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INTEGRATION WITH DIGNITY

It is often said that history is the lengthening
shadow of one man. In Clemson Univer-
sity’s case this man was Harvey Gantt.  The
desegregation of Clemson University by

Gantt on January 28, 1963, was characterized by
“Integration with Dignity” and is regarded by ma-
ny as a signature event in American social history.
This event was a well-planned and coordinated
effort to prevent violence, to enhance the image of
the university and the state, and to elevate the
character of the civil rights movement. The archi-
tect of this historic strategy was Clemson’s
President Robert C. Edwards.

President Edwards’ distinguished character
mirrored the legacy of  Clemson’s founder, Tho-
mas Green Clemson. Like President Edwards,
Clemson was a strategist, innovator, and a risk
taker. Unable to get a scientific education at home,
he left to study in Paris, France at age nineteen.
Under  Gay-Lussac, Thenard, and Du Long,
Clemson learned of a young science, agricultural
chemistry. Undoubtedly, at that time, he envi-
sioned scientific farming as an instrument to break
the cycle of poverty in the South, and a program
to diversify a region economically whose soil was
depleted by years of “King Cotton.” Through the
Morrill Act of 1862, “land-grant” colleges acquired
land for campuses in return for the promise to in-
stitute agricultural programs. In time, approxi-
mately sixty-seven of these colleges were estab-
lished across the nation. This explosion of educa-
tional facilities encouraged Clemson’s own vision.

During the post-Civil-War years, he stored his
dream of a New South into his memory bank.
Unfortunately, his death in 1888 ended his dream
but not his legacy; his last will and testament left
114 acres to the state for an agricultural college.
Thus, he laid the foundation for Clemson Agricul-

tural College which was incorporated as a land-
grant college in 1889. The college opened with 446
male students, one dormitory, three classrooms,
and 15 faculty members in the fall of 1893.  Excite-
ment gripped the air! From a low of 446 students
in 1893, the student population expanded to 2,381
by World War I and to a phenomenal 4,048 during
the fall of 1960. At that time, 80% of Clemson
students came from within the state; the remaining
twenty percent represented thirty-one states. Dur-
ing the fall of 1960, the university had 201
architecture majors. Engineering, the largest school,
had 1,598 majors. The name Clemson resounded
throughout the state and region as an excellent
academic institution. The university’s education,
engineering, and architecture curricula attracted
the region’s best students.1

Clemson’s founding paralleled the commercial
spirit of the age. Shortly after the Morrill Act of
1862, the U.S. Congress authorized the establish-
ment of black land-grant colleges. Thus was born
the South Carolina Agricultural and Mechanical
College for Negroes in Orangeburg, SC.  For many
years, according to the minutes of the Board of
Trustees, Clemson College and South Carolina
A&M “shared equally land-grant funds” on a per
capita basis. All black applicants to Clemson were
routinely forwarded to South Carolina A&M to
receive “a sound education.”2

As America entered the twentieth century, the
educational theme of “Preparation for Life” was
subsumed under the banner, “Making the World
Safe for Democracy” as Clemsonians defended
democracy at home and abroad during World War
I (1914-1918). Clemson was still an all-male mili-
tary school when the U.S. declared war against
Germany in April 1917. The entire senior class
immediately telegrammed President Woodrow
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Wilson its intention to volunteer.3

Clemson College’s June 1917 commencement
is remembered for “a quietness that was almost
painful.” When the name of a cadet senior who had
been inducted into the service was called, Samuel
Littlejohn, the senior-class president, shouted,
“Absent in the service of his country.” Another
important change occurred during the war years:
the khaki uniforms of WWI replaced the Confed-
erate gray. Although the university accepted a
handful of co-eds during the early 1950’s, when
desegregation arrived in January 1963, a strong
tradition of duty, honor, and country still engulfed
the campus. Incidentally, desegregation is using
the law as an instrument of social change. Integra-
tion is the acceptance of desegregation, a beloved
community, and a colorblind society.

Although the cadets fought in France “to make
the world safe for Democracy,” they returned to a
country where democracy was still what that great
bard of the race Langston Hughes termed, “A
Dream Deferred.” America was still Jim Crowed,
segregated, and King Cotton was a part of the
region’s landscape. Likewise, the “Negro Prob-
lem” haunted America and assumed added
importance with the end of World War II in 1945.
America emerged from WWII the strongest mili-
tary power in the world, yet democracy was denied
to black Carolinians. Despite the obstacles, black
publisher P. B. Young saw the walls of segregation
“crumbling, but not tumbling.” He applauded South
Carolina’s federal judge, J. Waties Waring, who
had outlawed the white primary and forced the
South Carolina Democratic party to admit blacks
to its membership.  Also, like Judge Waring, Young
saw “sunlight” invading the Palmetto State.4

During the post-war years, the “sunlight” also
penetrated the office of Clemson’s registrar, G. E.

Metz . He envisioned the impending crisis over
school desegregation which he termed, “A Hot
Potato.” In February 1948, months before the of-
ficial receipt of black applications for admission,
he prepared a policy statement for the Board of
Trustees titled, “What to do about Negro appli-
cants?” After “A Brief Statement of the General
Problem,” he used various subtitles such as: “The
Question on Our Doorstep,” “The Problem Is in
the Open,” and “The Problem Is Here.” He con-
cluded the report with “We Seek Advice and
Counsel.”5

Metz’s “foresight” was enhanced by another
“hot potato,” the attempted desegregation of Ala-
bama Polytechnic Institute (Auburn). “The more
we can anticipate the problem,” he wrote, “the less
embarrassing the situation … for Clemson.” He
anticipated the inevitability of legal challenges to
Clemson’s desegregation policy, and he admon-
ished the Board “to stop wishfully thinking … it
can’t happen here.” The problem, he said, is here;
it is “in the open on the Clemson campus.” Seem-
ingly, he knew that his policy statement would
invest the Board with a sense of urgency. Some-
what cautiously, he placed the word “alarmist” in
mid-sentence and then asserted that “the problem
is actually immediately upon us.”6

The registrar’s policy statement is actually a
narrative of Clemson’s admission policies and a
brief history of black applicants. It debunks the
notion that Spencer Bracey and John Gainey were
the first black applicants. There were numerous
applicants before either of them applied. In Sep-
tember 1947, “a clerical error” admitted a black
male from Kentucky in September 1948 even
though the applicant had answered the question
on “race” with the word “Negro.” Other appli-
cants answered the question with the word
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“American” or left the space blank.  “For various
reasons,” Metz noted, the applicant from Ken-
tucky did not pursue his admission.7

Although Metz denied that he was an “alarm-
ist,” he foresaw an immediate “climax” because
the Alabama case threatened lawsuits from the
NAACP and the on-campus pressure from faculty
and students. He noted that faculty members
visited the registrar’s office to ask: “Have you
received any applications from Negroes yet?” He
was lobbied by religious groups and apparently
embarrassed by a student forum during Religious
Emphasis Week, which asked: “Do we fulfill our
Christian duty when we provide separate schools
for Negroes.”8

Metz was a visionary!  He saw the inevitability
of change. He recognized the need to “prepare”
because prejudice against the Negro was an unac-
ceptable reality. Throughout the post-war years,
the Board discussed “the problem” of black appli-
cants to Clemson. Meanwhile, South Carolinians
counseled “obstinacy,” and hoped that “public
opinion and time” would solve what Clemson’s
President R. F. Poole characterized on May 4,
1948 as “a real problem.” “Maybe,” he wrote, “the
Negroes are killing the goose that laid the golden
egg.”9

President Poole and the Board’s heightened
sense of anxiety over desegregation was prompted
by applications from two black men, Spencer M.
Bracy and Edward Bracy.

At the June 1948 meeting, the Board discussed
the applicants, the recent Supreme Court deci-
sions, and “the rights and privileges” of black
applicants. Seemingly, this was an important meet-
ing, for the Board established parietal policies that
lasted over a decade. The Board accepted Presi-
dent Poole’s recommendation to lobby the South

Carolina General Assembly “to make necessary
provisions” to educate black applicants similarly
situated at South Carolina A&M. The Board’s
discussion was without malice. The members be-
lieved that they were acting in the best interests of
the applicants and the state. The Board mirrored
the best business, professional, educational, and
textile interests within the state. The members
reflected the mind and ideology of the New South
which championed interracial goodwill and eco-
nomic pluralism.  State Senator Edgar Brown and
the other Board members “directed” President
Poole to reject the Bracy applications because
“comparable facilities” for architectural engineer-
ing courses were available at S.C. A&M. Of course,
this was not the case; otherwise, South Carolina
would not have paid to send qualified black stu-
dents out of state to take courses available in
Orangeburg. Also, the Board affirmed that future
applications from the Bracys would be denied as
well. The Board referenced what President Poole
termed “the well-established state policy “of sepa-
rate but equal.”10

Despite the Board’s well publicized rejection of
the Bracys and its support of the policy of separate
but equal, another black applicant applied to
Clemson in 1955, but he did not pursue his appli-
cation.  A more serious application, however, was
received from John L. Gainey, a 21-year old soldier
and truck driver stationed at Ft. Sill, Oklahoma,
who expressed an interest in chemistry. He de-
cided to apply after a visit to his hometown of
Cheraw, SC. Also, he was “encouraged” by white
soldiers with whom he lived and worked. “I have
nothing to lose by trying.” If refused admission, he
continued, “I will accept the decision.” When
denied admission, he dismissed legal action and
accepted South Carolina A&M College as an alter-
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native place of study.  Meanwhile, President R. F.
Poole referred Gainey’s application to the college’s
legal counsel. “The college will abide by the laws
of the state,” he noted, and reminded Gainey that
South Carolina law prohibited school desegrega-
tion.11

A Greenville News editorial titled, “Gainey’s
Choice: Education or Notoriety,” questioned
Gainey’s motives and sincerity and characterized
him as “sadly misinformed.”12  The editor sug-
gested that Gainey was “coached” or “planted” as
a test case to desegregate higher education in
South Carolina. “In any event,” the editorial con-
cluded, Gainey was “over persuaded.” Although
there was no evidence that the NAACP had influ-
enced or even knew Gainey, the News theorized
that if Clemson rejected him for admission, the
NAACP would provide legal assistance. The edi-
tor dubbed the prospect of enforced desegregation
as “a pyrrhic victory” because the state assembly
had authorized the closing of public colleges to
prevent desegregation. Accordingly and “tragi-
cally,” the editorial continued, Gainey had nothing
to gain, but, what it termed, “a certain kind of
notoriety.”13

Gainey’s application for admission was rejected,
and he abandoned his interest in Clemson. But
within a few years, another black applicant sought
admission to Clemson. His name was Harvey
Gantt. Like Gainey, he too was inspired by his
parents, Clemson’s perceived sophistication, and
the goal of an engineering degree. But, unlike
Gainey, he desegregated Clemson and thus laid the
foundation for the principle of “Integration with
Dignity” throughout South Carolina and the South
as well.

Harvey Gantt set in motion the historic events
which desegregated Clemson with a handwritten

letter to Clemson’s office of admission on July 19,
1959.  “I would like to obtain a bulletin on your
school of engineering,” he wrote. Gantt also re-
quested information about “expenses, prescribed
courses, and requirements.” He identified himself
as a high school senior who expected to graduate
in 1960. “I am definitely interested in architecture
… will you please send this information as soon as
possible.”  Thus, contrary to popular opinion,
Gantt expressed an interest in Clemson approxi-
mately one year before his graduation from
Charleston’s Burke High School. Within days of
his letter, he received the requested material along
with a friendly note from R. J. Berry, Director of
Admissions, which read, “Happy to answer any
questions for you.”14

Harvey Gantt was born January 14, 1943 into a
middle-class home in Charleston. He is one of four
children born to Wilhelmina Gordon and Christo-
pher Gantt. His parents graduated from Burke
Industrial School in Charleston and attended the
Morris Baptist Church where the youthful Harvey
was an active member. They were active in reli-
gious and civic affairs throughout the community;
indeed, Christopher Gantt was vice-president of
the Burke PTA. While Wilhelmina Gantt was a
house wife, her husband was a rigger at the Charles-
ton Naval Shipyard. The Gantts owned their own
home and obviously had imbued their son with the
need for academic excellence. Harvey Gantt gradu-
ated from Burke High School on June 3, 1960. He
ranked number two in a class of 262 with a cumu-
lative average of 93.75 on a scale of 100.15

Undoubtedly, when Gantt graduated from
Charleston’s famed Burke High School, he was
excited about his future career as an architect. But
his enthusiasm was tempered by the knowledge
that he could not attend the best engineering



20

INTEGRATION WITH DIGNITY

college in the state. Nevertheless, he remained
optimistic. He communicated his career objective
to the Columbia black attorney Matthew Perry,
who was in Charleston to defend students who
were arrested during a lunch-counter sit-in protest.
Attorney Perry is now a federal judge in Columbia.
Within the walls of his federal office in Columbia,
Judge Perry recalled affectionately his first en-
counter with Gantt. “He approached me with his
right hand extended and introduced himself,” he
recalled. “I’m Harvey Gantt, a senior at Burke
High School, and I want to be an architect.” He
continued, “I want to attend Clemson which has
the best engineering program, . . . but I think that
might be a problem.” At that time, the problem
was a state law which prohibited desegregated
education. Thus, Gantt’s dream was “a Dream
Deferred.” He packed his bags and departed for
the Midwest where he enrolled at Iowa State
University in Ames, Iowa in the fall of 1960.16

Gantt, however, had been struck with the awe
and mystique of Clemson. Also when Gantt gradu-
ated from Burke High School in June 1960, the
state of South Carolina was enjoying a wave of
economic prosperity, and Clemson University was
in the midst of a building boom. Futhermore, it was
one of the most popular universities in the South,
enrolling approximately 3900 white male and 100
white female students. Eighty percent of the stu-
dent body was from within the state and ninety-four
percent from the South.  The 1960-1961 catalogue
shows that tuition, room, and board was $882.00
($1082 for out-of-state students). There were no
female dorms, and single male students lived in
Johnstone Hall. The Holtzendorff YMCA and the
student union (a part of Johnstone) were centers of
extra-curricula activity. There were no social fra-
ternities or sororities.

The annual Thanksgiving Day football classic
between the Clemson Tigers and the USC Game-
cocks was a signature social event as were dances,
concerts, and intramural sports. Card playing was
popular on campus as well. Intercollegiate activi-

ties attracted large crowds to Memorial Stadium
which had a seating capacity of 44,000. The main
library was located in Sikes Hall and the newest
buildings were Earle, Lee, Kinard, and the Poole
Agricultural Center. Had Gantt been admitted in
September 1960, he would have been assigned a
room in Johnstone Hall dormitory. But no action
was taken on Gantt’s request to attend Clemson.
Nevertheless, in time, he would return to Clemson

Clemson students, 1962

Black employee at President Edwards’ House, 1961
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and change the course of history.
Meanwhile, as America prepared for the No-

vember 1960 presidential election between Richard
Nixon and John F. Kennedy, the power brokers at
Clemson and within the state were more con-
cerned about the impending crisis over school
desegregation. Undoubtedly, they recognized the
inevitability of change. At this point, legal instru-
ments to desegregate the University of Mississippi,
the University of Georgia, the Georgia Institute of
Technology, and Auburn University were well
established. Both the undergraduate and graduate
curriculums at the University of North Carolina
and the University of Virginia had already been
desegregated. And the much-publicized southern
strategy to create separate-but-equal universities
throughout the region conflicted with the NAACP’s
new focus on integration. What to do?  How could
the issue be avoided at Clemson?

As the state’s leadership quietly and privately
debated the “Negro Problem,” they probably never
imagined that Harvey Gantt would answer the
question for them. How could he? He was safely
removed in distant Iowa. And besides, despite his
academic achievements, he had a Charleston ar-
rest record. Chief William F. Kelly arrested Gantt

and Cornelius Fludd (who would apply to Clemson
later) on April 1, 1960 for “trespassing” at S.H.
Kress department store. Each man posted a $10.00
bail and was later fined $50.00. In this instance,
Gantt and Flood were part of a national civil rights
movement to desegregate lunch counters during
the early 1960’s which began in Greensboro, North
Carolina, on Feb. 1, 1960.17

Gantt’s desire to attend Clemson was not singu-
larly focused. On October 20, 1960, Willie R.
Hendrix, a Lexington, South Carolina native, and
a student at historically black North Carolina A&T

in Greensboro, North Carolina, requested a trans-
fer to Clemson. He asserted that “the state will not
pay my out-of-state fee.” The issue, however, was
a miscalculation of fees rather than an unwilling-
ness to pay. At that time, a minority student could
enroll in a curriculum out-of-state if the courses
(i.e., engineering) were unavailable on a black
campus within South Carolina. The state funded
the differential between the in-state and out-of-
state fees. The miscalculated fees equaled $86.00
dollars. The state forwarded Hendrix a supple-
mental payment of $24.67 on October 27, 1960. A
few days later, Clemson’s registrar K. N. Vickery
advised Hendrix that in view of the circumstances,Harcombe Cafeteria, 1962

Rat Hop, 1961
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“we assume…that the matter is closed.”18

The Hendrix matter was closed, but Harvey
Gantt’s letter of inquiry to K.N. Vickery on No-
vember 8, 1960 ignited a series of events which
culminated in the desegregation of Clemson.
Gantt’s letter to Vickery of July 19, 1959 was
dismissed as irrelevant and a violation of state law.
His next letter requested a current university cata-
logue (1960-1961), an application, and a schedule
of fees. He requested the information by Novem-
ber 20th. The bulletin was “routinely” forwarded.
Inasmuch as the letter was written from Iowa, no
one suspected that the prospective applicant was
a Negro.

Gantt returned the application for admission in
the fall of 1961 postmarked Charleston, S.C.,
December 24, 1960. A routine check by the regis-
trar, however, showed that Gantt was receiving
$149.51 per quarter in out-of-state differential
fees for tuition and expenses. Thus, the registrar
determined that he was ineligible to transfer to
Clemson and returned his application via regis-
tered mail.  Meanwhile on January 30, 1961, another
Charlestonian, Cornelius Timothy Fludd, filed an
application to transfer from Morehouse College in
Atlanta to Clemson. Like Gantt, he was a graduate
of Burke High School with an interest in electrical
engineering. His first letter of inquiry was dated
April 22, 1960, but no action was taken by
Clemson.19

Cornelius Fludd was born in Charleston on
March 22, 1942 to Edna Smith Wright. Wilmot
Wright was his step-father. His mother was born in
Midland Park, Charleston County, and attended
Burke Industrial; his step-father was born in
Charleston and finished the fourth grade at Shaw
Elementary School. His mother was a housewife,
and his father a house painter. Both were members

of the St. Matthews Baptist Church and were in the
process of buying their home at 17 Aiken Street
when Fludd applied to Clemson. Also like Gantt,
Fludd graduated from Burke High School on June
3, 1960 and ranked 8.5 in a class of 262. His grade
average for the four years was 90.0. When Fludd
applied to Clemson, he was a freshman at More-
house.20

The applications from Gantt and Fludd spawned
an exchange of letters between Clemson officials,
state Senators L.M.Gressette, Edgar Brown, T.
Allen Legare, Jr. and other prominent South Caro-
linians. A network, and in some cases a kinship
existed among prominent whites. Their letters
reflected their fears about the future. Moreover,
the letters, which are now archival material, reflect
the mind and ideology of a people who deemed
themselves to represent the honor of the New
South and who were the best equipped to solve
“the Negro problem.” They were for the most part
philanthropic, socially idealistic, and politically
conservative. They had matured during the post-
WWI era, yet for all their idealism, they were
imbued with the ideas of William Dunning’s Recon-
struction which exalted black inferiority. The book
was used in all schools at all levels.21

State Senator T. Allen Legare’s letter to Senator
Edgar A. Brown on January 16, 1961, is a mirror of
the kinship between state officials and the black
leadership during the early stages of the desegrega-
tion movement. Legare referenced a telephone call
from Senator Brown and responded with enclosed
“background” information on Gantt and Fludd.
“It is my understanding,” he wrote, that both men
have conferred with the NAACP and with Mat-
thew Perry in Columbia concerning the Clemson
case. Legare believed that someone known only as
“Hunter,” president of the Palmetto Voters League
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from Darlington, attended the meeting. An at-
tempt was made, he noted, to “discourage” Gantt
and Fludd from “pushing the case.” He asked
Senator Brown to check with someone named
“Spot” to confirm the meeting.  The “boys” only
blemish, he asserted, “is their arrest for a ‘sit-in’
strike at Kress last Spring.”22

Seemingly, the kinship tentacles extended
throughout the state and touched every class,
caste, and race.  This network provided Clemson
and state officials with a steady flow of informa-
tion.  Gantt evolved as a pawn in a power play.

Owing to desegregation efforts elsewhere in the
South, and Supreme Court decisions, state offi-
cials recognized the inevitability of change.  The
officials resisted just enough so as to appear that
they had not capitulated to the hated NAACP and
had not abandoned segregation.  Although vio-
lence had not yet erupted in Mississippi, the state’s
power brokers feared violence would compromise
Clemson’s image.  Thus at this early stage, the
script was written.  Harvey Gantt did not desegre-

gate Clemson; he was selected to desegregate
Clemson.

Meanwhile, Gantt, undaunted by his rejection
in January, reapplied for admission on February 7,
1961 for the September 1961 term. He acknowl-
edged that he had received assistance from the
South Carolina Regional Education Board for out-
of-state tuition and fees. “However,” he explained,
“I especially wish to attend Clemson. I am a citizen
of South Carolina,” he asserted. “Clemson is a
state-supported institution … and I have a right to
attend.” In view of the foregoing,” he concluded,

“I request entry in September, 1961.” Vickery
acknowledged receipt and placed Gantt’s applica-
tion with other “pending transfer applications.”23

But Vickery’s reluctance to take more direct
action prompted a letter of inquiry on April 26,
1961. A few days later, the registrar sent identical
letters to both Gantt and Fludd which read, “no
applications from any prospective transfer stu-
dents have been processed.” On May 29, 1961,
Gantt informed Vickery that he was leaving Iowa
for Charleston and would be available for an on-
campus interview. “I shall be glad to travel to
Clemson,” he wrote. Instead of an invitation to

Edgar A. Brown

Kenneth Vickery
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visit Clemson, Gantt received a detailed letter
from Mr. Vickery which outlined the “require-
ments” for admission. They included examination
scores, transcripts from Iowa State, and an “hon-
orable-discharge” statement from Iowa State. “We
have not received any of the above items,” Vickery
wrote; “thus your application is incomplete.”24

On June 19, the registrar received Gantt’s tran-
scripts from Iowa State indicating he had earned a
B plus average for the year. His College Board
scores arrived the last of August. Academically, he
was more qualified for admission than many white
students. Whereas the median score of freshmen
entering Clemson in September 1961 was 438,
Gantt had a Board score of 471. It is not clear from
the record whether the numbers Edwards’ cites
refer to the math or the verbal portion of the ex-
amination.25

Undoubtedly, at this point, Gantt was optimis-
tic about his planned matriculation at Clemson.
His plans, however, were thwarted. Although the
Seneca Journal and Tribune, WTND Radio in
Orangeburg, and other media outlets highlighted
“rumors” about the scheduled enrollment of two
black students at Clemson, President Edwards
had “no comment.” And Governor Ernest Hollings
characterized himself as “well-qualified” to de-
fend the “Southern Way of Life.”26

But President Edwards was both vocal and
active with state Senators Edgar Brown, L. Marion
Gressette, Attorney William Watkins, and David
Robinson. On June 6, 1961, Edwards asserted to
Senator Brown that “both Senator Gressette and
Mr. D.W. Robinson concur in our plans for dispos-
ing of the problem.” The “problem” was Harvey
Gantt. While Gantt waited in Charleston for his
letter of acceptance to Clemson, the state power
brokers were strategizing to maintain segregation

with dignity.On July 11, 1961, in Columbia, Ed-
wards called a meeting of the presidents of the five
white state-supported institutions “to discuss the
current situation.” This was to be an important
meeting because it established unofficially a state
desegregation policy that lasted for years. 27

Although minutes are unavailable for the July
meeting, what happened can be gleaned from
Edwards’ detailed letter to Senator Gressette a
few days later.  The President was clearly in charge.
What he termed “new developments” had gener-
ated a crisis. There was a need to circle the wagons.
The group “discussed thoroughly the current situ-
ation” because “the problem” affected everyone.
The Medical College of Charleston had received
two applications from minority applicants;
Winthrop College in Rock Hill had two “incom-
plete applications,” and other colleges had received
“inquiries.” The group knew that Clemson would
be the first college “to face directly” a serious legal
challenge to desegregation. They theorized, if
Clemson falls, the public-school system will col-
lapse as well. They recognized the inevitability of
desegregation, but at this time, it was socially
imprudent and politically inexpedient to desegre-
gate. Remember, this was the civil rights era.

The rumors of Gantt’s application had spawned
many letters to Edwards’ office. Most opposed
what was termed “race mixing” and specifically
Martin Luther King. A typical letter read, “Ne-
groes are like children … Martin Luther King is
their God and the NAACP their Kingdom.”28

Edwards alerted the group to a tactic that he,
Senator Gressette, Watkins, David Robinson, and
others had enunciated to delay Gantt’s admission
and “to dispose of the problem.” The plan was a
new, more definable, “and a more specific admis-
sions policy.” Although race was factored into the
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plan, there were other “immediate” issues as well.
First, the plan would solve the problem of in-
creased enrollment, sky-rocketing costs, inadequate
physical facilities, but ultimately the hope was to
elevate the quality of all applicants and enhance
Clemson’s image as a citadel of learning. Also, the
plan sought to maintain a social and political
equilibrium throughout the state so as to prevent
violence. It endorsed the Supreme Court’s 1954
Brown desegregation decision “with all deliberate
speed,” and it allowed the college to retreat from
Jim Crow with dignity.

The plan solved an important legal issue. Gantt’s
initial application for admission was rejected be-
cause he was receiving “out-of-state” financial
assistance from the state. Edwards knew that the
fees obligated an applicant for a quarter or semes-
ter, not a full year.

Meanwhile, Gantt was kicking at the door and
demanding his rights as a U.S. citizen. He knew
that the on-campus interview was the only ob-
stacle to his admission in September 1961. He
wondered, “What’s a man to do?”  He needed time,
the alumni needed time, the state needed time!
The Board set the policy; Gantt had to follow their
agenda, and he was, as Senator T. Allen Legare
remembered, “a man walking on eggshells.” 29

The July conferees discussed Edwards’ plan and
concluded, like Clemson’s Board of  Trustees, that
it encapsulated the ingredients necessary to fulfill
their institution’s mission. Also, an analysis of
Edwards’ plan shows that he and the Board de-
tected a discrepancy within Gantt’s application.
They wondered if Gantt’s class ranking, Board
scores, and Iowa transcript accurately reflected his
academic ability and maturity. Their opinion was
indicative of the commercial spirit of the age.
Edwards’ position was also influenced by the

exclusion of thirty-two applicants, who were not
transfers, from the September 1960 class. These
applicants to the freshman class had high Board
scores but had not been recommended by their
high-school principals. Thus, Edwards saw a need
to reassess the admissions policy because of what
he termed “predictive factors.” The “predictive
factors” were Gantt, increased enrollment, rising
costs, and the need to perpetuate the Clemson
mystique. 30

Clemson’s previous admission policy had been
focused primarily on the College Entrance Exami-
nation scores, transcripts, and an interview. The
opinion of high school counselors and principals
were less valuable but were occasionally used. The
new policy de-emphasized single factors as “a
controlling influence,” and injected, what Edwards
termed “important intangible factors” such as
“character, maturity, motivation, … obedience to
authority, and salutary rules of discipline and emo-
tional stability.”  The objective was a “well-rounded
mature … student.” The message was clear: stu-
dents with high grades but who lacked maturity,
personal integrity, emotional stability, and honor
would be rejected. Previously, Gantt had been an
exceptionally well qualified student, but the new
policy and his arrest record now made him unac-
ceptable for admission.31

Edwards recognized the inevitability of change
for Clemson. The media depicted him as the pre-
eminent leader within the state and the person best
equipped to negotiate the issue of desegregation.
Seemingly, he was comfortable with the media’s
profile of him as a statesman because it coincided
with his expressed mission to prevent violence and
protect the image of Clemson. He analyzed deseg-
regation with Senators Brown and Gressette,
explained the effects of social reform to the Board,
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and inaugurated a new admissions policy as a
subtle device to delay the inevitable. He was suc-
cessful. On August 31, 1961, Kenneth Vickery
notified Gantt, Cornelius Fludd, and fifty-one
other transfer applicants that their applications for
admission had been rejected.

Gantt was stunned! He had performed well on
the College Entrance Board Examination and had
forwarded his transcripts from Iowa State. He
thought he needed only an on-campus interview to
complete the admissions process. But his dream
was again deferred. Vickery informed Gantt that
his College Entrance Board scores arrived “too
late” to complete the admissions process for the
term opening on Sept. 8, 1961. Also, Gantt needed
an on-campus interview.32  Remember, he returned
to Charleston in early May from Iowa and was
never offered an interview. Although unnerved by
his rejection, he packed his bags and returned to
Iowa State. He requested “out-of-state” tuition
support from the S.C. State Regional Education
Board. In late September, he was awarded $166.86
for the fall 1961 quarter.33  Vickery’s form letter to
Gantt failed to note that his application was “can-
celled.” That word would later become a critical
item in Gantt’s legal case. Also, Clemson officials
suspected without evidence that Gantt’s Iowa
transcript was inflated. President Edwards alluded
to the inflation in a letter to Senator Gressette.
“We were forced to discontinue the acceptance of
transfer students,” he wrote. He believed that
transfer students had experienced “academic or
other difficulties” at their former institutions, but
clearly this was a ploy to keep Gantt at bay.34

Within a few days of their rejection, Gantt and
Fludd responded with identical angry letters to
Vickery. “My application has been pending since
February 1961,” Gantt wrote questioning the de-

lay. Despite the finality of Vickery’s letter, Gantt,
nevertheless, pleaded with him for “a personal
interview.” He again expressed a willingness to
visit the campus.35 Obviously, at this point, Gantt
and Fludd were in need of legal counsel. Gantt and
Fludd’s “identical  letters” alerted Edwards to the
possibility of future “litigation.” He placed the
letters in his “vault.” This was a mistake! The
“vault” reference was later used by Gantt’s attor-
neys to imply racial discrimination.

Vickery’s identical answer to Gantt and Fludd
was both calm and rational. “Incomplete applica-
tions were cancelled for All transfer students,” he
wrote. He invited them to apply for “any subse-
quent term.” Although the Board scores remained
valid, he reminded them that future applications
would require transcripts, design portfolios, inter-
views, and a statement to verify their eligibility to
return to Iowa State. It was an authoritative letter
to solve the “problem.”  Vickery’s letter shifted the
burden of admission to Gantt and Fludd.  If either
or both failed a course, submitted inadequate
professional designs, or, under the new policy,
demonstrated immaturity or instability, they would
be rejected.  Presumably, as noted previously, the
college would conduct “background” investiga-
tions of the applicants. Meanwhile, President
Edwards forwarded the list of the fifty-one re-
jected transfer applicants (which included names
and addresses), and a copy of the new admissions
policy to Senators Brown, Gressette, and attorney
Watkins. The white college presidents, who’d re-
cently met in Columbia, and prominent whites
were recipents as well.  Edwards solicited “sugges-
tions” and organized “brief” remarks for Vickery’s
response to Gantt’s letter of September 15th.36

Edwards hoped that Vickery’s letter of rejec-
tion and his new admissions policy had derailed



27

HARVEY GANTT AND THE DESEGREGATION OF CLEMSON

Gantt’s desegregation efforts, but, in truth, he
knew otherwise. He realized that there was a need
to expand his collaborative social network, and, at
the same time, an ancillary goal was to solidify
himself as a leader. His office was soon bombarded
with requests to discuss “the problem” with vari-
ous state, local, and civic groups. He received mail
from alumni, constituents, and school officials
who were similarly situated. His increased popu-
larity coincided with his image as a reliable,
dependable, and efficient leader. He frequently
visited the statehouse in Columbia to discuss “the
problem” with Senators Brown and Gressette. He
was always the diplomat, the statesman, the mag-
net, who received, synthesized, and generated a
collective response to desegregation. In time, his
vision reaped huge rewards. When desegregation
arrived several months later, Edwards and his
supporters used the collaborative network as a
conduit to mail over 10,000 letters to urge “inte-
gration with dignity.”

Meanwhile, from Ames, Iowa, two angry men,
Gantt and Fludd, bombarded Vickery with letters
and phone calls.  Fludd having recently transferred
to Iowa State from Morehouse, the two Charlesto-
nians now were allied to fight Jim Crow. Their
Burke High School friendship was renewed. Both
lived in Lincoln Hall a few doors from each other.
Undoubtedly, during the cold Iowa winter, they
spent hours in rooms 4433 (Gantt) and 4427
(Fludd) reminiscing about Burke High and their
desire to attend Clemson College.  They exchanged
letters and phone calls with the NAACP and
Matthew Perry who instructed them to mail iden-
tical letters to Vickery on the same day. In a letter
to Vickery dated Nov. 13, 1961, Gantt wondered
why his application was canceled. “I wish to enter
Clemson as soon as possible,” he wrote requesting

admission in January 1962.37  Seemingly, Gantt
had misinterpreted Vickery’s letter of Oct.13,
1961. Though he assumed that he could reactivate
his original application, it had been cancelled, and
he was now required to start over.

Also, the new admissions policy had diminished
his chances for admission. Edwards and Vickery
believed that transfer students were less academi-
cally inclined than students who enrolled directly
from high school. However, Gantt and Fludd’s
identical letters, their humility, and persistence,
touched Edwards’ heart. He consulted attorney
Watkins and then instructed Vickery to forward
applications to Gantt and Fludd without what was
termed “a letter of transmittal.”38

Gantt submitted a new application in early
December 1961.  He promised to forward tran-
scripts and an “eligibility statement” in time to
qualify for admission in January 1962.  If not, he
requested that his application be considered for
the fall of 1962 and that his application be consid-
ered as “a continuing application…. I am very
desirous of attending Clemson,” he asserted.39

In December, Gantt returned to Charleston for
the Christmas holidays. There he met with attor-
ney Perry and other NAACP officials to discuss his
new application to Clemson. Seemingly, he was
insensitive to the ingredients and the effects of
Edwards’ new admissions policy. He fully ex-
pected to matriculate within a few months and
certainly no later than the fall of 1962. When he
returned to Iowa after the holidays, he attached no
significance to the absence of a response from
Clemson to his new application. But, as the holi-
day spirit dissolved into the clouds of winter, his
optimism dissipated like the Iowa snow on a sunny
afternoon.

Correspondingly, in South Carolina, Edwards
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continued to stabilize and expand his collabora-
tive efforts to solve the “problem.” He met regularly
with Senators Brown, Gressette, attorney Watkins
and other prominent state officials. They evolved
a strategy of “silence” in response to the new
desegregation efforts. Seemingly, they reasoned,
the best response is no response. After consulta-
tion with Watkins, Edwards instructed Vickery in
early February 1962 “to hold” Gantt and Fludd’s
applications in his files. “We will take no
action…nor will we acknowledge receipt” of their
applications, he wrote to Vickery.40  “We will take
no further action in either case unless and until
further communications are received from them,”
he noted. The strategy of “silence” was coupled
with the belief that Gantt and Fludd would fail a
course and thus would be rendered academically
deficient. And then, there was the possibility that
both men would become imbued with the idealism
of freedom, sanctified with hope, and enamored
with the cornfields of Iowa.

But such was not the case. On April 28, 1962,
both men sent identical letters to Vickery. They
referenced their December applications, the ab-
sence of a response, and their desire to attend
Clemson in the fall.41  Each requested “favorable
consideration.” But their requests, like their appli-
cations, were “a dream deferred.” In frustration,
Gantt, Fludd, and Matthew Perry visited Clemson
on June 13, 1962 at approximately 4:15 p.m. They
strategized with a minister of the Clemson Meth-
odist Church, the Rev. Charles A. Webster, the
Director of Student Life, before their planned visit
to the campus. Though President Edwards was
out of town, the group met with Vickery, Watkins,
and Dean Walter Cox for about ten minutes.  Gantt
opened the conversation with a request that the
meeting be considered an “interview” to fulfill his

requirements for admission. Vickery declined be-
cause the applicant’s Iowa transcripts had not yet
arrived.  He also rejected their request to meet with
Dean McClure of the School of Architecture. As
the meeting concluded, Gantt and Fludd con-
firmed their commitment to Clemson and reaffirmed
their desire to major in architecture and electrical
engineering respectively.42

Vickery described both applicants as “neatly
dressed, intelligent,” and concerned about the
status of their applications and the unpublished
admissions requirements. “They had obviously
been coached,” he wrote. He characterized the
meeting as “formal” with “no mention … of race.”
Although Perry did not attend the on-campus
meeting (he waited at the church), he probably felt
somewhat optimistic after Gantt and Fludd’s on-
campus meeting. Within days of their visit to the
campus, Gantt and Fludd forwarded their tran-
scripts and requested “favorable consideration,”
and an “immediate” admissions interview.  Vickery
telegrammed receipt of the transcripts and noted
that the applications were “being processed.”43

A few days later, Dean McClure penned a de-
tailed letter to Gantt (and presumably Fludd). He
too acknowledged receipt of the transcript, sug-
gested an on-campus interview, and requested “a
complete portfolio” of his architectural design and
work. “The more complete the better,” he wrote.44

Since Vickery’s telegram and McClure’s letter were
friendly, it appeared to Gantt that Clemson was
poised to accept its first black applicant.

Then something happened which probably an-
gered Edwards and Vickery.  On June 26th at 3:52
p.m., Gantt telegrammed Vickery to request “fa-
vorable consideration…and an interview.” He
demanded a reply within “48 hours.” Remember,
this was 1962. Also, the telegram was a planned
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legal strategy. One week later, on July 7, 1962,
Gantt’s attorneys Matthew Perry and Willie T.
Smith, Jr. filed a class-action law suit in the Ander-
son, S.C. Division of the U.S. District Court for the
Western District “to enjoin the College from refus-
ing to consider the application of Negro residents
upon the same terms as whites.” Gantt demanded
admission, “a speedy hearing,” a preliminary in-
junction against continued alleged practices of
discrimination, and an injunction to prohibit the
college from closing its doors.45

Additionally, Gantt charged that white appli-
cants with “inferior academic records” who applied
after him were admitted. Gantt claimed that he
was denied admission because of his race which
was a violation of the “due process … equal pro-
tection” clause of the Fourteenth Amendment.
“Unless Clemson is restrained,” Gantt declared,
he faced “irreparable injury, loss and damage.…”46

Named in the complaint were Clemson’s Kenneth
N. Vickery, Jesse T. Anderson, state superinten-
dent of education, and Board chairman R. M.
Cooper.

The Gantt suit, which attorney Watkins later
termed “an attack,” surprised Edwards and state
officials. The evidence is conclusive, however,
that Gantt had not been denied admission when he
filed suit. The only logical explanation is that he
felt personally degraded during his June 13th visit
to the campus. Another scenario is that the NAACP
anticipated Gantt’s rejection. However, it was
against state law to admit him. Gantt admitted as
much during a brief on-campus interview on Jan.
28, 2003. “We saw it coming,” he noted. But, in
truth, and in retrospect, had McClure’s letter of
July 2, 1962 arrived earlier, it is unlikely that Gantt
would have filed suit on July 7, 1962. The June 26th

telegram which demanded admission within forty-

eight hours diminished all hope of voluntary ad-
mission.

In a letter to McClure from his Charleston home
(111 Cannon Street) dated July 13th, Gantt refer-
enced McClure’s letter to him on July 2, 1962. “As
you know,” Gantt wrote, “I have instituted an
action against the college.” He noted that McClure’s
letter had arrived concurrently with the filing of
the lawsuit. He inquired about the status of his
application, requested an interview, promised to
present his architectural portfolio, and strongly
expressed a desire to attend Clemson. “I certainly
want to do everything possible to secure admit-
tance,” he asserted. He pledged “to cooperate
fully” with college officials. But, unfortunately,
the suit had invalidated his application. Attorney
Watkins had advised Dean McClure to “ignore”
Gantt’s letter. It would be “highly inappropriate,”
he wrote to consider Gantt’s application while
litigation is pending.47

The Clemson Board met with Watkins in Co-
lumbia on July 19th to discuss Gantt’s complaint.
The Board denied that his application was re-
jected, stipulated that all qualified applicants were
admitted to Clemson, and noted that Gantt’s case
was filed improperly as a class-action suit. Since
1956, the Board noted, with the exception of
Fludd, no Negro had officially applied to Clemson.
Also, with the exception of Gantt, there were no
current Negro applicants for admission. Appar-
ently, Fludd decided to drop his interest in Clemson.
In any case, the Board expressed hope for a
“speedy” resolution of the case. Clemson and the
Board promised “to conduct itself in an honorable
way, legally and otherwise.”48  They did. They
expressed no animosity towards Gantt or the
NAACP at the Board meeting. In truth, the Board
probably welcomed the suit. They recognized the
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inevitability of a legal challenge to desegregation.
In Gantt, Judge Perry noted, Clemson had “a nice
clean cut young man … and a Charlestonian as
well.”

Although the Board welcomed the suit, it recog-
nized the consequences as well. The State Budget
and Control Board was authorized to close public
colleges to prevent court-ordered desegregation.
Also, the Board discussed the 1947 lawsuit to
desegregate the University of South Carolina’s
Law School. As a legal remedy in 1955, the state
had established a “separate” law school on the
campus of South Carolina A&M in Orangeburg.

After the Board meeting, Edwards forwarded
copies of Gantt’s complaint and the Board’s rec-
ommendations to all state college presidents,
business leaders, and prominent whites through-
out the state soliciting their support and
suggestions. Academically as well as historically,
this strategy was what is termed “deferential poli-
tics,” for it enhanced Edwards’ image as a leader
and projected Clemson as taking the lead among
Southern institutions of higher learning. More-
over, Edwards’ strategy stimulated discussions
and functioned as a conduit to disseminate infor-
mation throughout the state and region.
Accordingly, and without fanfare, the loop ex-
panded to include a dialogue with B. C. Turner, the
president of South Carolina A&M College in
Orangeburg. The two presidents exchanged letters
and documents about the Gantt case and agreed to
expand their discussion at the next meeting of the
State Advisory Commission on Higher Educa-
tion.49

Apparently, Edwards and Turner enjoyed a
cordial relationship. Both schools were land-grant,
militarily oriented, and had a large agricultural
initiative. Both were obligated to maintain the

status quo, and, at the same time, both recognized
the inevitability of changes in the bi-racial system.
Their action mirrored the American dilemma on
race. Whereas Edwards strategized to prevent
desegregation, Turner was forced to facilitate a
policy of accommodation and appeasement to
ensure continued state funding. As the president
of South Carolina’s only black, state-supported
college, his status as a racial leader was predicated
on his continued deference to white leadership.
Llike Edwards, he probably welcomed Gantt’s
suit as the best approach to the situation.

After the suit, Edwards caucused several times
with Vickery, McClure, and attorney Watkins, to
prepare a motion to dismiss the case and to orga-
nize a list of all applicants to the School of
Architecture since January 1961. Like attorney
Watkins, Edwards regarded Gantt’s law suit as “an
attack,” and was probably amused by Gantt’s
letter to McClure to ascertain the status of his
application. Meanwhile, there was much work to
do. Edwards counseled Vickery about his planned
deposition to Gantt’s attorney at 10:00 a.m. on
August 16, 1962 in Anderson. Also, Edwards
announced that Gantt’s desegregation hearing was
scheduled in Greenville on August 22nd before
Judge C.C. Wyche.50  It should be noted that a
deposition is not a trial. Ironically on the appointed
date of Gantt’s desegregation hearing, blacks were
served at lunch counters in Eckerd’s and Walgreen’s
drug stores in downtown Columbia. Meanwhile, at
the opposite end of the state, Gantt’s hearing for a
permanent injunction enjoining the college from
refusing to act expeditiously to admit black appli-
cants opened calmly.  In response to Perry’s request,
Judge Wyche abandoned his policy of oral argu-
ments by the attorneys and agreed to accept
witnesses. Somewhat caustically, he asserted to



31

HARVEY GANTT AND THE DESEGREGATION OF CLEMSON

Perry, “… you had the nerve to send me a proposed
order for setting this hearing.”  President Edwards
was the first witness, and he testified for forty-five
minutes.51 Edwards was questioned at length about
the college’s admission procedure. He noted that
Gantt’s application had arrived “too late” to meet
the “cut-off” date for transfer applicants and his
Board scores were “unavailable.” Additionally, he
testified that the college had “no policy” in regard
to black applicants. Moreover, Edwards noted,
“the college had never received a completed appli-
cation from a Negro.” A good deal of discussion
was devoted to the absence of Gantt’s design
portfolio.

On September 6, 1962, Judge Wyche rejected
Gantt’s petition for a preliminary injunction against
Clemson largely because of Gantt’s incomplete
application. “The plaintiff,” he wrote, “must await
the development of all relevant and material facts.”
He asserted that “the award of an interlocutory
injunction by courts of equity has never been
regarded as strictly a matter of rights.” “An injunc-
tion,” he continued, “is not predicated upon an
anticipated determination of issues of fact or ques-
tions of law.” He rejected Gantt’s charge of
discrimination because fifty-one other transfer stu-
dents had been denied admission to Clemson as
well.52

After Wyche’s decision, Edwards’ office was
inundated with letters of support and bombarded
with requests for speaking engagements.  He was
literally and figuratively as “Mary,” a Rock Hill,
South Carolina resident noted, a man “besieged.”
Church congregations, civic groups, and alumni
chapters organized letter-writing campaigns. And
like “Willie,” a 1943 Clemson alumnus, they fa-
vored peaceful desegregation to avoid adverse
“world-wide publicity.” Many letters referenced

the Bible as a justification for segregation and
condemned the NAACP. A medical doctor and
Clemson alumnus (class of 1944) recognized the
inevitably of desegregation; nevertheless, he wrote,
“I loathe the thought of Clemson being integrated.”
Another writer urged Edwards to “stand up,”
while another asserted that “our right to segregate
is just as constitutional as the desire of Negroes to
integrate.” A letter from an Inglewood, California
resident mirrored the above perspective. He de-
fined the Gantt case as simply, “States Rights….
Why don’t you accept him,” he argued, and then let
student “mistreatment” cause him to withdraw?
His remarks were atypical, however. Collectively,
both before and after Gantt’s admission, Clemson’s
students expressed no strong opposition to deseg-
regation. Interestingly, however, after two enrolled
students suggested “peaceful integration,” Vickery
“pulled up” their transcripts.53

After Judge Wyche’s decision, Gantt returned
to Iowa State. His attorney, Matthew Perry, an-
nounced plans to appeal the case, and President
Edwards fortified his defenses. He sent copies of
Judge Wyche’s order to Board members, promi-
nent state senators, and white college presidents.
He manipulated the media and the student news-
paper, The Tiger. He exhibited optimism so as to
perpetuate a sense of surety and confidence within
the community. Edwards used a local radio ad-
dress to explain Judge Wyche’s decision, to direct
public opinion, and to debunk “rumors of race
mixing.” “We are going to follow the policies of
this state,” he declared. And in response to a query
from Willie A. Collins (class of 1943) of Ben-
nettsville, he wrote, “I shall…preserve the dignity
and fine reputation of Clemson College at all
times.” He promised Collins, as he did the radio
listeners, to keep them “abreast” of the facts at all
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times.54

At this point, Edwards knew that powerful state
officials and the public regarded him as the bul-
wark against what attorney Watkins termed,
Gantt’s “assault.” Symbolically, the resident’s fin-
gers were in the dam, and his foot was locked onto
the gate. He was not only a father figure, but a
statesman, intellectual, and counselor. He was a
social magnet for the state, and a receptacle for
disenchanted students and alumni.

Gantt appeared before the U.S. 4th Circuit Court
of Appeals in Alexandria, Virginia on September
25 and October 5, 1962. His attorney, Mrs. Con-
stance Baker Motley of the NAACP’s Legal
Defense Fund out of New York, argued the case.
She characterized Gantt as “well-qualified” and
contended that Clemson injected race as a factor
to deny him admission. The “obvious” discrimina-
tion was a separate black college in Orangeburg
(South Carolina A&M), and South Carolina’s “out-
of-state” tuition grants for black students. The
“obvious” discrimination challenged the constitu-
tionality of the 1954 Brown desegregation decision
and the “due process … equal protection” clause
of the Fourteenth Amendment. Clemson’s only
defense, she asserted, is the absence of Gantt’s
portfolio which is not a requirement for admission,
but rather a means to assign transfer students to a
specific class. Motley asked the court to admit
Gantt immediately.55

Clemson’s legal defense was clear, swift, and
decisive. The college quickly dismissed race as an
issue in its denial of admission to Gantt. The
college countered that Gantt’s application was
“incomplete,” and that was why he was rejected.
Furthermore, Gantt’s application was “processed
… in precisely the same manner” as fifty-one other
transfer students. Clemson argued that the delay,

which disadvantaged Gantt, was his culpability.
Accordingly, his request for “quick” admission
should be dismissed. Also, despite Gantt’s absent
portfolio, Clemson had approved the transfer of
sixty-seven quarter hours after a “careful” exami-
nation of his two-year Iowa transcript.56  Gantt’s
grade point average was solid, but Iowa’s core
curriculum in architecture was dissimilar to
Clemson’s.57

The three-member federal court in Alexandria
acted quickly. On October 5, 1962, the court did
two things: first it “directed” that the case be
“promptly” tried “on the merits” by a Direct Court.
But, whereas Clemson was “prepared” for trial, the
NAACP advised the court of its unreadiness. The
Court then ruled that “the decision on the “Motion
for a Preliminary Injunction” be withheld for the
present.”58  The case was later scheduled for trial
on its “merits” in the District Court in Anderson on
Nov. 19, 1962.

Presumably, the court acted quickly because it
was influenced by the bloodshed, mob violence,
and troop-enforced desegregation at the Univer-
sity of Mississippi in September of 1962. Also,
South Carolina was the last state within the former
Confederacy to withstand the federal assault on
school segregation. This was the first court action
to force the desegregation of South Carolina’s
state-supported white colleges. At the time, all
public schools within the state were segregated as
well. Additionally in Oct. 1962, five desegregation
cases were before the U.S. Supreme Court and all
involved the public schools of South Carolina.
One case involved the NAACP’s attempt to de-
segregate the public elementary schools in
Clarendon County, South Carolina. The U.S. Su-
preme Court’s historic Brown decision of 1954,
emanated in part from Clarendon. Unquestion-
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ably, all of the above flowed through the judges’
minds as they debated the Gantt case in Alexan-
dria.59

Edwards was convinced that the court favored
Clemson because of Gantt’s “incomplete” appli-
cation and because his application was processed
“precisely” as the other transfer students. More-
over, he concluded, “Harvey Gantt is being used
by the NAACP” to desegregate Clemson.60 His
prophecy was indeed correct. The NAACP needed
Gantt’s case and others similarly situated to high-
light social injustices and to pressure President
John F. Kennedy for a strong civil-rights bill. Also,
at this time (1962), the Student Non-violent Coor-
dinating Committee (SNCC) and the Congress of
Racial Equality (CORE) had deflected financial
support from the NAACP with sit-ins, freedom
rides, and massive voter-registration campaigns in
Mississippi and the Deep South.

Additionally, Martin Luther King’s Southern
Christian Leadership Conference (SCLC), activist
Malcolm X, and the Black Panther Party (BPP)
functioned as alternatives to the NAACP’s legal
accommodationist approach. Thus, the Gantt case
was multifaceted. It was just one of many that the
NAACP used to demonstrate that it was the pre-
eminent civil rights organization in America and
the best equipped to empower and to re-enfran-
chise the black community. Equally important,
South Carolina’s public-school system remained
segregated even though Clarendon County had
been locked into the historic Brown decision of
1954. The Clarendon case, incidentally, was one
of five across the country in this historic class-
action suit. The Brown-Clarendon decision was
the legal basis of Gantt’s suit inasmuch as he used
race and the “due process … equal protection”
clause of the Fourteenth Amendment. Meanwhile,

whereas the crisis over desegregation had sparked
mob violence in Little Rock, Athens, and Oxford,
Mississippi, Edwards was “determined” not “to
allow a Mississippi situation to develop in South
Carolina.” He probably applauded an Atlanta Con-
stitution editorial titled, “No Paratroopers, Please,”
and a prayer group from Greenville’s Buncombe
Street Methodist Church, who urged Edwards to
meet with Negro leaders and “settle the situation
… intelligently and amicably.”61

Undoubtedly, Edwards was sensitive not only
to newspaper editorials and prayer groups but also
to the opinions of Senators Gressette, Brown, and
former Governor Byrnes. They recognized that
Gantt’s suit was the “strongest” desegregation suit
filed in the state since the 1954 Brown decision.
After enforced desegregation sparked violence at
the University of Georgia, they debated the admis-
sion of Gantt. But, the governor and “high-placed”
state officials “bluntly” rejected the idea. Fearing
hostile media and public reaction if the state
appeared to capitulate to the despised NAACP,
they insisted upon continuing the legal debate.
Meanwhile after violence closed the University of
Georgia in 1961, Clemson officials organized what
the Atlanta Journal-Constitution termed, “a detailed
plan” to prevent violence and “to avoid adverse
publicity” as well.62 Apparently, the flurry of segre-
gation legislation enacted by the Gressette
Committee was part of that planned strategy to
prevent violence. Everyone recognized the inevi-
tability of defeat in the Gantt case, but, as the
Journal-Constitution noted, each state has to have its
own crisis and its own particular twist.63

In late October 1962, Edwards, Watkins, and
various state officials began to prepare for Gantt’s
late November trial. Edwards mailed “pertinent
information” and pleaded with the Board to attend
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the Friday, Oct. 26th meeting. “This is the last
meeting before the trial,” he noted; “the Board
needs precise understanding.”  He acknowledged
that he was both “anxious” and worried.64  At the
meeting, the Board designated the law firm of
Watkins, Vandiver, Freeman and Kirvey to repre-
sent Clemson in the Gantt case. Despite a request
for a preliminary injunction in two district courts
(Anderson and Alexandria, Virginia), and an im-
portant pending trial, the official Board minutes
only referenced the Gantt case. The Board either
went into executive session or sanitized their pa-
pers, but the papers of R. C. Edwards, Brown,
Gressette, and Byrnes provide an insight into the
debate. Before and during the October meeting,
the Board debated intensely Perry’s petition to
grant attorney Constance Motley the authority to
examine all student admission records. Edwards,
Watkins, Byrnes and others objected. They fa-
vored “restricted reasonable bounds” for a pretrial
motion for what is termed, “Discovery of Evi-
dence.”65

A few days after Perry’s request, Clemson ca-
pitulated, and Judge Wyche accepted Perry’s
motion. Although Judge Wyche supported Perry,
he sympathized with Clemson. Watkins, and Wyche
exchanged numerous phone calls over the week-
end. Judge Wyche expressed the “… propriety of
excluding Motley.”66  He feared a complaint of an
absence of “fair treatment” to the District court.
Watkins agreed. “I feel I should not disagree with
Judge Wyche,” Watkins lamented. Also, Watkins
was reluctant to assume a position that seemed, in
his exact words, “advantageous.” Meanwhile,
Perry’s position angered Edwards. He was
“amazed” at the leverage accorded the NAACP
attorneys in the previous case and in prior legal
arguments before the court. Nevertheless, he rea-

soned, “We must uphold the Constitution … de-
spite the terrible predicament.” He saw enforced
desegregation as a ruse by the federal government
to enhance the “centralization of power” in Wash-
ington. Speaking to posterity, he asserted that
America is a nation of law, that if Harvey Gantt, or
any other qualified Negroes are admitted to Clem-
son, he wrote, they will be treated fairly and
equitably.67

Within days of  Edwards’ remarks on Thursday,
November 1st at 10 a.m., Vickery and McClure
met Gantt’s attorneys in Tillman Hall for a depo-
sition. Attorney Sampson was the lead attorney;
Professor Harlan Ewart McClure was the first wit-
ness. He stated that the School of  Architecture
had 180 students, “no quotas,” and provisionally
accepted students “without portfolio.”  Sampson
remembered that Gantt was rejected because his
application was “incomplete.” Attorney Sampson’s
reaction was both sharp and intense. “Is the ques-
tion of admission different from the question of
classification,” he asked? McClure replied, “the two
matters are intertwined.” McClure asserted that
architecture students were treated “separately”
and subjected to “separate hurdles … above and
beyond” the general college population, which was
and remains the case. Sampson’s queries to
McClure about provisional acceptance and pref-
erential treatment sparked a heated exchange.
Sampson revealed that the wife of a new faculty
member from Florida was administered a “Spe-
cial Emergency Exam” and accepted provision-
ally within weeks of her application to the school
of  architecture.” “I know nothing about that,”
McClure snapped.68

Attorney Sampson questioned Clemson’s al-
leged discriminatory admissions policy. Although
Gantt’s curriculum at Iowa State was accredited,
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McClure admitted that Clemson accepted students
from non-accredited curriculums. “Is Gantt quali-
fied?” he asked. “Assuming other factors are in
line,” McClure retorted. The word “other” prob-
ably angered Sampson. McClure explained that the
absence of  an interview and a portfolio was in-
fused with intangible issues such as “motivation,
ethical standards, and talent.” Also, McClure ref-
erenced Gantt’s “satisfactory” College Board
scores. He saw what he characterized as “a dis-
crepancy” between the Board scores and the tran-
script, but there was none. Moreover, McClure
wondered why Gantt was interested in Clemson.
He noted that Iowa State’s architecture curricu-
lum was unlike Clemson’s. Also, the registrar had
accepted only sixty-seven hours and had reclassi-
fied him as a probable freshman. (Iowa State was
on a quarter system at the time.) Gantt faced what
McClure termed “a hardship” because his curricu-
lum courses were out of sequence.69

After lunch, Motley questioned Vickery with
the same degree of intensity Sampson used to-
wards McClure. Vickery admitted that “no writ-
ten policy” existed for the deadline for transfer
applications and that the word “canceled” was not
used in his August 31st letter to Gantt. Accord-
ingly, Motley quizzed him about the “other” re-
quirements for admission. “Are there any good
moral character requirements for admission that
Harvey Gantt is unaware of,” she thundered.
Vickery replied, “None.”70  Seemingly, Vickery dis-
agreed with Motley’s aggressive style of  question-
ing, and Motley objected to Vickery’s vagueness
about the admissions policies. All of  the partici-
pants in the deposition hearing knew that this
phase was a precursor to the full trial in late No-
vember. They recognized that their words and
deeds would set a legal precedent. And like Gantt,

they were conscious of  their place in history. All
that remained was the final act in the drama,
Nov.19, 1962.

After the deposition hearing, Gantt withdrew
from Iowa State and returned to Charleston. He
was optimistic because he anticipated a favorable
ruling from Judge C. C. Wyche and a letter of  ac-
ceptance from Clemson. But his dream had to be
deferred until after the November trial in Ander-
son. On Nov. 19th, the Anderson Independent head-
lined in bold type, “Negro Begins Court Fight to
Enter Clemson.” Judge Wyche established a stern
courtroom decorum for the mixed audience of  150
spectators who packed the courthouse. He quickly
dismissed Gantt’s suit as “class action,” which it
was intended to be, declared the case an individual
suit, and accepted the first witness, K.N. Vickery.
Vickery repeated almost verbatim his testimony
at the deposition hearing.

On the second day, a major development oc-
curred. Attorney Motley, who was James
Meredith’s attorney in Mississippi, linked Clem-
son’s suit with the Meredith case. “Our pending
motions and strategy [were] fashioned after Mis-
sissippi,” Judge Perry recalled. But despite intense
questioning, Motley failed to make what one re-
porter termed, “a dent,” in the defense. On the
third day, Edwards recited almost verbatim his
testimony before the deposition hearing.71  Attor-
neys waived oral arguments and instead filed writ-
ten briefs.  Meanwhile throughout the trial, Gantt
chatted with several male students from Clemson.
Seemingly, there was neither racial tension nor
social anxiety at the trial.

On December 21, 1962, Judge C.C. Wyche is-
sued one of the most important judicial decisions
of  his thirty-seven-year career. The seventy-seven-
year-old jurist dismissed Gantt’s complaint because
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“he failed to prove” that Clemson used the issue
of  race to deny him admission. Instead, Wyche
wrote, “the plaintiff ’s case is based upon circum-
stantial evidence.” Gantt neglected to comply with
the rules and regulations of  admittance. But, he
continued, Clemson College can admit him “vol-
untarily” without violating any laws of the State
of  South Carolina. “Existing laws,” he wrote, “do
not specifically prohibit admittance.” He refer-
enced the mandated state closing of state colleges
in response to court-ordered desegregation decrees
and out-of-state tuition grants. He characterized
the statutes as “legislative-policy.” The objective,
he said, was not to prohibit, but to discourage in-
tegration in state-supported colleges. He refer-
enced the 1955 statute which authorized the Bud-
get and Control Board to shut down colleges to
avoid court-ordered desegregation. “Voluntary ad-
mittance is lawful,” he wrote.72  If  a white transfer
student from Iowa had pursued the same course,
he noted, “I should not and would not enter an
order to compel Clemson to admit him.”

Matthew Perry appealed Judge Wyche’s deci-
sion to the U.S. Court of Appeals for the Fourth
Judicial Circuit on January 4, 1963. The appeal did
not address any new legal issues. It is a summary of
earlier arguments that were advanced at the hear-
ings in August, September, October, and at the full
trial in late November. The case was argued before
the Court on Jan. 9th, and on January 16th, the Court
“reversed” Judge Wyche’s decision. The court
“remanded” the case to the United States District
Court in Anderson and directed that Harvey Gantt
be admitted to Clemson College starting January
28, 1963. As directed, Judge Wyche issued an
order dated January 22nd which admitted Gantt to
Clemson and further ordered that “the plaintiff
recover from the defendants [Clemson] his costs of

this action.”
Two days later, the Clemson Board gathered at

the Wade Hampton Hotel in Columbia. Edwards
lamented, “The college has exhausted all legal
remedies.” Attorney Watkins had appealed Judge
Wyche’s “Enforcement Order” to Chief Justice
Earl Warren of the U.S. Supreme Court. It was
quickly returned labeled, “Denied, E.W.” At that
time, the Board then unanimously adopted a series
of “Recommendations” to maintain “law, order,
peace, and dignity.”73  Edwards later ordered that
the recommendations be posted throughout the
campus. He sent letters to all students to assert
that he would not tolerate misbehavior, and threat-
ened suspension from the college for any who
disagreed.

Matthew Perry drove Gantt to Clemson on
January 28, 1963 and arrived on campus at 1:33
p.m. The whole world was watching. A black
custodian who watched quietly within a crowd of
two hundred national and international reporters
best summarized the events. He said, “Nothing
happened.” Thus, one of the most significant
events in the history of school desegregation ended
without incident.

Why did Clemson College integrate with dignity
while her sister institutions succumbed to vio-
lence? One reason might be what is termed the
South Carolinians’ historic “uniqueness, courtly
manners, distinctive character, and their Blue Blood
Heritage.” But a more solid, immediate, and im-
portant explanation was Governor Ernest Hollings’
“Farewell Address” to the state legislature in Janu-
ary 1963. Unlike Mississippi’s Governor Ross
Barnett, Hollings calmly and deliberately coun-
seled dignity and restraint. “We are running out of
courts, we are running out of appeals, and time,”
he lamented. “That speech,” noted, former Gover-
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Harvey Gantt leaving the Registrar’s office, January28, 1963

nor John West, and Senator T. Allen Legare “set
the tone and atmosphere” for compliance with
desegregation.74  Also, South Carolina’s new Gov-
ernor, Donald Russell mustered public support for
“orderly conduct.” “With an intense expression”
on his face, he asserted to U.S. Attorney General,
Robert F. Kennedy that South Carolina neither
“needed nor wanted” federal help to maintain law
and order.”75

Another reason for “Integration with Dignity”
was President R. C. Edwards and Harvey Gantt.
Edwards and Gantt were pioneers. Both recog-
nized the inevitability of change and each fought
uniquely to accomplish his mission. Edwards knew
that changes were coming in the bi-racial system;
thus,  he evolved a strategy of dignity and restraint.

Equally important, he recognized that the Gressette
Committee was segregationist, “unwise … and
vindictive” and a disadvantage to black Carolin-
ians.76   If the committee was indeed a safety valve,
it should have ventilated less forcefully. On the
flip-side, the committee was a magnet to white
supremacists. Thus, unlike Mississippi, which re-
lied upon custom and tradition, the Gressette
Committee unwittingly prevented various groups
from fractionalizing and competing for racial pu-
rity. Also, unlike Mississippi, Arkansas, and
Georgia, Edwards did not politicize Gantt’s ef-
forts to desegregate Clemson. He did not use
Gantt as a platform to run for the Governorship or
the Presidency. And he never succumbed to George
Wallace’s theatrical and infamous “stand in the
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school-house door.” Instead, he was a statesman
and a diplomat.

An equally significant explanation for Clemson’s
desegregation with dignity is Gantt himself, a per-
son of integrity, whom Edwards respected for his
intelligence. His attorney Matthew Perry is a per-
son of honor and integrity as well. Although this
was the civil rights era, he never invoked the
militant rhetoric of the “black revolution.” Attor-
ney Perry is a calm, deliberate, and meticulous
legal scholar. He is a visionary and his patience laid
the foundation for “Integration with Dignity.”  For
the record, Gantt desegregated Clemson.

Also for the record, contrary to published re-
ports, Harvey Gantt was not the first black to
desegregate South Carolina’s public schools. Gantt
represented “the resumption of a process that was
interrupted with the collapse of Reconstruction.”77

Blacks attended the University of South Carolina
during Reconstruction (1865-1877), and in 1875
had more black students than white. Richard T.
Greener, an African American, was a member of
USC’s faculty, who was the first black graduate
from Harvard in 1870 and later became a distin-
guished professor of philosophy at USC. Another
black, Alonzo Gray Townsend of Sumter gradu-
ated with an A.B. in 1876, and was the school’s
oldest living alumnus in 1936. (The school made a
public search to honor its most venerable alumnus,
but when it was discovered he was an African
American, officials quietly canceled the celebra-
tion.) Mixed elementary schools briefly existed
during Reconstruction. In 1895, white and black
youths (probably mulatto) attended the same school
in Charleston but were taught in separate class-
rooms.78

Finally, these precedents are indicative of what
historians term time and place. Clemson’s R. C.

Edwards, Harvey Gantt, and Matthew Perry left a
legacy of commitment, hope, and interracial good-
will, which Clemson has an obligation to continue.
Harvey Gantt had a dream, and as an African-
American scholar who has taught at Clemson for
twenty years, I am a partial fulfillment of that
dream.
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