
president of the University at Chapel Hill. A professor of history at the University, he had 
no administrative experience and did not want the job. He knew of the institution’s 
funding problems and believed the very existence of his University was in danger. Under 
these conditions Graham wished not to be considered as a candidate for the presidency of 
the University. At the insistence of Josephus Daniels, Governor O. Max Gardner and a 
number of members of the University Board of Trustees, Graham accepted the position. 
 Frank Porter Graham was the cousin of a former president of the University, 
Edward K. Graham. E. K. Graham was the first president of the University to 
aggressively compete with the colleges in Raleigh and Greensboro for the good will of 
farmers in the battle for funding the Chapel Hill institution. His willingness to channel 
resources of the University into extension programs for rural North Carolina duplicated 
the mission of the college in Raleigh but allowed the University to gain friends with a 
number of farmers in the State. E. K. Graham had developed a strong supporter for his 
efforts in Clarence Poe. Clarence Poe had become owner and editor of the Progressive 
Farmer and had a strong influence with rural voters in North Carolina. Also, Poe had 
been added to the Board of Trustees of the University. In this capacity he was a supporter 
of Frank Porter Graham. 
 Frank Graham was an academic. He saw the world in terms of its place in history. 
He thought in theoretical terms. There was nothing in his past to suggest he could be an 
effective administrator. His friends knew him as a man who liked to please his friends. 
But Frank Graham was well connected to the University.  Powerful friends of the 
University trusted him to be loyal to the University. 
 Almost immediately after his inauguration in November of 1931, Josephus 
Daniels and Governor Gardner supported him to be President of the Consolidated 
University. Once the Bill of Consolidation had passed in 1931, Graham and a special 
committee chaired by Daniels, and including Clarence Poe, began the process of working 
out the details of Consolidation. Although there was much controversy from all sides of 
the Consolidation, the decisions made by Graham and the Daniels committee were 
implemented. Daniels, Governor Gardner and Poe came out of the Consolidation process 
pleased with what they had accomplished. 
 Consolidation did not consider the non-white colleges of the State. Neither did it 
consider the teaching colleges for whites. However, Consolidation placed higher 
education firmly in the hands of the ruling Democrats of the State. Supporters of the 
Chapel Hill institution for the next forty years would dominate the new Board of Trustees 
for the Consolidated University. Also, for the next forty years the resources of North 
Carolina’s University would be directed towards supporting an economic development 
policy for the State that was based on maintaining a large supply of cheap labor for the 
State. One would expect a high degree of correlation between the quality of life for a 
state’s people and the quality of its University. One would expect a state’s economic and 
social development priorities would be mirrored by the resource priorities of its higher 
education institutions.  Only in the 1960s did the State begin to question the relationship 
between the State’s University and the conventional development policies of North 
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Carolina. In the 1970s North Carolina began the process of breaking the bonds of Chapel 
Hill dominance of higher education. The breaking of the bonds allowed the State to think 
in new terms of a new economic and social mix for North Carolina and how the State 
might achieve this mix within a new structure for higher education. These were not issues 
that the University of Frank Porter Graham much concerned itself. 
 Frank Porter Graham, the man, enlisted extreme opinions from people. His friends 
went to extremes in praising him. His enemies went to extremes in vilifying him. Surely 
he was, in fact, something in between these extremes. 
 As President of the University of North Carolina, Frank Porter Graham became an 
icon. He became an icon of a Southern liberal.  In the 1930s and 1940s there was a 
market for a liberal of high position in the South. Such men were rare. Roosevelt, his 
administration and the national Democratic Party needed men such as these to serve as 
links with their conservative Democratic brothers of the South. Such was Frank Graham, 
and such was his function as President of the University of North Carolina. The ruling 
Democrats, who now ruled higher education in North Carolina, understood the value of a 
man such as Frank Graham in the position of President of the University. In his position 
as a trusted friend of the Roosevelt administration and President of the University, Frank 
Graham could be very useful in deflecting attention from the economic and social 
policies practiced in North Carolina by the old Red Shirt Democrats during the pre World 
War II 1930s. He was a perfect “front man” for the University and North Carolina during 
the pre World War II 1930s. He gave the under classes hope. Even if he could do nothing 
to improve their lot in life, the President of North Carolina’s University gave sympathy to 
the plight of the State’s under classes. He was a valuable asset for the students of the 
University because he allowed them to think liberal thoughts. For the same reason, he 
was a valuable asset for the people of North Carolina. Also, Graham was a valuable asset 
to the faculty of the University. Graham made it a policy to direct controversy away from 
his faculty, on matters of liberalism, towards himself. On these matters Graham knew that 
his position was secure while faculty positions were not so secure. 
 As a valued friend to the Roosevelt administration, and, personally, to both 
President Roosevelt and Eleanor Roosevelt, Graham became one of the leading New 
Deal men in the South. In addition, he was considered to be a main voice for academic 
freedom in higher education. At Board of Trustee meetings, a few of the Trustees openly 
criticized Graham as being too liberal for the South. They accused him of being pro 
black, pro communist and pro-organized labor. However, the Trustees must have 
believed that as long as Graham was doing no real damage to the ruling Democrats of 
North Carolina, his linkage with the liberal Roosevelt administration was useful to the 
Party, and the University. In North Carolina, when the views from Graham or his faculty 
were far out of line with the ruling Democrats, Graham and faculty were either ignored or 
treated as university “egg heads.”  Under the conditions of the time with Graham, there 
was a level of toleration of University views that would not have been allowed under 
previous presidents. In the 1930s, because there were so few in the South, liberals were 
tolerated as curiosities. As long as liberals were not a threat to the conservative masters of 
the South, and obeyed the laws of the South, they provided good conversation. In the 
South, they were just talk. That was the case for Graham. He was known for his long 
speeches! 
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 In the 1929/30 academic year, the regular session student numbers were about 
equally divided among the Chapel Hill, Raleigh, and Greensboro institutions. But, at that 
time, Chapel Hill received forty-eight percent of the appropriations from the State while 
the colleges at Raleigh and Greensboro equally divided the remaining appropriations. 
After Consolidation in the 1939/40 academic year, Chapel Hill had forty-five percent of 
the total students with fifty-two percent of the appropriations.  State College had twenty-
eight percent of the students with twenty-six percent of the appropriations. Woman’s 
College had twenty-seven percent of the students with twenty-two percent of the 
appropriations. In 1929/30 the dollar appropriations per student at Chapel Hill were 1.6 
times those at State College and Woman’s College. In 1939/40 the dollar appropriation 
per student at Chapel Hill were 1.26 times those at State College and 1.43 times those at 
Woman’s College. 
 One result of Consolidation during the 1930 to 1940 period was movement to a 
higher percentage of students calling the institution at Chapel Hill their alma mater than 
was the case for State College. Another result was more state appropriations going to 
Chapel Hill rather than Raleigh and Greensboro. Thus, more money was channeled to the 
Chapel Hill campus to support the academic things done there and less money was 
channeled to the Raleigh campus to support the academic things done there. In a State 
where the dominant economic policy was based on maintaining a large supply of cheap 
labor for the State, one could not expect a high priority of funding for education 
associated with applied science and technology. Applied science and technology was at 
the core of the college in Raleigh. One could expect a higher level of funding for the sons 
of the landlords and mill owners of the State. One can argue that was the case during the 
Frank Porter Graham years at the University. 
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A Brief Return of Populism to North Carolina 
 
 
 In 1950, the population of North Carolina was slightly less than four million 
people. One third lived in the cities and towns. Two thirds lived in rural areas. Most of 
the people in the rural areas were farmers. By 1950 a growing number of the farmers 
were having to supplement their incomes with mill work. Rural areas were lacking in 
electric power, telephones and roads. In many cases farmers, trying to get their products 
to market or make their way to the mill, were stuck in the mud.  In 1950 educational  
opportunities for rural families were not pervasive. Out of about four million people in 
North Carolina slightly over eight hundred thousand were in some form of education 
program. About seventy-three percent were in primary education. About twenty percent 
were in junior or senior high school. About six percent were in some form of higher 
education, less than two of the six percent were at one of the three institutions of the 
University. The average number of school years in 1950 was about 9.36 years. Said 
another way, the average person in North Carolina did not have a high school education. 
A college or university education was a relatively rare event in North Carolina. The State 
had a long history of rule by a small group of educated elite. In the past, except for the 
“fusion” movements of the 1890s, the educated elite were rooted in the University at 
Chapel Hill. 
 Kerr Scott, reviving the “populist” spirit of the 1890s pulled a huge political upset 
in the 1948 race for governor of North Carolina.  In this race, Scott, the former state 
agriculture commissioner, defeated Charles Johnson. Johnson was the designated 
candidate of O. Max Gardner’s “Shelby Dynasty”  that had been successful in electing 
every governor of North Carolina since Gardner’s own term. Scott saw himself as the 
spokesman for the forgotten families on the farms and the mill hands in the mills of North 
Carolina. He spoke to the regressive tax structure established by the “Shelby Dynasty” 
and the fact that the poor people of North Carolina were not getting fair value for their 
tax dollars. Scott the man, and his issues, broke the traditional line of politics in North 
Carolina for the first time since the defeat of Fusion in 1898. Scott had the instincts of a 
true liberal, he truly cared about change in North Carolina. He wanted to use public 
policy for improvement of individual opportunities for the under classes of North 
Carolina. For the first time since 1898, he challenged the economic and social policies 
that had been set in place, without change, by the State’s “progressive” wing of the 
Democratic Party. Unlike fellow liberals such as Frank Graham, Scott was a hard-nosed 
politician who intended to “knock down the door” to effect and implement real change in 
North Carolina. His style and values shaped young men like Terry Sanford, defining him 
and his own campaigns a decade later. 
 Scott was the first farmer elected governor in more than fifty years and the first 
“State College” man to hold the office. He pushed a liberal agenda that included farm-to-
market roads, expansion of electric power and telephone service to rural areas, collective 
bargaining and repeal of the state’s right-to-work laws. His agenda included expansion of 
the public school system and equity in funding for black schools and teachers. He was 
closely aligned with the national Democratic administration of Harry S. Truman and his 
Fair Deal. He fashioned a coalition of farmers, organized labor and a subtle appeal to the 
state’s growing number of black voters to bring about change in North Carolina. In his 
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quest he was joined by the likes of Jonathan Worth Daniels, a liberal counterpoint to his 
Red Shirt father Josephus Daniels. Scott’s camp also included Frank Porter Graham and a 
young Terry Sanford. 
 Upon the death of Senator J. Melville Broughton in March of 1949, Scott 
appointed University President Frank Porter Graham to fill the vacant seat in the Senate. 
In accepting the seat, Graham committed himself to run for the position in the 1950 
election. This condition required Graham to resign his position as president of the 
University. Graham was the only president that the Consolidated University knew, 
having held the position since 1931. Graham’s opponent in the Senate race was Willis 
Smith. This was the same Willis Smith who as Speaker of the House had deftly 
maneuvered the Consolidation Bill through the House in 1931. A former Trustee of the 
University, Smith represented the same business establishment in North Carolina that had 
bitterly opposed Scott’s run for governor in 1948. Smith was from the same school of 
values as Josephus Daniels, Charles Aycock, and Cameron Morrison, a neo Red Shirt 
Democrat. The campaign between Smith and Graham proved this point. Although the 
Red Shirts did not ride in 1950, their spirit was alive in North Carolina. The campaign 
shot down the myth that North Carolina was a seat of liberalism among a racist South. 
Using many of the same “nigger lover” tactics as were used in the 1898 white supremacy 
campaign, the Smith forces defeated Graham and delivered a blow to Scott’s attempt to 
move North Carolina, permanently, in a different direction. 
 Willis Smith and the neo Red Shirt Democrats defeated Frank Porter Graham’s 
bid for the Senate in 1950, but it was a defining moment for white supremacy politics in 
North Carolina. For the next twenty years neo Red Shirt politics would be on the 
defensive in North Carolina. Forces unleashed in the Smith-Graham campaign, “populist” 
forces, were returning to North Carolina politics, and would ultimately gain control of the 
State. 
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Restructuring the University of North Carolina 
 
 

In the early 1960s more than one half of North Carolina families were at or near 
the poverty line in North Carolina. For over sixty years it had been economic policy to 
maintain a large supply of cheap labor to meet the needs of the landlords and the mills of 
the State. The sounds of liberalism that had been heard across the State during the Kerr 
Scott administration were struggling to be heard. These sounds were advocating that 
North Carolina must provide higher educational opportunities for its entire people and 
generate a labor force that could move North Carolina away from its cheap labor 
economic strategy. The conservative forces of the Democratic Party were advocates of 
the “status quo.” New industry attracted to North Carolina must not harm the existing 
labor structure within the State. Thus, high wage industries were actively discouraged 
from coming to North Carolina to be in competition with the existing cheap labor 
structure. To minimize higher educational opportunities within the State was consistent 
with the cheap labor strategy of the ruling Democrats. Opposition to these conservative 
policies began during the Kerr Scott administration and grew in voice during the 1960s. 
 The University Board of Trustees had represented higher education in North 
Carolina since the 1931 Consolidation. For all these years the Board had been dominated 
by the conservative elements of the Democratic Party, calling themselves “progressives.”  
They had defined the State within the terms of white supremacy with an economic policy 
to support the constituent landlords and mills of the State. The political philosophy 
dominated the Board through the “Shelby Dynasty” into the 1960s. For most of the 1960s 
the leadership of the UNC Board of Trustees Executive Committee was unchanged. The 
leaders of the 1950s remained in the 1960s. These leaders, like those that preceded them, 
supported Chapel Hill primacy in all matters of higher education. They fought to 
maintain that primacy as they had since 1931 in the hands of the UNC Board of Trustees. 
 It was clear that as baby-boom children began to demand college enrollment in 
the 1960s and 1970s, North Carolina public colleges and universities would face a 
potential explosion in enrollments. This growth in demand for higher education 
represented a threat to the Chapel Hill primacy over higher education in North Carolina. 
It was clear that the former teacher colleges and the Jim Crow colleges would advocate 
for future expansion of their educational mission. All of these institutions were rooted in 
the Fusion of the 1890s and were supported by constituencies that were not friendly to 
Chapel Hill primacy. Acting together these institutions were a threat to this primacy.  

The UNC Board of Trustees sought to maintain their dominant position over 
higher education in North Carolina by expansion within the current structure. To 
circumvent the argument for needed “regional” universities in North Carolina, the UNC 
Board attempted to create a set of universities that would serve the various regions of the 
State but within the existing political structure of the UNC Board of Trustees. With 
Chapel Hill as the “flagship” campus the Board wished to make the existing three 
campuses of the University fully coeducational, enlarge the offerings at each campus and 
rename Woman’s College the University of North Carolina at Greensboro. In addition 
they would rename State College the University of North Carolina at Raleigh. To provide 
regional coverage of the State, the university would turn three junior colleges at 
Charlotte, Wilmington and Asheville into branches of the University. These branches 
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would be the University of North Carolina at Charlotte, Wilmington and Asheville, 
respectively. Thus, under this plan, the University would contain six units instead of 
three. These units would be UNC, UNCR, UNCG, UNCC, UNCW, and UNCA. This 
structure would accomplish two things, maintain Chapel Hill primacy as the “flagship” 
university of the State and circumvent the need for regional institutions. To begin the 
implementation of this plan to maintain Chapel Hill primacy, in July of 1963 the Board 
authorized UNC officials to study expansion of the University to Charlotte. It was 
understood that expansion to Charlotte eventually meant expansion to Wilmington and 
Asheville. It was the UNC position that the former teachers colleges would be limited to 
undergraduate education. This position by the UNC Board did not sit well with former 
teacher’s colleges such as East Carolina College, Western Carolina College and others 
that wished to expand higher education opportunities for citizens within their regions to 
graduate levels. In addition, given the racist history of Chapel Hill primacy, no one 
seemed to want to, directly, address the position of the multiple Jim Crow institutions of 
the State. 
 The first chink in the plans of the University Board of Trustees came in the 1963 
to 1965 period when the State College supporters refused to accept the title of the 
University of North Carolina at Raleigh. State College had, without the name, been a 
“university” for a number of years and was not about to accept a further subordination to 
the Chapel Hill institution. Accepting the name UNC at Raleigh would put the institution 
at a perceived level with the expanding UNC at Charlotte, UNC at Wilmington and UNC 
at Asheville institutions, and give the Chapel Hill institution a perceived primacy over the 
Raleigh institution. Many State College supporters over the history of the College 
believed they had been treated as “an ugly step-child” by the Chapel Hill dominated 
Board of Trustees and were not going to stand for that type of treatment in the future. 
Thus, the supporters of State College demanded the use of their traditional name, N.C. 
State. In the 1965 legislative session, after much controversy, a final name change, North 
Carolina State University at Raleigh (N.C. State) was adopted. One of Kerr Scott’s 
supporters, Terry Sanford, was governor during the battle over the new name for State 
College. While William Friday, the University President, as an employee of the UNC 
Board of Trustees, did not support the adopted name for N.C. State and believed the 
name change to be a mistake, Governor Sanford supported the desire of the State College 
supporters to maintain their traditional identity.  
 The N.C. State name change battle striped away all pretense of what was, really, 
happening in higher education. When one strips away the rhetoric of the writers of the 
history, one sees a power play during the 1960 to 1972 period for the control of higher 
education in North Carolina. On the University side, an attempt to maintain an expanded 
version of “business as usual” was at play. On the opposition side was a desire to truly 
change North Carolina by restructuring higher education in the State. The chief architect 
of the battle was Kerr Scott’s son, Governor Bob Scott. Scott envisioned a liberalization 
of higher education in North Carolina. He wished to make the control of higher education 
in North Carolina more inclusive. He was hostile toward Chapel Hill domination of state 
higher education and wanted to reduce the power of the old-line Trustees, even if it meant 
radically altering the structure developed in 1931. Scott’s vision was to include all higher 
education institutions in the State within one governing board that included effective 
representation of each of the institutions. In carrying out his vision for higher education 
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in North Carolina, Scott went head-to-head with the supporters of forty years of Chapel 
Hill domination of higher education. 
 The final legislative battle over the restructuring of higher education in North 
Carolina focused on the size and composition of the governing board and the make up of 
the interim board that would supervise the transition from the old to the new system of 
governance. At the end of the battle between the Scott forces and the UNC forces, both 
sides claimed victory. However, at the end of the battle, control over higher education in 
North Carolina had become more inclusive. The new Board of Governors would be a 
more liberal force for higher education in the State. The University of North Carolina 
would include sixteen institutions instead of three or six. Each of the institutions would 
have effective representation within the Board of Governors. In addition, the new 
University now included the Jim Crow institutions that would have to be dealt with in the 
coming years. 
 
  
References Used: 
 
William Friday by William A. Link UNC Press, 1995. 
 
Personal Discussions with Governor Bob Scott, 1972  and  Mr. NcNeill Smith, 1972 
     
 
 
 
  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 



 77 

A Segregated University  
 
 

Because of the segregationist attitudes of the Executive Committee of the 
University Board of Trustees and the political structure that the entire Board represented, 
little had been done about meaningful integration of the University during the 1955 to 
1965 period.  North Carolina’s brand of desegregation during the late 50s and early 60s 
could be described as “tokenism.”  During the late 50s, University athletic teams were not 
allowed to compete with colleges or universities that were integrated. Not a single black 
person was on the University faculty in 1965. When the first black faculty member was 
hired in 1966 at Chapel Hill, a special case had to be made to the trustee leadership. 
Redeemed from the closing of its doors by black Union troops during Reconstruction, its 
past venerated by the continuing legacy of an on-going battle for white supremacy, 
desegregation would be a bitter pill to swallow for the ruling elite of North Carolina’s 
University. 

The 1960s was a period of student activism at the University. In the mid 1960s the 
civil rights movement took a turn toward “black power.” By 1969, aside from the 
Vietnam War, the primary issue of UNC student activists was racial equity. Larger 
numbers of black students to the Chapel Hill campus had brought the Black Student 
Movement (BSM). In 1968 the BSM presented a list of twenty-three demands to the 
Chapel Hill administration. These demands included increasing the number of black 
students and improved treatment of black workers on the Chapel Hill campus. In 
particular, BSM addressed the treatment of the largely black custodial and cafeteria 
workforce. Not satisfied with responses to their demands BMS leaders embraced greater 
militancy. The threat of adopting revolutionary tactics was made. The students declared 
that there group was unafraid of antiriot laws. As Governor, Bob Scott presided over the 
UNC Board of Trustees meetings. The Governor told UNC officials that any student 
creating public disorder on any of the University campuses would be arrested. In 
addition, he threatened UNC officials with state intervention if college of university 
officials could not control campus conditions. There was no doubt Scott’s position was 
directed towards the rising tension on the Chapel Hill campus. On Sunday, February 23, 
1969 events came to a head on the Chapel Hill campus when sixteen or seventeen 
workers, with the support of the BSM staged a walkout of the University cafeteria. The 
strike attracted the sympathy and support of a number of white students. On February 27, 
the Chapel Hill student legislature passed a resolution supporting the strikers. On March 
4, tensions boiled over with an ensuing melee. Chapel Hill police were dispatched to the 
scene with riot gear where they closed and locked the cafeteria and posted guards around 
the building. The crisis of spring 1969 undermined the carefully crafted national image of 
Chapel Hill liberalism. The cafeteria strike showed the “liberal” Chapel Hill institution to 
be a paternalistic employer that paid low wages to blacks and provided them with very 
poor working conditions. 
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The Elimination of Jim Crow Higher Education in North Carolina's University 
 
During post Civil War Reconstruction one of the most contentious of issues to 

political leaders of the South and North Carolina was the call for land redistribution by 
elements of the U.S. Congress dominated by the Radical Republican wing of the national 
Republican Party.  As a means of economic reform and as punishment for the Southern 
gentry, a number of these Radical Republican Congressional members advocated taking 
away gentry owned land, giving a portion to the freed slaves, and selling the remaining 
land at auction as debt payment for the War. The intent of this punitive policy was to 
provide economic opportunity for former slaves and to reduce the future economic and 
political power of the Southern gentry. During the period 1974 to 1982 the University of 
North Carolina was involved in a struggle that seemed to a number of UNC officials and 
friends reminiscent of past struggles with attempted federal government dictates to North 
Carolina during the days of Reconstruction. At issue was the desegregation of the new 
multi-campus University of North Carolina. After 1971 the new University of North 
Carolina contained as part of its new structure the State's former Jim Crow institutions of 
higher education. These had been perpetuated in North Carolina since late in the 19th and 
early in the 20th century. With respect to these Jim Crow institutions, the U.S. federal 
government’s Office of Health Education and Welfare and the Office of Civil Rights had 
as their goal in the 1970s the “reconstruction" of the University of North Carolina. Their 
goals were to: 
 
1.  maintain and enhance the Jim Crow, traditional black institutions (TBIs) in North 
Carolina, 
2.  eliminate segregation within the new sixteen campus University of North Carolina 
System.  
 
To accomplish these goals HEW and OCR officials advocated for a policy that would 
require a number of academic programs currently existing at traditional white institutions 
(TWIs) be moved to TBIs within the multi-campus University. In addition, HEW and 
OCR advocated that greater access to all TWIs be made available to all black students in 
North Carolina. In general, HEW and OCR officials supported the view that the power of 
the federal government should be used to direct the new University of North Carolina. 
This power would be used in determining the distribution of academic programs among 
the various TBI campuses of the University, the quantity of resources allocated to these 
campuses by the State of North Carolina, and the racial ratios of white versus black 
students among all the various branches of the University of North Carolina. For those 
students of North Carolina's Reconstruction period, the HEW/OCR demands placed upon 
the new University called to mind the tone of past Radical Republican congressional 
mandates to North Carolina during that period. 

UNC officials and political leaders of the State believed that a desegregation 
agreement for North Carolina's higher education had been completed with officials of the 
U.S. Government in 1974.  However, with the 1976 election of President Carter, staff 
members of the Office of Civil Rights, significantly inactive during the Nixon/Ford years, 
were excited about their possible new accomplishments under the new Carter 
administration. One of HEW/OCR's desired priority accomplishments was the 
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desegregation of higher education across Southern Jim Crow systems of higher 
education. 

In 1977 the Federal Court of Judge Pratt ruled that the historical mission of 
Southern TBIs was to increase access to higher education for black students. Judge Pratt's 
brief warned that the closings of TBIs could do damage to Blacks by decreasing 
educational opportunities for black students. Pratt reasoned that HEW criteria for 
desegregation should seek the contradictory goals of both desegregation and preservation 
of the TBIs. How these contradictory goals were to be carried out was left as an open 
question that would form the basis of much contention between HEW, OCR and 
University of North Carolina officials.  

By February of 1978 a war mentality prevailed among UNC and HEW/OCR 
forces. UNC officials felt that the University was a potential victim of an Office of Civil 
Rights' campaign to force the University to participate in an experimental test of a model 
for desegregation of higher education in the South.  It was understood that HEW/OCR 
hard-liners saw North Carolina as a key to the desegregation of Jim Crow higher 
education across the South. Within this context as a "test case,” University officials 
argued that the University's participation in this desegregation experiment in North 
Carolina would inflict long lasting damage on all higher education in the State. 
University officials feared that the details of its 1974 plans were to be put at the bidding 
of ever-changing national political forces whose agenda was more concerned with racial 
politics than with education. UNC officials feared HEW's potential for demanding 
policies that the University considered unreasonable and antithetical to the proper 
desegregation of their Jim Crow institutions. Within this atmosphere UNC officials 
agreed that they would independently determine how to pursue desegregation for North 
Carolina's higher education. 

In their desire to independently pursue the desegregation of North Carolina's 
University, and do so within the Pratt Court's brief, University officials faced a number of 
serious dilemmas.  Among these was the problem of how to both increase black 
enrollment at the TWIs and maintain quality programs at the TBIs. It was understood that 
if the TWIs were to drain off top black students from the TBIs, serious damage to 
program quality at TBIs would likely result. It was understood that the potential condition 
where qualified black students might chose to attend TWI campuses while black students, 
not qualified for admittance to a white campus, might be relegated to lower quality TBI 
programs, needed to be addressed.  It was understood that UNC officials needed to 
consider the dilemma of how to, truly, avoid the situation where there existed significant 
quality differences between future TWI and TBI campuses of the University.  
HEW/OCR's solution to the above dilemma was to move quality programs from the 
TWIs to the TBIs, giving individual TBIs program monopoly over a few quality 
programs on each of the TBI campuses. It was argued that white students would come to 
the TBIs for these programs thus accomplishing desegregation of the TBIs while 
enhancing their total quality of output. As in the days of Reconstruction when federal 
government officials argued that land redistribution was apt payment to former slaves for 
their years of slavery, a number of federal government officials and supporters now 
argued that higher education program redistribution was apt payment to North Carolina's 
black citizens for almost one hundred years of Jim Crow higher education in North 
Carolina. 
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As the potential for federally enforced land redistribution rallied the ruling white 
political forces of North Carolina during Reconstruction, the potential loss of important 
quality programs at TWI campuses of the University of North Carolina to TBI campuses 
was considered a thing not to be tolerated across the state's dominant white political 
forces. The State's new Board of Governors led by UNC Chapel Hill advocate William 
Johnson, in coalition with members who advocated for N.C. State, UNC Greensboro and 
other TWI UNC campuses, joined forces on the Board to hold firm against their TBI 
colleagues and HEW/OCR pressure for a total period of about eight years. This coalition 
of TWI campus advocates on the University Board of Governors was strengthened by a 
common bond; each of the TWI campuses were currently operating important academic 
programs that were subject to potential loss to one or more of the TBIs. For example, 
while Chapel Hill partisans may have been willing to advocate that the College of 
Veterinary Medicine at rival N.C. State be moved to the TBI North Carolina A&T 
campus, when these same partisans speculated that the College of Business 
Administration might be moved away from Chapel Hill to the Durham campus of North 
Carolina Central, they better understood the value of cooperation among the TWIs. [The 
cynic might think to him/herself that the Chapel Hill forces had worked too hard to move 
State College's Business program to Chapel Hill in the O.Max Gardner - Josephus 
Daniels' Consolidation of the 1930s to allow themselves to lose it to a federal 
desegregation mandate in the 1970s!] However, the University's Board of Governors 
ruling majority agreed that the Board would not tolerate a condition where HEW/OCR 
had the power to choose which programs would be moved from the University's TWI 
campuses to its TBI campuses.          

The University Board of Governors defined their independent plan to desegregate 
Jim Crow higher education in North Carolina in terms that they perceived to be a win-
win position for all of higher education in North Carolina. The University Board of 
Governors defined their goals as that of racial integration, educational equity and greater 
opportunity for black students of higher education in North Carolina. The UNC policy 
position was to increase the number of programs at TBIs and increase the amount of 
funding to those campuses, without damaging existing programs at TWI campuses.  In 
addition, the Board advocated for the increase of black enrollment percentages at each of 
the TWI campuses. UNC officials saw their desegregation plan as maintaining and 
enhancing the TBI’s past opportunities for black students. In addition the plan was for 
generating new opportunities for black students through the development of new 
programs at the TBIs.  At the same time, the plan allowed qualified black students access 
to all of the existing programs within the TWIs. However, it was given that in meeting 
these goals the Board and other UNC officials demanded they be allowed to accomplish 
the goals without federal government dictate. Thus the battle lines for determining how 
the University of North Carolina was to be desegregated were drawn between UNC 
officials and the HEW/OCR representatives of the federal government. 

Within the battle lines of higher education desegregation policy, North Carolina 
Governor Jim Hunt was caught between the proverbial rock and a hard place. Governor 
Hunt was from the "populist" wing of the North Carolina Democratic Party and was a 
strong political supporter of the Carter Administration that was being represented by the 
HEW/OCR forces in North Carolina. It was understood that Governor Hunt depended on 
substantial black voter support for his present and past political power in North Carolina. 
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In addition, Governor Hunt was believed to have future national political aspirations for 
himself. In this context Governor Hunt understood that the HEW/OCR behavior towards 
the State's University had the potential to do much damage to the national Democratic 
Party in North Carolina re the 1980 elections. Thus Governor Jim Hunt, a strong 
supporter of his TWI Alma mater, N.C. State University, was placed in the position of 
having to participate in a process of "damage control" during the fierce battles that were 
waged between HEW/OCR and the William Johnson controlled Board of Governors. 
Although Hunt desperately wished to avoid litigation with the federal government, by the 
spring of 1979 it was agreed that litigation was the only alternative for both of the 
warring parties. Governor Hunt's views created significant internal disputes within the 
University Board of Governors and threatened the coalition of TWI campus forces within 
the Board. However, the powerful forces of William Johnson carried the day and the 
Board stuck to its policy of standing firm against any compromise of the University's 
stand against the HEW forces. Thus, on April 24, 1979 the University in U.S. district 
court for the eastern district of North Carolina filed suit. Presiding Judge Dupree was a 
UNC Chapel Hill Law School graduate and his views were acceptable to the Board as a 
person who should try its case. Between 1979 and 1981 litigation of the University's case 
continued. The case was likened by some to a long running movie with a surreal plot and 
no end in sight. Behind the scenes negotiations by Governor Hunt and others to minimize 
political damage caused by the litigation in North Carolina was not fruitful. 
  After the Republican sweep of November 1980, North Carolina Senator Jesse 
Helms forecast the impact that sweep would have on the UNC-HEW/OCR controversy. 
Senator Helms on election night indicated to a number of interested parties that the 
resolution of the UNC-HEW/OCR dispute was now just a phone call away from 
resolution.  Senator Helms and Senator East, former ECU Professor, made the 
desegregation matter a high priority with new President Reagan. Under new Secretary of 
Education, William Bennett, a settlement of the long-standing battle between the HEW 
and UNC forces was resolved in June of 1981. The consent decree issued represented a 
major victory for the William Johnson led UNC Board of Governors. In general the 
federal government accepted the UNC plan for desegregation of higher education in 
North Carolina. Thus, the federal government abandoned the concept of moving 
programs from TWIs to TBIs as a means of carrying out desegregation in North Carolina 
higher education. In addition, it was agreed that the settlement could not be repudiated by 
new presidential administrations in the future. For its part, the University of North 
Carolina agreed to attract more black students to its TWI campuses. It set as a goal 10.6% 
black students at each of its TWIs and a goal of 15% white students at each of its TBIs. In 
addition the University of North Carolina agreed to establish new programs and enhance 
facilities at the TBIs under the control of the UNC Board of Governors. 
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Liberalism Makes Progress in North Carolina 
 
 Liberalism in North Carolina advanced during the second half of the twentieth 
century as a function of multiple, but interrelated, forces. As returns to capital owners 
engaged in the “cheap labor” businesses of North Carolina declined during the period, the 
supporters of a “cheap labor” policy for the state became less politically dominant. As it 
became more obvious that the future on North Carolina would depend on a rising under 
class, a new group of politicians, with roots in the “populist” spirit of the past, gained a 
position of influence in North Carolina. A real effort to change the economic mix of the 
state and expand economic opportunities for all its citizens was undertaken. Consistent 
with a change in economic mix was an expansion of educational opportunities to allow 
all citizens access to the state’s new economy.  With improved communications a more 
informed public was less susceptible to “back-room” politics of an educated, ruling elite. 
These and other forces shaped North Carolina’s liberalism during the 1900 to 2000 
period. It can be argued that the Kerr Scott administration was a point of redefinition for 
North Carolina. Liberal forces, although not dominant, were beginning to have influence 
in the state of Josephus Daniels, Cameron Morrision and O. Max Gardner’s “Shelby 
Dynasty.” Although North Carolina was still a white supremacy state during the 1950s 
and 1960s and maintained an economy of “haves” and “have nots,” forces were at play to 
change these conditions.  
 Segregation remained the way of life in North Carolina during most of the 1960s. 
But in his race for governor Terry Sanford conducted the first successful one-on-one 
campaign against a segregationist opposition, demonstrated an allegiance to integrated 
schools, and won the governorship. During his tenure as governor the North Carolina 
Community College System was developed. In 2000, this system was the third largest in 
the nation. By 2000, the system contained 59 institutions enrolling more than three-
quarters of a million students on campuses within thirty miles of the state’s entire 
population. The North Carolina Community College System became the primary agency 
for providing job training, literacy and adult education in North Carolina. 
 An economic structure that had existed in the eastern counties of North Carolina 
since post Civil War days came to an end between the 1950 to 1980 period.  Tenant 
farming as a way of life became a thing of the past. In the 1930 to 1965 period, a 
definable social structure existed between the landlords and their tenants. The landlords 
were among the area’s oldest families and usually highly respected by the farmers of the 
area. These landlords thought of themselves, not so much as business men, but as 
“gentlemen.” It was not uncommon for a landlord to send his sons to the university at 
Chapel Hill so that they might associate with other “gentlemen.”  Throughout history this 
had been the case for the landlords of Eastern North Carolina. The University had 
provided a focal point of a political network in North Carolina that had been sympathetic 
to the political needs of the landlords. However, with the changing nature of farming in 
Eastern North Carolina came a changing economic and social structure for the area. 
 In 1959 about one-third of all North Carolina farms were in tenant hands. By 
1969 only one-sixth of all farms were in tenant hands. What was happening? Two things 
were at play. First, between 1939 and 1954 more than one million blacks left Southern 
farms. From 1954 to 1964 another million left. Tenants employed these blacks as “hired 
hands” in the process of production. As black labor left the area, costs of production 
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increased for the tenants. Second, advancements in production technology caused the 
ratio of capital to labor in farming to change. The unit cost of capital to labor decreased to 
the point where to be competitive large outlays of capital and large volumes of output 
were required. Small labor-intensive tenant farming could no longer compete with large 
capital-intensive farming. With this new reality the priorities of the landlord changed. 
The sons of landlords became managers and supervisors of large farming operations. 
Instead of getting their higher education at Chapel Hill, many found their way to State 
College to learn the trade of farm management. For the tenants that were displace by farm 
technology, they had to find alternative ways to survive. 
 What happened to the tenant farmers of the eastern counties in the 1960 and 
1970s had already happened to Southern Piedmont workers in the 1920 and 1930s. These 
small farmers, many who owned their own land, had been taxed off their land and into 
the mills. This would be the case for the Eastern North Carolina tenants during the 1960s 
and 1970s. Eastern North Carolina had not developed a legacy of manufacturing and 
public work alternatives were slow to come to the area. In 1980 North Carolina was 41st 
in per capita income in the U.S. But in the tenant farming areas of Eastern North Carolina 
the poverty level was as high as 25 percent for some counties. The gulf between rich and 
poor – comfortable and struggling – was widening. Black people and poor whites of 
Eastern North Carolina knew that education was their only access to less burdensome 
living! The arrival of the Community College System in the 1960s coincided with a 
desperate need for the under classes of North Carolina. A near-by community college or a 
technical school was a godsend for a large portion of North Carolina’s population. 

In 1980, North Carolina was still a “cheap labor” state. Its economic mix was still 
dominated by minimum wage industries. In early 1970, Governor Bob Scott had 
encouraged counties, towns and cities to develop a local recruitment office that 
cooperated with the state Department of Commerce to bring new industries into the State. 
In 1976, gubernatorial candidate Jim Hunt included the raising of industrial wages as a 
plank in his campaign platform. But, North Carolina had an economic legacy to protect. 
The old Red Shirt Democrats were now calling themselves different names. Some like 
Jesse Helms had joined the Republican Party. Others worked within the Democratic Party 
structure to protect North Carolina as a “cheap labor” state. Liberalism and Conservatism 
were at war over the question of Union Labor. On a number of occasions, companies 
with unionized or non-unionized wages that were significantly higher than a region 
average would by turned away by the power brokers of the State. But liberalism was 
having an impact on the State. 

The idea of a Research Triangle that would utilize the facilities and personnel at 
the institutions of higher learning in Raleigh, Durham and Chapel Hill was first 
developed in the early 1950s. The Research Triangle was to be a co-operative venture 
between industries and the institutions to promote the state and to attract high wage 
industries. In 1957 the idea reached fruition. On September 10, 1957, a special press 
conference was called to announce plans for a multi-million-dollar Research Triangle 
Park to be built on a four-thousand-acre tract of land in Durham and Wake counties. 
New economic development concepts such as the Research Triangle Park energized  
efforts made during the 1980 to 2000 period to diversify the economic structure of North 
Carolina. During this period the state economy moved toward more dynamic 
manufacturing and service industries that included high technology based manufacturing 
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to supplement basic manufacturing. Its service industries included high-wage banking 
and financial services, entertainment, trade and distribution industries. The end result of 
this economic growth was a general improvement of living conditions for more people in 
North Carolina.  The state recorded growth during the 1980s and 1990s that consistently 
out-performed both the national and southeast region economies. U.S. Bureau of 
Economic Analysis data for 1988 to 1998 showed total non-farm employment in North 
Carolina out-performed both national and southeast numbers. During the same period, the 
state’s non-farm wages and salaries also rose more than the national and southeast 
averages. In 1999 the Site Selection magazine ranked North Carolina’s “prosperous 
business climate” number one in the nation. 

In the 1970s Governor Bob Scott led the fight to liberalize the University of North 
Carolina. The result of this action was a more inclusive University that was more in 
concert with the economic and political changes taking place in North Carolina.  By 1981 
the new University structure had successfully reached closure with the historic Jim Crow 
institutions that had become an important part of North Carolina’s University. Progress 
was being made in the development of a more inclusive economic and social structure in 
North Carolina. 

As North Carolina began the twenty-first century it faced a future restricted by 
one hundred years of either Red Shirt Democratic rule (influence) or what Paul Luebke in 
his book Tar Heel Politics calls “traditionalism.” As defined by Luebke, “traditionalist” 
are power brokers that promote the status quo and venerate a mythical past. As North 
Carolina began the twenty-first century it had a way to go to be on a par with other states 
in the United States. In the year 2000 the state ranked number 46 in high school graduate 
percentage. It ranked 33 in college graduate percentage. Its average manufacturing wage 
ranked 40th in the country but was only 70 percent of the average manufacturing wage in 
the top state. North Carolina’s median family income in 1999 was 85 percent of the 
median family income in Virginia, 90 percent of West Virginia and 96 percent of 
Georgia. Within North Carolina, large pockets of poverty still exist.  While the Charlotte 
and Research Triangle areas are out-performing the State in family incomes other areas 
of the State remain significant problem areas. The challenge for the State in the 2000 to 
2020 period is to obtain a more balance economic growth across North Carolina, making 
significant improvements in its legacy as a “cheap labor” state. 
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                                            Summary 
 
One of the most interesting figures associated with the modern search for 

“liberalism” was the Russian novelist and philosopher Count Leo Tolstoi. Best known for 
his novels, Tolstoi (1828-1910) was also one of the greatest of Russian philosophers. 
Much of his philosophy was based upon the New Testament, especially upon the Sermon 
on the Mount. He found in Jesus’ teachings of meekness, humility, and non-resistance the 
essential principles of a just society. In particular, he came to the conclusion that no 
progress could be made within human society in the face of human selfishness and greed. 
Progress required that all social classes renounce their privileges and adopt the humble 
existence of those who are oppressed. 

A second of many interesting figures associated with the modern search for 
“liberalism” was the man destined to make the greatest single contribution to the 
movement for Indian independence from Great Britain, Mohandas Gandhi. Gandhi 
(1869-1948) like Tolstoi was profoundly influenced by the teachings of Jesus as found in 
the New Testament. In addition, Gandhi was influenced by the writings of Tolstoi. 
Although he considered himself a Hindu, Gandhi embraced much of the teachings of 
Jesus Christ. Gandhi had little faith in political or economic formula. He believed the 
only real hope for the world lay in the cultivation of social spiritual resources. 

Both Tolstoi and Gandhi rejected the Western values of individual greed arising 
from the Industrial Revolution. But each reacted to these conditions in a different way. 
Tolstoi reacted as a scholar through his writings. In his works, he preached a social 
gospel of love of humanity. He condemned most of the institutions of civilized society 
that were associated with selfishness and greed. He championed the cause of the world’s 
under classes. Gandhi, like Tolstoi, championed the cause of the world’s under classes, 
but was less of a scholar and more of a “hands-on” advocate. Gandhi devoted his later 
years to helping (teaching) the downtrodden peasants to help themselves. He established 
a hermitage in one of the poorest regions of Central India and attempted to educate the 
villagers in better methods of cultivation and sanitation. He attempted to educate the 
people in the development of subsidiary industries such as home spinning and weaving, 
to improve their living standards. In this way he gave impetus to a widespread movement 
to rehabilitate the ancient village economy which had long been in decay. Gandhi was 
thoroughly opposed to all discrimination and inequality based on caste distinctions. He 
became the particular champion of the Indian “Untouchables.” He named his weekly 
newspaper Harijan, which was the term he coined for the “Untouchables” and which 
means “Children of God.” 

Liberalism is about Life, Liberty and the pursuit of Happiness for all people. Life, 
Liberty and the pursuit of Happiness, implies access to knowledge and resources that will 
allow one to achieve these ends. Knowledge and resources must, first, be available for the 
pursuit of happiness. The opportunity to share knowledge and resources must be made 
available to all that wish to pursue happiness. Liberalism is about sharing. Liberalism is 
about inclusion, not exclusion. Liberalism is about opportunity for all people, not 
monopoly. Liberalism is about the words of Jesus Christ as he spoke them in the Sermon 
on the Mount, not the doctrine of Calvin. 
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 For most of its history the University of North Carolina was about exclusion. It 
was about Calvinist greed viewed as the will of God for his elect. It was not about critical 
analysis but was about self veneration of the University and its past. During their time it 
is highly unlikely that neither Tolstoi nor Gandhi would have been welcomed by the 
rulers of the Chapel Hill University. Neither the views of Tolstoi nor those of Gandhi 
would have been welcomed by the Red Shirt and neo Red Shirt Democrat rulers of the 
University. If the writings of Helper and Bassett could not be tolerated, how could those 
of Tolsoi be tolerated? If unions could not be tolerated in North Carolina how could 
Gandhi’s efforts to overthrow authority for the good of the under classes be tolerated? If 
black citizens were treated as “Untouchables” by North Carolina’s University how could 
Gandhi’s advocating for the “Untouchables” be tolerated? On second thought, the views 
of Tostoi and Gandhi might have been tolerated, if they were politically benign, as were 
the views of Frank Porter Graham (who admired both Tolstoi and Gandhi). But these 
views would not have been welcomed by North Carolina’s ruling elite. Why? Because, 
these views represented fundamentally opposed values to those of North Carolina’s 
ruling elite and thus the values of the University of North Carolina. Thus, liberalism was 
not to be found within the University of North Carolina for most of its history. Earlier in 
the monograph, in describing the history of liberalism at the University prior to 1900, it 
was written: 

  
Battle’s University like Swain’s was not a place of critical thinking. In 1856 Professor 
Hedrick, with Swain’s approval, was run out of the State when it was discovered that he 
opposed the extension of slavery to the territories. Like Swain’s University, during the 
Battle years there is little evidence of any critical thinking by the faculty or students 
about North Carolina’s past. The evidence only points to the University’s veneration of 
its past and the universal “correctness” of that past. For example, there is little evidence 
of any questioning of the State’s decision to leave the Union in May of 1861 and declare 
war on the United States of America. There is little evidence of any questioning of white 
supremacy, states rights and honor as post war goals for North Carolina. There is little 
evidence of any discussion of the liberal concepts imbedded in the rejected State 
Constitution of 1868. In his book, Wagstaff uses the same reasoning for Battle’s 
University that he did for Swain’s, relative to this lack of critical thinking among faculty 
and students. As was the pre war case, the post war students of Battle’s University were 
not capable of doing critical analysis concerning such important issues! True, or not 
true, in general, during the years of Kemp Battle, after more than one hundred years, the 
University of North Carolina still exhibited the major characteristics of its prior 
incarnations. It was a racist institution that did not encourage its privileged students in 
the process of critical thinking about economic, political and social issues. In addition it 
was lacking of any real activism that might lead to the improvement of conditions for the 
under classes of the State of North Carolina. During the Battle administration public 
funds were first used to support the University. The University was from that time truly a 
State institution that was responsible to all the people of North Carolina. Hopefully as 
the State moved into the twentieth century the major characteristics of its past would 
change for the betterment of the entire State of North Carolina. 
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A breath of liberalism blew through North Carolina in the 1885 to 1898 period 
with the rise of “populism” and the Fusion Movement. However, Kemp Battle’s 
University was the “training ground” for the Red Shirts that viciously defeated this liberal 
wind in 1898.  The birth of Kemp Battle’s University of North Carolina Press continued 
for most of the twentieth century to venerate the University, the men that passed through 
it, and all that they did. 

An important legacy for liberalism in North Carolina from the fusion legislation 
of the 1890s was the non-University institutions of higher education in North Carolina. 
The aspirations of these institutions would become the driving force for the expansion of 
liberalism in North Carolina. The movements in these institutions to expand opportunities 
for the under classes would drive the conservative Chapel Hill institution to compete for 
the good will of the voters of North Carolina by moving in a similar direction. To counter 
these movements,  Consolidation of 1931 allowed the neo Red Shirt Democrats and the 
legacy of that movement to take control over all of higher education in North Carolina.  
During the following twenty years, the University was used as a political tool of the 
Democratic Party of North Carolina to maximize their incumbency and to impose an 
economic policy that supported the maintenance of a “cheap labor” under class in North 
Carolina. 

Although under the domination of a conservative Board of Trustees during the 
1930s and 1940s, at each of the three institutions of the Consolidated University, 
thoughts of liberalism began to spread in North Carolina. Frank Porter Graham’s legacy 
as President of the University was the liberal thought he engendered in others, students, 
faculty and those that would listen to him. What Frank Porter Graham could not 
accomplish for liberalism in North Carolina, men such as Kerr Scott and Terry Sanford 
did, at a later date. The liberalism of Terry Sanford was spawned during this period. The 
Red Shirt and neo Red Shirt Democratic politics that maintained dominance until the 
Kerr Scott administration put North Carolina in an economic and social hole that it 
struggled to climb out of during the latter half of the twentieth century. The need to 
overcome racism and the need to develop a more inclusive economy were the legacy of 
the Red Shirt politics in North Carolina. 

A growing liberalism in North Carolina was pragmatic. Liberalism did not take a 
hold in North Carolina because of some great vision of an omniscient institution and 
leadership spawned from that vision.  On the contrary, it can be argued that liberalism 
took a hold in North Carolina in spite of the State’s venerated institutions and the State’s 
venerated past. One can argue that during the last quarter of the twentieth century in 
North Carolina, a more liberal North Carolina was inevitable. Liberalism grew in North 
Carolina because of a changing mix of demographics, economics and a more attentive 
influence of  Federal Government on issues of civil rights. A growing political voice for 
blacks, women and the poor contributed to the mix. Declining returns to capital owners 
engaged in the “cheap labor” businesses of North Carolina were a part of the mix.  A new 
group of politicians, with roots in the “populist” spirit of the past, gaining a position of 
influence in North Carolina was a part of the mix. A more informed public, less 
susceptible to “back-room” politics of a ruling elite, was a part of the mix. A real effort to 
change the economic mix of the state and expand economic opportunities for all its 
citizens was undertaken. Consistent with a change in economic mix was an expansion of 
educational opportunities to allow all citizens access to the state’s new economy.  North 
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Carolina became a more liberal state during the latter half of the twentieth century 
because its people, not its institutions, demanded inclusion rather than exclusion. Its 
people demanded the expansion of opportunity for all people rather than monopoly of 
opportunity for the chosen few. They saw the words of Jesus Christ [on several occasions  
Frank Graham is purported to have referred to the Sermon on the Mount in explaining his 
actions] as Jesus spoke them in the Sermon on the Mount were preferable to the doctrine 
of Calvin. The development of the Community College System under Governor Terry 
Sanford and the liberalization of the University of North Carolina under Governor Bob 
Scott were great enablers for liberalism to gain a foothold in North Carolina during the 
latter part of the twentieth century. However, these events took place because their time 
in history had come.  Red Shirt political primacy was no longer dominant in North 
Carolina and its institutions! 
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