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Shorter Abstract

Submitted by Edward Adkins of Pembroke College
for the Degree of Doctor of Philosophy

Trinity 2013

Much discussed and little understood, Richard Nixon's southern strategy demands scrutiny. A brief survey of
the literature suggests that study on this controversial topic has reached an impasse. Southern historians keen
to emphasise the importance of class in the region’s partisan development over the last fifty years insist that
any southern strategy predicated on racialised appeals to disaffected white conservatives was doomed to
failure. Conversely, conventional accounts of the Nixon era remain wedded to the view that the southern
strategy represented a successful devil’s bargain whereby an avaricious Californian exchanged the promise
of racial justice for black southerners in return for white Dixie’s electoral votes. Most sobering of all are
political scientists concerned with executive power, who evidence the limited discretion enjoyed by
presidents to implement any agenda inimical to the corporate will of the federal bureaucracy. Since Nixon’s
executive departments were brimming with Democratic holdovers from the Kennedy and Johnson years, the
guestion of whether or not the President demanded concessions to southern racists apparently becomes more
or less irrelevant: the “fourth branch’ of the federal government inevitably ensured that a southern strategy

was simply impossible to execute.

In reality, much of this stalemate is the product of academic territorial warfare on the battleground of a
subject wide open to multiple interpretations. A southern historian keen to showcase the importance of his
local research is likely to show little interest in evidence that a President based in Washington D.C. could
initiate social change in Tuscaloosa, Alabama. Similarly, political scientists fighting an unrewarding battle to
emphasise the autonomy of federal departments are naturally disinclined to highlight examples of
presidential willpower altering bureaucratic culture. Nevertheless, an intriguing paradox remains in evidence.

Despite leaning more towards the political philosophy of antediluvian white southerners than the demands of



black Americans, Richard Nixon presided over a period of such fundamental social reconstruction below the
Mason-Dixie line that he could legitimately claim to have desegregated more southern schools than any other

President in history.

Whilst a raft of excellent monologues demonstrating the impact of local movements down South on national
politics have been published over the last decade, few have even attempted to explain this peculiar
phenomenon. As Matthew Lassiter observed in a Journal of American History roundtable on American
conservatism in December 2011, 'the recent pendulum swing has overstated the case for a rightward shift in
American politics by focusing too narrowly on partisan narratives and specific election cycles rather than on
the more complex dynamics of political culture, political economy, and public policy." The purpose of this
thesis is to explain how a President notorious for pursuing the votes of white segregationists rested at the
head of a federal government that ruthlessly dismantled Jim Crow. By incorporating the range of
methodologies elucidated above, it will identify exactly how much influence President Nixon and his
executive officers exerted over civil rights policy. Was Nixon's reactionary agenda thwarted by over-mighty

bureaucrats? Or did the President act more responsibly than the majority of commentators have admitted?



Longer Abstract

Submitted by Edward Adkins of Pembroke College
for the Degree of Doctor of Philosophy

Trinity 2013

The last decade has witnessed a welcome flurry of post-war histories of place recalibrating our understanding
of national political development. Lisa McGirr, Becky Nicolaides, and Robert Self have all traced the
Reagan Revolution back to local California battles over space, resources and identity that complicate the
dominant national narrative of civil rights gains and white backlash. The majority of new writing, though,
has focused on the South. The region described by Franklin Roosevelt as 'the nation's number one economic
problem' in 1938 has recently leapt into our historical consciousness as the core engine of change in post-
WW2 America. Whilst differing in their analyses, the trio of Kevin Kruse, Matthew Lassiter and Joseph
Crespino have all emphasised Dixie's essential contribution to shaping the modern United States. Merle and
Earl Black, the noted political scientists, entitled their study of the region The Vital South. Surveying the
nation's electoral history from the New Deal to George H.W. Bush's victory in 1988, the Blacks concluded
that 'as the South goes, so goes the nation." As the South trended Republican, so the nation's electoral map

became awash in a sea of red.

Conventional analysis insists that white racism is the key to this story. After the deluge of federal statutes,
court rulings and executive orders in the decade after Brown v. Board of Education, the white South went 'in
search of another country." A national Republican Party suffering the agony of a landslide defeat in the 1964
presidential election represented its best chance. Four years after the Goldwater debacle, Senator Strom
Thurmond, South Carolina's political-party nomad, forged an alliance with the Republican's most acceptable,
electable candidate: Richard Nixon. Desperate to court vital white southern votes, Nixon made noises
simultaneously pleasing to the region's white electorate and inoffensive to ears outside Dixie. As President,

Nixon continued to present himself as more concerned with white backlash than black civil rights. So



effective were Nixon's efforts in the fall of 1969 Roy Wilkins, executive secretary of the NAACP, bitterly
complained that, 'lt's almost enough to make you vomit. This is not a matter of too little, too late. Rather it's a
matter of doing nothing at all." As Republicans came to dominate presidential elections not just down South,
but across the nation, liberal commentators cried foul. In 1992, Washington Post journalist Thomas Byrne
Edsall insisted that the GOP's programme really represented a 'top-down' coalition proselytising low taxes

and racial discrimination.

Much of this analysis is fair. As Lee Atwater, southern strategist for both Ronald Reagan and George H.W.
Bush's successful presidential campaigns, explained to political scientist Alexander P. Lamis, the premise of

Republican campaigning down South was simple,

"You start out in 1954 by saying “Nigger, nigger, nigger.” By 1968 you can't say “nigger” - that hurts you.
Backfires. So you say stuff like forced busing, states' rights, and all that stuff. You're getting so abstract now
[that] you're talking about cutting taxes...'

Atwater's breathtaking cynicism was hardly unique. After leaving the White House, Nixon's political advisor
for the South, Harry Dent, indulged in a guilt-racked interview with the Washington Post lamenting 'anything
I did that stood in the way of the rights of black people.' These sins were capacious, including circulating a
picture of South Carolina Governor Robert McNair shaking hands with an African-American voter to win

votes for his GOP opponent. White backlash against black civil rights was crucial to Republican

advancement down South.

Nevertheless, a historical problem exists. Despite often indulging in racially polarising campaigning,
Republican Presidents have also presided over an era of civil rights advancement. Comparisons between
Richard Nixon and Rutherford B. Hayes have proven fallacious. Even Ronald Reagan, perhaps the most
egregious example of a United States President attacking the movement for black equality, was frustrated in
his attempts to reverse the course of black equality under the law. The presidency of Richard Nixon
represents the most severe example of cognitive dissonance. Derided by civil rights activists as the patsy of

white segregationists, the Nixon Administration built on its predecessor's legacy to secure the future of



desegregated southern schools, affirmative action programs in government contracts, and a limited foray into
minority business set-asides. Nevertheless, it did so under a President whose commitment to these causes has

been rightfully described as 'shallow, intellectual, and abstract rather than intense, emotional, and engaged.'

This thesis argues that the exigencies of governance frustrated Richard Nixon's ambitions to cultivate
southern Republicanism. Whereas Matthew Lassiter and Byron Shafer have emphasised class as a
counterweight to the pernicious influence of race in U.S. politics, the following chapters demonstrate that the
responsibilities and structures of executive power limited how far white racism could be instituted as public
policy. Privately, Nixon personally believed that the Supreme Court was 'right on Brown and wrong on
Green," by which he meant that a distinction had to be drawn between legal desegregation and more
aggressive efforts to effectively integrate schools. Nevertheless, as President he was compelled to either defy
the judiciary and court civil disorder, or to implement the wholesale dismantling of Jim Crow schools down
South. Feeling that he had no option, Nixon chose the latter course. By the summer of 1970, the President
worried less about white segregationist's votes, and more that 'the racist dogs will be in full cry & will affect

the decent people.’

As Chapters Three and Four of this thesis demonstrate, when confronted with a binary choice between
compliance or defiance, President Nixon chose to follow the rule of law; however problematic it was for his
southern Republican supporters. This decision was not a question of morals. Rather, it demonstrated that
good governance could also represent smart politics. Fearful of the prospect of mass disorder down South,
Nixon chose to pursue an emollient strategy rather than fomenting dissent and discord. After the presidential
message on school desegregation of March 1970, Nixon's southern strategy became as much about forming
State Advisory Committees to help peaceful compliance with integration mandates as it was about installing
Republican acolytes into elected positions across Dixie. That summer the President learned that some
southern Democrats were far more adept politicians than their GOP counterparts. Used to handling power,
they realised that short-term electoral gain could be heavily outweighed by long-term consequences of
demagogic actions. Southern Republicans did not. As a result, after their failure to secure even moderate

gains in the 1970 midterm elections, Nixon marginalised his own party down South; instead cultivating



Democratic alliances in the region through Congress and even his own Cabinet.

Where did this leave Nixon's southern strategy? Using the state of South Carolina as a case study, this thesis
demonstrates that, like the President's commitment to civil rights, the strategy was far more ‘symbolic than
substantive." Chapter Two demonstrates that the Nixon White House abandoned even the pretence of
favouring southern Republicans. Notably, Administration officials insisted on meeting party officials in a
secret location lest the Washington press slant the arrangements as further evidence of a Nixon southern
strategy. Moreover, the patronage and school desegregation commitments proffered by Nixon and
proselytised by Strom Thurmond during the 1968 presidential election simply did not materialise. The first
eighteen months of the Nixon presidency proved a sobering experience for South Carolina and southern
Republicans alike. As the Final Chapter evidences, the second half of Nixon's first term proved even more
disillusioning for them. The most galling result of Nixon's decision to court southern state establishments
was that prestigious court appointments were awarded to prominent Democrats rather than worthy GOP

apparatchiks.

Most surprising was Strom Thurmond's metamorphosis from 'the clown of the Senate' into a veritable Nixon
Administration insider. Integral to Nixon's nomination and election in 1968, Thurmond carefully capitalised
on his advantageous relationship with the incoming Administration to secure a wealth of patronage. Whilst
persistently disappointed with the Nixon Administration's unwillingness to battle effectively against school
desegregation mandates, even this veritable party rebel enjoyed the trappings of power and influence too
much to break with President Nixon. Perhaps the most striking example is provided in Chapter Three which
demonstrates that Strom Thurmond actually advised South Carolina school districts to accept complete
desegregation plans rather than risk further federal intervention. Thurmond's greater maturity as a public
figure epitomised just how much the experience of executive power shaped politicians' sense of personal

responsibility, even when that role was limited to a White House ally on Capitol Hill.

Although the exigencies of party politics meant Nixon was compelled to court South Carolina Republicans in

1968, the President was much more similar to Palmetto Democrats in the nuances of thinking and grand



sweep of strategising. Nixon bore far more similarity to the state’s Governor Robert McNair than an
ideologue like Strom Thurmond. This was perhaps truer for South Carolina than any other southern state. In
the summer of 1970, Richard Nixon personally commended the South Carolina Democratic establishment
for the quality of the State Advisory Committee they formed to ensure smooth transition to a unitary school
system. The broad alliance of civic leaders mirrored the state establishment's treatment of desegregation
mandates for almost a decade. Appalled and fearful of racial violence being visited on South Carolina, a
coalition of senior politicians, businessmen and public administrators had formed ‘the conspiracy of peace,’
which sought to preserve civil order at any cost. Instructively, the South Carolina GOP had played no role in
these plans. Once ensconced in power, Nixon's southern strategy became far more concerned with southern
Democrats' cool pragmatism than the hotheadedness of their Republican counterparts. Allied to their control
of southern political infrastructure, alliances with southern Democrats presented a far more attractive option
for Richard Nixon. In short, the New Republican Majority envisaged by strategist Kevin Phillips would have

to wait.
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Introduction

The Southern Strategy in Historical Perspective

On Friday 31 May, 1968, presidential candidate Richard Nixon, fresh from victory in the Oregon GOP
primary, landed in Atlanta, Georgia, 'trying to bind up most of the southern delegates in a neat bundle.' After
an afternoon meeting with southern state chairman, Nixon held a press conference in which he generously
declared, 'l think we can say in 1968 that we have a truly two-party system in the nation...the South has come
of age." Suitably impressed, Republican officials summoned Strom Thurmond, their de facto leader, to meet

Nixon. Intrigued, Thurmond arrived in Atlanta on Saturday June 1 to confer with the prospective nominee.*

That morning, what journalists later referred to as the 'Bargain of Atlanta’ was struck. Having finalised the
agreement with a drive to the airport, Thurmond told reporters that he was ‘highly pleased’ with Nixon’s
positions on the major issues. In similar tones, Georgia delegate J. Paul Jones declared the former Vice
President 'a man who speaks our language.' Three weeks later, Thurmond announced that he and the South
Carolina delegation would support Richard Nixon's candidacy for President. Admitting that he did not agree
with Nixon on all issues, Thurmond insisted that the former Vice President remained ‘the most acceptable
and electable candidate’ in the Republican field. What Richard Nixon promised Thurmond on June 1, 1968,
is unclear. This opaqueness was almost certainly a deliberate ploy by the Californian, who simultaneously
understood that, whilst Thurmond's support was 'essential’, no electable national candidate could be too
closely associated with the former Dixiecrat presidential aspirant. In essence, Nixon needed a southern

strategy as well as a more moderate, broader appeal.”

! Remer Tyson, 'Nixon Here Today for Dixie Push,’ Atlanta Constitution (31 May 1968); Remer Tyson, ‘Nixon Here, Is
Backed by 3 Dixie Chairmen; Aide Predicts Shoo-In" Atlanta Constitution (1 June 1968),

2 Charles Pou & Hugh Nations, ‘Nixon Nearing Magic Number: Candidate Touring South Wins Thurmond Blessing’,

Atlanta Constitution (June 2, 1968); Lewis Chester, Godfrey Hodgson, & Bruce Page, An American Melodrama (Andre
Deutsch, 1969), p. 447; Hal Gulliver & Reg Murphy, The Southern Strategy (Charles Scribner's Sons, 1971), p. 2.
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For over four decades, commentators and historians alike have argued over the meaning of this southern
strategy. Southern historians keen to emphasise the importance of class in the region’s partisan development
over the last fifty years insist that any southern strategy predicated on racialised appeals to disaffected white
conservatives was doomed to failure. Conversely, conventional accounts of the Nixon era remain wedded to
the view that the southern strategy constituted a devil’s bargain whereby an avaricious Californian exchanged
the promise of racial justice for black southerners in return for white Dixie’s electoral votes. Meanwhile,
political scientists concerned with executive power demonstrate the limited discretion enjoyed by presidents
to implement any agenda inimical to the corporate will of the federal bureaucracy. Since Nixon’s executive
departments were brimming with Democratic holdovers from the Kennedy and Johnson years, the question
of whether or not the President demanded concessions to southern racists apparently becomes more or less
irrelevant: the ‘fourth branch’ of the federal government inevitably ensured that a southern strategy was

simply impossible to execute.’

An intriguing paradox remains. Despite leaning more towards the political philosophy of segregationist
white southerners than the demands of black Americans, Richard Nixon presided over a period of such
fundamental social reconstruction below the Mason-Dixie line that he could legitimately claim to have

desegregated more southern schools than any other President in history.*

Whilst a raft of excellent monologues demonstrating the impact of local movements down South on national
politics have been published over the last decade, few have even attempted to explain this peculiar

phenomenon. As Matthew Lassiter observed during a Journal of American History roundtable about

* For examples of such southern history in action, see Matthew Lassiter, The Silent Majority (Princeton University
Press, 2005) and Byron Shafer & Richard Johnson, The End of Southern Exceptionalism(Harvard University Press,
2006); for a typical unfavourable Nixon account see Rick Perlstein, Nixonland (Scribner, 2008) or Kenneth O’ Reilly,
Nixon’s Piano (The Free Press, 1995); political scientists have been beating the presidential impotence drum since at
least Richard Neustadt, Presidential Power (Wiley, 1960), but the modern standard bearer remains Hugh Davis
Graham, The Civil Rights Era (Oxford University Press, 1990). For recent examples of bureaucratic power, see: John
Skrentny, The Minority Rights Revolution (Belknap Press of Harvard University Press, 2002); Daniel P. Carpenter,
Reputation and Power (Princeton University Press, 2010) & 'How Wasteful and Ineffective Is Airport Security?',
Newsweek (March 19, 2012).

* The point was not lost on Nixon, although he never framed it quite as boldly: see Richard Nixon, The Memoirs of
Richard Nixon (Sidgwick & Jackson, 1978), p. 443.
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American conservatism in December 2011, 'the recent pendulum swing has overstated the case for a
rightward shift in American politics by focusing too narrowly on partisan narratives and specific election
cycles rather than on the more complex dynamics of political culture, political economy, and public policy.'
The purpose of this thesis is to explain how a President notorious for pursuing the votes of white
segregationists rested at the head of a federal government that ruthlessly dismantled Jim Crow. By
incorporating the range of methodologies elucidated above, it will identify exactly how much influence
President Nixon and his executive officers exerted over civil rights policy. Was Nixon's reactionary agenda
thwarted by over-mighty bureaucrats? Or did the President act more responsibly than the majority of

commentators have admitted?®

The lack of attention paid to this historical problem is unsurprising, since the Nixon Administration's strong
civil rights record was at odds with the President's politics and personal attitudes. Historians like Joan Hoff,
Dean Kotlowski and Gareth Davies have rightly tried to move the debate away from litmus tests of Nixon’s
ideological purity, and towards a more detached analysis of his Administration’s contribution to civil rights
reform.® After all, Nixon's predecessors hardly enjoyed impeccable records on this issue. The same Lyndon
Johnson who infamously refused to seat black delegates from the Mississippi Freedom Democratic Party at

the 1964 Democratic convention soon railroaded two landmark civil rights bills through Congress.’

In a similar vein, John Kennedy shored up political and electoral support in a region suspicious of his
Catholicism and ultra-Yankee credentials by making almost exclusively pro-segregationist appointments to
the southern bench. Indeed, four out of President Kennedy's eight appointees to Deep South benches ‘wilfully
obstructed the efforts of the Justice Department to enforce the law." In August 1963, the SNCC's John Lewis
famously enquired, 'which side is the federal government on?' Despite this scepticism, the Kennedy

Administration still acted decisively in combating the constitutional defiance of George Wallace’s ‘stand in

> Matthew D. Lassiter, 'Political History Beyond the Red-Blue Divide', Journal of American History 98:3 (December
2011), p. 760.

® Joan Hoff, Nixon Reconsidered (Basic Books, 1994); Dean Kotlowski, Nixon’s Civil Rights (Harvard University
Press, 2001); Gareth Davies, See Government Grow (University Press of Kansas, 2007).

" Tom Wicker, 'Mississippi Delegates Withdraw', New York Times (August 26, 1964)
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the schoolhouse door’ a month later in September 1963. Inglorious electioneering apart, both Kennedy and
Johnson have received relatively favourable assessments by historians for their respective civil rights

records.®

The problem of studies like Dan Carter’s The Politics of Rage and Kenneth O’Reilly’s Nixon’s Piano is their
tendency to assume that a President’s personal racial views are of inexorable historical consequence. In 2007,
historian Timothy Thurber cautioned that, 'scholars must avoid painting too straight a line between
Goldwater and later politics and policy." The point was well taken. Dan Carter, for example, produces
volumes of evidence regarding the cynicism of particular White House operatives, as well as substantial
proof that Nixon thought more with his brain than his heart when dealing with minority rights, without

showing how these revelations matter in any wider context.®

Unsurprisingly, removing the imperative of moral judgement from discussion of Nixon’s southern strategy
reveals a far more nuanced and compelling dynamic. For example, historians have rarely considered Nixon’s
relationship with white southerners when discussing his political alliance with the region. Yet the former
President’s autobiography is littered with southern-friendly anecdotes and assessments, such as the
extravagant praise he lavished on long-time Georgia Senator Richard Russell or his strong criticism of
federal bureaucrats ‘meddling’ in the South's racial affairs. Nixon’s White House papers demonstrate that
such southern-friendly thinking was no post-presidency posture: meeting notes and Oval Office memos
portray a President deeply concerned with what he believed to be the persecution of white southerners by a

hypocritical national elite.™

& Nick Carbone, 'George Wallace vs. the U.S. Government, 1963, Time (July 27, 2011); Allen J. Matusow, The
Unravelling of America (University of Georgia Press, 2009); Stephen Tuck, 'Review', Journal of American History 88:1
(June 2001), p. 284; Jonathan Rosenberg & Zachary Karabell, Kennedy, Johnson, and the Quest For Justice (W.W.
Norton, 2003). One Kennedy appointment, U.S. District Judge William Cox of Mississippi, openly referred to African-
Americans as 'niggers' in his courtroom: see Jack Nelson, 'RFK Opposed Appointed Judge', Washington Post (August 2,
1971).

° Dan Carter, The Politics of Rage (Simon & Schuster, 1995); Kenneth O'Reilly, Nixon's Piano (The Free Press, 1995);
Timony N. Thurber, 'Goldwaterism Triumphant? Race and the Republican Party, 1965-1968', The Journal of the
Historical Society 7:3 (September 2007), p. 349.

19 Richard Nixon, Memoirs, p. 441. For good examples of Nixon’s personal bias towards the white South, see ‘JDE
Notes of Meetings with the President / 1/5/70 - 4/21/71 (6 of 6)’, Box 5, Ehrlichman Files.
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In a withering article for the New York Review of Books in February 1972, William Appleman Williams
described Nixon’s relationship with the white South as predicated on the ugly axis of prejudice and
desperation ‘to avoid having to terminate his lifelong flight forward.” Undoubtedly, elements of both
underscored the southern strategy. Nixon’s private comment during the 1968 presidential campaign that 'it's
all about law and order and the damn Negro-Puerto Rican groups out there” would hardly have alienated
southern conservatives, whilst the political alliance forged the same year with Strom Thurmond signalled

desperation to avoid a repeat of the 1960 election result.™

In line with Appleman Williams' assessment, President Nixon initially pursued a future for southern schools
aimed at appeasing the white South. When recalcitrance and deliberate ambiguity failed, though, the White
House elected to enforce court-ordered desegregation deadlines, and helped ensure compliance through a
number of measures. An emergency fund designed to facilitate peaceful desegregation through programmes
such as racial sensitivity training for teachers and extra-curricular activities evinced a keen awareness that
the reconstruction of southern education could not prosper as an unfunded mandate, and aspired to curtail
white protests that desegregation was inimical to the preservation of ‘quality education.” Similarly, federally
funded television adverts broadcast in the summer before the opening of mass desegregated schools,
featuring evangelist Billy Graham urging parents to ‘keep your cool, support your school,” emphasised the
relationship between peaceful compliance and a positive learning environment. Whilst it is impossible to
postulate alternative outcomes had the Administration taken a less consensual approach to school
desegregation, such mollifying programmes undoubtedly contributed to the relative calm of school openings

in the fall of 1970 and 1971. There is little mention of these programmes in mainstream historical literature.?

Alongside Kevin Kruse and Becky Nicolaides, Matthew Lassiter has argued that Nixon was a tool of well-

11 william Appleman Williams, 'Excelsior', New York Review of Books (February 24, 1972), p. 8; Dan Carter, The
Politics of Rage, p. 348.

12 Vice President Richard Nixon Answers Questions About Civil Rights' (c.1960), ‘Civil Rights', Box 1, 1960
Campaign -- PPS 74, Nixon Papers, Nixon Library; Gareth Davies, See Government Grow, pp. 109-140; The Cabinet
Committee on Education, 'Infoflow' (September 18, 1970), Box 3, Cabinet Committee on Education, Finch Papers,
Nixon Library.
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heeled suburbanites desperate to preserve their lilywhite communities from the perceived threat of minority
residents. Kruse and Lassiter further argue that Nixon's electoral coalition heralded an emerging alliance
between suburbanites and southern reactionaries. In one journalist’s contemporary imagination, George
Wallace had realised of the wider American electorate: ‘my God, they’re all southern!” Nevertheless, there
remained an ideological distance between white suburban moderation and the reactionary agenda of many
Deep South whites. Nixon still had to accrue a substantial proportion of his southern votes in places like
Natchez, Misssissippi, where white women responded to the Alexander v. Holmes school desegregation
decision in 1969 by flooding local physicians with requests for contraception. Although an extreme example,

it is indicative of how deep segregationist feeling could run in the South.™

This thesis submits two superficially contradictory conclusions. Attention is paid to just how racially charged
Nixon's 1968 campaign became in the Deep South, and how far the Nixon White House's rhetoric on civil
rights resonated with white southerners disaffected with the pace of racial change. For many white
southerners, a presidential platform invoking “freedom of choice’ in schools, for example, meant the right to
send your child to a segregated institution. Still, once ensconced in the Oval Office the broad trend of
Nixon's efforts was designed to impose a self-styled rationality onto civil rights policy. This did not include
defying federal court orders, however much the white South supported such action. Unsurprisingly, a
coherent school desegregation policy for a President elected with the votes of few African-Americans but
many white southerners proved initially elusive, but by the summer of 1970 Nixon had decided to act firmly
to implement court-ordered desegregation. Well-publicised peace offerings to the white South soothed, but
did not alter, the reconstruction of southern education.’* The yawning gap between rhetoric and action

infuriated and confounded Nixon's supporters in Dixie.

The following chapters sharpen these themes by focusing on one Deep South state. South Carolina is

important in both specific and general terms to understanding the southern strategy. Its senior Senator, the

13
1969).

Matthew Lassiter, Silent Majority, esp. p. 157. 'Schools Reeling in Dixie' Atlanta Constitution (November 24,

1 The phrase is borrowed from Gary Orfield, The Reconstruction of Southern Education (Wiley, 1969).
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partisan chameleon Strom Thurmond, proved crucial to Nixon’s capture of four southern states in the 1968
election; whilst Thurmond’s principal political advisor, Harry Dent, became in-house ‘southern counsel’ to
the Nixon White House. As an essential part of its narrative, South Carolina represents a paradigmatic
example of the southern strategy in operation. Since Richard Nixon owed Strom Thurmond a greater debt
than anyone else in the South, it follows that the shape and effect of the southern strategy should be easiest to

identify in that state.

South Carolina also provides a compelling landscape for a southern case study, since this most conservative
of states largely responded to the civil rights movement with “firm flexibility.” With the exception of the
police killings of three black youths in Orangeburg in February 1968, the state boasted a comparatively civil
record of black-white relations during the noisy 1960s and into the 1970s."® How did a state that kept a
monument to the monstrous Ben Tillman on its Capitol steps well into the twenty-first century manage to
avoid the ghoulish excesses visited on black southerners in Mississippi and Alabama? And what was

President Nixon’s role in the rise and abatement of racial tension in South Carolina during the period?

Research for this thesis began with the conventional assumption that the Nixon presidency and the white
South were locked in a destructive embrace; an embrace that squeezed the momentum out of civil rights
reform. This was not the case. The following pages do not exonerate the conduct of Nixon and his key
lieutenants in shamelessly seeking to exploit racial tension. Nor do they particularly sympathise with the
claim that southern Republicanism grew out of socio-economic conservatism rather than white backlash.
Instead of purely focusing on personalities, what follows is concerned with how institutional forces and
exigencies conditioned behaviour and, ultimately, policy. How else to reconcile the two faces of Strom
Thurmond in the summer of 1970: the hard-core Dixiecrat who took to the Senate floor to blast Nixon for
tacking to the left on civil rights, whilst privately cajoling South Carolina school boards to accept the reality

of massive school desegregation?

5 The most comprehensive account of the Orangeburg Massacre is: Jack Bass & Jack Nelson, The Orangeburg
Massacre (Mercer University Press, 1984).
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A reactionary streak undoubtedly ran through the Nixon Administration. As this thesis shows, that streak was
blunted by other impulses in the battle over civil rights enforcement. Judges and federal bureaucrats formed a
near-impenetrable wall to ensure that the Nixon White House could make only the most limited of
concessions for influential southerners. Whilst high profile, these concessions tended to be of minimal long-
term significance. Even more strikingly, the experience of executive power complicated Nixon's approach to
civil rights enforcement. Initially favouring confrontation with the courts, the President considered the range
of options presented by his staffers and pulled back: telling aides that, 'there's only mileage in this for
demagogues. Fine for a man who wants to be Governor but not for a man who has to be President.’
Concluding that the only responsible course of action was to enforce judicial mandates, Nixon even
supported the creation of White House sponsored committees designed to smooth the passage of massive

school desegregation down South.*

Safety valves existed to sustain sensitive policy commitments against political attack, and ensured that the
promises laid down by Strom Thurmond and Richard Nixon during the presidential election of 1968 could
not be realised. This came as no surprise to senior South Carolina state officials, whose experience of federal
power was that civil rights enforcement could not be derailed by a single national election. Once in office,
Nixon tacked away from the demands of southern Republicans, and instead conformed to a more nuanced,
pragmatic style. In essence, the southern strategy did not work because it required Nixon to act as a a
supercharged party builder instead of dispassionate President. Chapters Two and Three detail the political

and policy disruption caused by Nixon's efforts to combine the two.

President Nixon's 'dilemma’ was neatly summarised in the summer of 1969 by a long-time political ally
stationed at the troublesome federal department of Health, Education and Welfare. 'How do we make good
on campaign statements,' lamented Patrick Gray in a private memo, 'which when uttered were not supported
by sound research and not based upon the first hand look we now have into the perils of Pandora's box of
Civil Rights questions?” As Gray learned through in-depth exposure to its everyday administration, federal

enforcement of civil rights was not amenable to the type of reform hungrily demanded by crowds on the

16 H.R. Haldeman, The Haldeman Diaries (G.P. Putnam Son's, 1994), p. 130.
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Dixie campaign trail. Having advocated change on the podium, once in office Nixon found his civil rights
policy painted by the media in two-tone colours: as either a concession to the white South, or alternatively a
repudiation of his 'southern strategy.' Chapter Four demonstrates how the Nixon Administration, albeit

reluctantly, managed to transcend such destructive point-scoring in the summer of 1970."

The final chapter is a sobering reminder that the battle for racial justice did not end with the desegregation of
southern schools. Neither did the triumph of southern 'moderation’, exemplified by the 1970 midterms,
necessarily pave the way for an equitable system of race relations. In South Carolina, the moderate white
elite was more concerned with keeping a lid on racial tension than in advocating genuine reform. Just like
President Nixon's reluctance to portray civil rights as a moral cause, this standpoint garnered credibility
amongst white southerners reluctant to cast off Jim Crow. It aided the smooth transition to a unitary school

system, but equally ensured only a bare minimum commitment to racial reform.

This sobering reality is mirrored in the relative paucity of source material pertaining to African-American
perspectives and contributions to the process of racial change in South Carolina. This is partly due to the
financial constraints on archives, but also because African-Americans were largely excluded from this
process. Efforts for more black representation in government under the administrations of Robert McNair
and John West should not obscure the fact that white men remained in charge of the Palmetto State. During
the 1960s, their racial attitudes adapted to a new reality of federal intervention and black enfranchisement.
Nevertheless, men like McNair and West were deeply sceptical of substantive reform, whilst reactionary
politicians like Thurmond remained volubly opposed. Appetite for genuine social reform was barely

noticeable in mainstream politics.

In Strom Thurmond's America, Joseph Crespino argued that the Thurmond should be remembered as ‘one of
the first of the post-World War Il Sunbelt conservatives, a fact often eclipsed by his racial politics.' By doing
s0, Crespino believed the segregationist roots of Sunbelt conservatives would be better understood. In recent

years, scholarship has proliferated on the this aspect of the new conservative movement. Kevin Kruse's

17 Pat Gray to Rabert Finch (c. late June 1969), ‘Civil Rights: 1969, June 20-30’, Box 1, Finch Papers.
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Atlanta-centric White Flight, for example, attempts to demonstrate the links between hard-right groups like

the Ku Klux Klan with the Republicanism that flourished in the city from mid-century onwards.'®

The novelty of GOP growth should not blind historians to the durability of '‘Bourbon' conservatism® in the
southern states: that Democratic vision of civil order and traditional social values married to a tacit
acceptance of federal government's role in economic development.?’ These were the political heirs to Senator
Richard Russell, who responded to Thurmond's marathon filibuster against the 1957 Civil Rights Act by
accusing the South Carolinian of 'treason against the South' for inviting harsher federal intrusion for the sole
purpose of 'personal aggrandizement." Not progressive but pragmatic, men like Ernest Hollings and Robert
McNair were willing and experienced in exerting strong top-down leadership. Theirs was not a liberal
tradition, but one in which 'issues became subservient to style.' That style did not seek to dramatically reform
southern society, but it did accept that the segregationists resisting civil rights enforcement were not waving

but drowning.*

The irony of Richard Nixon's 'southern strategy' was that the President eventually found his most useful
political allies in Dixie were, in fact, southern Democrats: well-trained in the art of careful obfuscation
towards federal guidelines and the entrenchment of a select white elite. Over time, Nixon realised that the
majority of southern Republicans had little interest in doing anything beyond opening the Pandora's box of
civil rights and hoping to capitalise on the ensuing mayhem. Once ensconced in the White House, Nixon
found that such recklessness did not befit the ‘'man who has to be President’, and quietly, reluctantly, winched

the lid shut.

18 Joseph Crespino, Strom Thurmond's America (Hill and Wang, 2012), p. 6; Kevin M. Kruse, White Flight: Atlanta
and the Making of Modern Conservatism (Princeton University Press, 2005), p. 44.

9 Numan Bartley has described Bourbon governments as favouring ‘economic development' alongside 'social
stability, low taxes, and limited government.' See: Numan V. Bartley, 'In Search of the New South: Southern Politics
after Reconstruction’, Reviews in American History 10:4 (December 1982), p. 154.

% The durability of southern Democrats in Georgia has recently been explored in Tim S.R. Boyd, Georgia Democrats,
The Civil Rights Movement, and the Shaping of the New South (University Press of Florida, 2012).

21 James G. Banks, Strom Thurmond and the Revolt Against Modernity (University Microfilms, 1971), p. 264; Randy
Sanders, Mighty Peculiar Elections (Louisiana State University Press, 2002), p. 6.
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Chapter I

1968's Odd Couple:

Richard Nixon, Strom Thurmond and South Carolina Politics

At half-past ten on the morning of Friday October 4, 1968, Spartanburg Memorial Auditorium opened its
doors to a frenzied flood of youthful South Carolinians. In the parking lots beyond, buses dropped off
students from college campuses state-wide. Battered by autumnal winds, an oversized inflatable elephant
floated in the sky overhead. Emblazoned with the slogan, ‘Nixon's The One," this party symbol once reviled
across the South now proudly heralded the impending arrival of that year's Republican nominee for the
White House, Richard Nixon. His visit was the first time that a presidential candidate had ever campaigned
in Spartanburg, South Carolina. Such was the local clamour that the city's Democratic mayor even
proclaimed that Friday ‘Nixon Day' in Spartanburg. Inside the Memorial Auditorium, the crowd ‘roared and
screamed’ their candidate's name for three straight hours. By eleven o'clock, the main auditorium's 3,500
seats were full; more than two hours before the candidate's scheduled arrival. Undeterred, thousands more

supporters crowded into the adjacent arena to follow proceedings on closed-circuit television.*

Greeted by high-school band music and girls sporting Nixon t-shirts, one local reporter observed with
surprise that the spectacle had more the atmosphere of a country fair than a professional political operation.
A performance by country-music star Roy Acuff during the warm-up only reinforced this impression. The
rather disorientating mixture of traditional Dixie culture and presidential electioneering reflected the efforts
of Strom Thurmond, South Carolina's senior U.S. Senator. A perpetual partisan chameleon who eventually

found a home as the region's Republican flag-bearer, in that year's presidential election Thurmond served as

! "Youth Dominated Nixon Greeters in Two Cities', Spartanburg Herald-Journal (October 6, 1968); ‘Spartanburg

Auditorium Overflows for Nixon's Speech’, Rock Hill Evening Herald (October 4, 1968); 'Nixon Counts on Strom
Support', Sumter Daily Item (October 5, 1968); 'Candidate Nixon Tells Audience’, Spartanburg Herald (October 5,
1968).
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Nixon's principal spokesman throughout Dixie. As one New York Times sub-editor by-lined, 'Ex-Democrat,

Ex-Dixiecrat,’ Thurmond was now ‘Today's “Nixiecrat™.?

Both men had good reasons to enter into this alliance. For Richard Nixon, it represented the best hope for
‘cutting off at the pass' a challenge from the right in either the primary or general election. Notorious for his
reactionary, tub-thumping rhetoric and little else, Strom Thurmond aspired to wield national influence should
his candidate reach the White House. Nevertheless, this compact of convenience also presented severe
problems for both parties. After the Goldwater debacle of 1964, Richard Nixon was expected to campaign
for the presidency as a centrist candidate. If the segregationist Thurmond was seen to influence the
Californian in unpalatable ways, Nixon might expect to suffer the same fate as Senator Barry Goldwater four
years earlier. As the influential Republican moderate George Romney lectured Goldwater in the aftermath of
that disastrous election, a campaign targeting voters of 'Southern-rural-white orientation' constituted

inevitable disaster at the ballot box.?

The alliance represented an even greater risk for Strom Thurmond. Embodying the 1948 Dixiecrat rebellion,
Thurmond had carved his career out of damning northern politicians for interfering in southern race
relations. Given Richard Nixon's firm support for every important piece of federal civil rights reform from
Brown to the 1968 Civil Rights Act, Strom Thurmond's decision to back Nixon requires further elucidation.
This chapter will explain how Thurmond and South Carolina travelled from staunch advocates of the
Dixiecrat agenda to backing a moderate Republican candidate for President. It will also outline how
Thurmond's political style represented an insurgency against the Democratic establishment in the Palmetto
State; an establishment that prioritised peaceful compliance with federal civil rights decrees over Lost Cause

defiance, and was actually far more in tune with the national political mainstream than Nixon's erstwhile ally.

This chapter will demonstrate that, whilst an effective political campaigner, Thurmond's concept of

2 'Spartanburg Auditorium Overflows'; Don Oberdorfer, 'Ex-Democrat, Ex-Dixiecrat, Today's “Nixiecrat™, New York
Times (October 6, 1968).

® George Romney to Barry Goldwater (December 21, 1964), ‘Goldwater, Barry, 1964, Sept — Dec (2 of 2)', Campaign
1968 Collection - Appearance File (PPS 140) - Box 3, Nixon Library.
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governance was recklessly short-termist. As Democratic politicians like Robert McNair and Ernest Hollings
demonstrated, not all white southern officials reflexively bowed to the weight of segregationist public
opinion. Although the Republican Senator proved extremely effective at swinging southern states into
Nixon's column on election day, this curious alliance between the radical Dixiecrat and centrist ex-Vice-
President was a house built on sand at low tide. By choosing to align himself with South Carolina

Republicans, Nixon created a fundamental problem for his Administration even before taking office.

Richard Nixon and Strom Thurmond: The Odd Couple

Campaigning for the Republican nomination, such thoughts were far from Richard Nixon's mind. During the
campaign, Nixon's staff were so desperate to deal with his 'loser' reputation that they passed out cards
detailing the checkered electoral records of great leaders like Churchill and Lincoln. Consequently, the
prospect of shoring up a southern flank threatened by the reactionary candidacies of Ronald Reagan and
George Wallace was tantalising. For a politician who deeply prized his independence, Senator Thurmond's
support was as unusual as it was invaluable. In 1960, the New York Times credited Senator Thurmond with
the ability to swing 50,000 votes in South Carolina. Such extensive influence was at least partially derived
from the rarity of a Thurmond endorsement. Richard Nixon discovered this for himself in 1960. Despite
strongly implying that he favoured Nixon over the Democratic nominee John Kennedy, that year Senator

Thurmond refused to publicly endorse either candidate.”

After defecting to the GOP in 1964, Thurmond continued to withhold his considerable political patronage.
Months before Nixon's arrival in upstate South Carolina, Thurmond publicly announced that he would not
campaign for any state Republican running for office that year. Aware that the GOP remained very much the
minority party within the state, Strom Thurmond was highly sceptical about risking valuable political capital

supporting his adopted party. Many South Carolina Republicans 'used to curse Strom with everything we

* Thomas W. Evans, 'Discussant’ in Richard M. Nixon: Politician, President, Administrator, edited by Leon Friedman
& William F. Levantrosser (Greenwood Press, 1991), pp. 315-6; Claude Sitton, 'Gains By Kennedy Appear In South’,
New York Times (October 30, 1960).

24



had' when he refused to endorse party colleagues for office.’

Such reticence was equally applicable towards Nixon. Although Thurmond had served as chairman of the
'Solid South Speaks for Goldwater' committee in 1964, his association with a national politician who had just
months earlier voted against the Civil Rights Act could easily be defended back home. In fact, Goldwater's
selection as Republican presidential candidate played a crucial role in persuading Thurmond that it was safe
to defect to the GOP. As late as 1961, Thurmond and Goldwater had an identical voting record on every

major issue placed before the U.S. Senate.®

Campaigning for Richard Nixon represented a far more substantial risk to Thurmond's political reputation in
the state. Whilst college students and affluent suburbanites flocked to Nixon's cause, many white South
Carolinians still enchanted by Goldwater's ultra-conservatism held profound reservations about the former
Vice President's decidedly moderate ideological inclinations. The state GOP was no exception. At the
Republican National Convention of 1960, two prominent state committee members desperate for Barry
Goldwater to challenge Nixon for the nomination had audaciously locked the Arizona Senator in a hotel
bathroom until he agreed. When Goldwater secured the Republican presidential nomination from South
Carolina's delegates in San Francisco four years later, state chairman Gregory D. Shorey waved the Palmetto
flag so hard he broke the standard in two, lacerating his hand. Richard Nixon did not ignite such fervent
passion. In the early spring of 1966, an associate editor of the Columbia Record, the state's largest Sunday
newspaper, proselytised Nixon's candidacy on the pragmatic grounds that, 'his progressive conservatism, or
Eisenhower Republicanism, offers his party the only realistic chance of appealing to the mass of the
American electorate." In 1968, Strom Thurmond had to cajole even his closest allies within the state

delegation to remain loyal to Nixon. Little genuine enthusiasm existed for a candidate whom Goldwater had

® Lee Bandy, 'Thurmond Endorses Parker for Senate', The State (June 5, 1968); Bob Dill, 'Greg Shorey Presented the
Roger Milliken Lifetime Achievement Award', The Greenville Times Examiner (May 18, 2011): Accessed at
www.timesexaminer.com on January 5, 2012; Russell Merritt, The Senatorial Election of 1962', South Carolina
Historical Magazine 98:3 (July 1997), p. 289.

® Jack Bass & Marilyn W. Thompson, Ol Strom (University of South Carolina Press, 2003), p. 196.
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once held responsible for a 'Republican Munich' through appeasement of the party's liberal wing.’

Moreover, Nixon had fashioned his political comeback through centrist policies and indefatigable
campaigning for GOP candidates of all ideological stripes, not by adopting Goldwater's uncompromising
brand of right-wing Republicanism. As journalist James Naughton pertinently remarked, grassroots party
activists and GOP officials across the nation were more likely to support Nixon because of the thirty-six
states he visited on Goldwater's behalf in 1964. Since Richard Nixon's natural base tended towards party
stalwarts rather than southern extremists, his candidacy was problematic for a South Carolina GOP fashioned

out of ideological fundamentalism.®

Whereas Barry Goldwater had been sold to South Carolinian voters in 1964 as 'the man who stands WITH
the South, not against it!', four years later Thurmond could only offer the decidedly ambiguous promise that
Nixon would 'free our State and our Southland from discriminatory action." When publicly challenged about
how he could reconcile such statements with the former Vice President's uncompromising support for civil
rights legislation, Thurmond offered nothing except the vague response that 'l do not agree with everything
Richard Nixon stands for.' Such ambiguity exasperated even loyal Thurmond supporters. For the first time in
his political career, the Senator was encouraged to 'SPEAK UP SO SOUTH CAROLINIANS WILL KNOW
WHAT HE MEANS." Fully aware that such a frank explanation would almost certainly torpedo Nixon's

candidacy in the rest of the nation, Thurmond loyally continued to substitute equivocation for clarity.®

" Bob Dill, 'Greg Shorey Presented'; William Leuchtenburg, The White House Looks South (Louisiana State University
Press, 2005), p. 310; Harry Dent to Harrison Jenkins (March 1, 1966), 'Edens, J. Drake, Political Papers, General, 1961-
1966', Box 1, Edens Papers; Philip G. Grose, 'S.C. Vote Is Still Nixon's' The State (August 5, 1968); News Release,
'‘Goldwater Calls Nixon-Rockefeller Meeting A Republican "Munich" ' (July 23, 1960), in ‘Goldwater, Barry, 1960, Jan -
July (2 of 2)', Box 2, 'Campaign 1968 Collection - Research Files (PPS 501)', Nixon Library.

® The point has recently been emphasised as a counterweight to overly-deterministic accounts emphasising the
inevitability of the GOP adopting ultra-conservative attitudes in the wake of Goldwater's candidacy. See Timothy N.
Thurber, 'Goldwaterism Triumphant? Race and the Republican Party, 1965-1968', The Journal of the Historical Society
7:3 (September 2007).

® James M. Naughton, 'Nelson (Zap) Rockefeller And Richard (Cool) Nixon', New York Times (July 28, 1968); A.
James Reichley, Conservatism in an Age of Change (Brookings Institution, 1981), pp. 26-8; Campaign Poster, 'Stand
with Barry Goldwater' (1964), 'Goldwater, Barry, political ads, 1964', Box 3, Lottie D. Hamby Papers, USCPC;
Campaign Flyer, Thurmond Needs You To Elect Nixon' (1968), 'Publicity: Oct. 4-31, 1968, n.d.", Box 25, Clemson
Papers.
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Accordingly, Richard Nixon's visit to South Carolina represented, in the words of the Washington Post, as
much a grateful 'hegira to Thurmondland' as dogged pursuit of the state's eight electoral votes. If Strom
Thurmond could prise even a handful of southern states into the Nixon camp, the election might decisively
swing against Humphrey and Wallace. On arriving at Greenville-Spartanburg Airport, the notoriously
taciturn candidate ostentatiously threw an arm around Strom Thurmond's shoulders. The intensity of this
display of appreciation was further explained by the numerous "Wallace for President' signs defiantly vying
for attention with the pro-Nixon placards amongst the airport crowd. These conflicting messages were
representative of a schism in electoral opinion within the state that did not embrace the prospect of a Nixon
presidency as fervently as either Thurmond or the candidate's acolytes in the Spartanburg Memorial
Auditorium. In fact, a sizeable section of white South Carolina resented Thurmond's decision to embrace the
former Vice President at the expense of George Wallace, Alabama's rumbustious political response to the
decade's social tumult. Running that year as a third-party protest candidate, Wallace appeared to many
southern voters the natural heir to Strom Thurmond's Dixiecrat rebellion against the national Democratic
ticket in 1948. Importantly, Thurmond and Wallace's personal correspondence was minimal. Whilst pursuing
similar themes and causes, it is instructive that neither sought out the counsel of the other. Their careers and

ambitions had reached very different points.™

Thurmond's decision was far from easy. By rejecting Wallace in favour of a mainstream candidate, Senator
Thurmond risked alienating a substantial section of his natural electoral constituency. A 'save Strom' petition
that collected thousands of signatures across the state urged Thurmond to switch his support to George
Wallace. Organised by Maurice Bessinger, a brazen segregationist, the petition publicly reminded the former
Dixiecrat that Nixon 'is opposed to many of the things which you have supported in the past’; and that
Wallace 'is now standing where you have so often stood." Whilst respectful in tone, the petition's language
was infused with a palpable sense of bafflement. Having built a career on what one biographer eloquently
described as 'political fundamentalism [with] the assurity of spiritual truth and the rigidity of iron," Strom

Thurmond's willingness to tolerate Richard Nixon's ideological moderation in exchange for the uncertain

10" Chalmers M. Roberts, ‘Nixon, Thurmond Stump S. Carolina’, Washington Post (October 5, 1968); Lee Bandy,
‘Thurmond Prestige On Line This Election’, The State & Columbia Record (November 3, 1968).
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prospect of genuine national influence appeared uncharacteristic and incongruous.™

South Carolina and Presidential Politics

Whilst audacious, Strom Thurmond's gamble was consistent with South Carolina's promiscuous behaviour in
presidential elections over the previous two decades. Ever since Governor Thurmond's third-party
insurrection in 1948, the state's white voters had conducted a series of heady courtships and ugly
compromises with a range of national candidates. As the federal government intensified reform of Jim Crow,
unhappy South Carolinians desperately cast their presidential ballots in 'search of another country." Their
efforts proved wildly unsuccessful. John Shelton Reed has spoken of 'the string of no-hope losers who
carried various southern states in presidential elections during this period.' In the five national elections prior
to 1968, South Carolina backed the winning candidate only once: John F. Kennedy in 1960. The faith white
South Carolinians tentatively expressed in a north-eastern Catholic went unrewarded. During the campaign,
John Kennedy devoted a substantial portion of a thirty-minute televised speech in the state capital of
Columbia to eulogising the legacy of John C. Calhoun. Once ensconced in the White House, though,
Kennedy rolled out a 'New Frontier' program of social legislation, and cautiously backed civil rights

demonstrators against southern segregationist custom.*?

That state Republicans might benefit from national Democrats' unpopularity quickly became clear. President
Kennedy's unpopularity in white South Carolina precipitated a momentous precedent in twentieth-century
state politics. In August 1961, Charles E. Boineau became the first Republican official elected in the

Palmetto State since Reconstruction by campaigning against 'the ultra-liberal Kennedy clan.' The General

1 petition 'To United States Senator Strom Thurmond', 'Correspondence: Miscellaneous’, Box 25, Thurmond Papers;
James G. Banks, 'Strom Thurmond and the Revolt Against Modernity' (PhD Thesis, Kent State University, 1971), p. 1.

12 Eirst quotation paraphrases Joseph Crespino, In Search of Another Country: Mississippi and the Conservative
Counterrevolution (Princeton University Press, 2007); John Shelton Reed, 'Foreword', in The Disappearing South?
(University of Alabama Press, 1990), p. viii; 'Nixon Tells Huge Crowd Here Kennedy Could Bungle Into War",
Columbia Record (November 3, 1960), in 'RN - Nov 3, 1960 - Columbia, S.C., San Antonio, Houston, Fort Worth', Box
10, 1960 Campaign Series, PPS 43, Nixon Presidential Library.
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Assembly candidate later ascribed his historic victory to the realisation that, '‘Charlie Boineau could not beat
[Democratic nominee] Joe Berry, but Charlie Boineau could beat Jack Kennedy.' Boineau's opponent arrived
at a similar conclusion. In a futile attempt to disassociate his candidacy from the Kennedy White House,
Berry implored the state Democratic party not to openly support him. As the President grew bolder in urging
federal support for black equality, the state's earlier electoral support became ever more incongruous. White
South Carolina responded with visceral antipathy. When news of Kennedy's assassination reached the state's
classrooms on November 22, 1963, schoolchildren reportedly stood and clapped. The contrast between such

ghoulish schadenfraude and the scenes of mourning elsewhere in the United States was striking.*®

The unyoking of South Carolina from the national Democratic Party was very much a post-war phenomenon.
During an interview conducted in 1978, Strom Thurmond explained that the Dixiecrat's electoral successes
were so important precisely because they 'got the people to feel that if they didn't vote the national
Democratic the sky wouldn't fall." Prior to World War Two, South Carolina was a one-party state. As an
integral component of the Solid South in the first half of the twentieth-century, the Palmetto State had
demonstrated remarkable fidelity to Democratic presidential candidates. Between 1900 and 1944, not a
single county in South Carolina gave a majority vote to any slate of electors other than the national

Democratic Party.*

The state's support for Jack Kennedy in 1960 demonstrated the enduring power of such blind devotion to the
Democratic ticket. At that year's Democratic National Convention in Los Angeles, Kennedy received support
from just three percent of southern delegates. Consequently, his victory in South Carolina the following
November took even Bobby Kennedy, Jack's campaign manager, by surprise. On being telephoned the result,

he called for Jack Kennedy's attention and cautiously replied, 'Wait a minute. Don't pull my leg. We know

3 Text of acceptance speech by Charles E. Boineau Jr., Republican County Convention (July 17, 1961)" in ‘Boineau
7/61', Box 3, Hamby Papers, USCPC; Charles Boineau Oral History Interview conducted by Wilma M. Woods (April
6, 1995), USCPC, p. 16; Ernest Hollings, Making Government Work (University of South Carolina Press, 2008), p. 72.

¥ Oral History with Strom Thurmond, interviewed by Walter De Vries & Jack Bass (February 1, 1974), Interview A-
166, Southern Historical Collection, University of North Carolina, p. 6; Donald L. Fowler, Presidential Voting in South
Carolina: 1948-1964 (University of South Carolina, 1966), p. 8; Earl & Merle Black, The Vital South: How Presidents
Are Elected (Harvard University Press, 1992), p. 104.
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South Carolina is going Republican." The GOP was similarly blind-sided. Scanning the election results,
Republican national chairman Len Hall reported that South Carolina remaining in the Democrat column was

one of the two biggest surprises of the 1960 vote.*

Whilst Kennedy benefited that year, the phenomenon of 'yellow-dog' Democracy in South Carolina had
already reached its apotheosis under President Franklin D. Roosevelt. On New Year’s Day 1934, the
Columbia State declared 'Thank God for Roosevelt.' South Carolina voters wholeheartedly agreed with such
hyperbole. During the 1936 election, Governor Olin Johnston and his counterpart in Mississippi wagered on
which state would produce a larger proportion of the vote for the President. Whilst Mississippi returned an
extraordinary 97 percent for Roosevelt, Governor Johnston won the bet: 98.6 percent of South Carolina
voters cast their ballots for the incumbent. Even the independently-minded Strom Thurmond realised that
praising FDR represented sound politics. At the end of his 1944 gubernatorial campaign, Thurmond declared

with typical bombast that President Roosevelt was the 'world's greatest leader."®

Roosevelt skilfully wove together an unlikely biracial electoral coalition that attracted the loyalty of southern
blacks whilst nurturing his party's historic bond with the region's white segregationists. Despite attending to
the disproportionate economic plight of African-Americans down South, President Roosevelt consistently
refused to address other issues of racial discrimination. Explaining his refusal to back an anti-lynching bill to
the NAACP's Walter White, Roosevelt insisted that southern Democrats would respond by ‘block[ing] every
bill 1 ask Congress to pass to keep America from collapsing. | just can't take the risk." Accordingly, the
Roosevelt Administration tolerated breath-taking racism in its own programs. Evaluating the New Deal in
South Carolina, J.I. Hayes concluded that 'most government programs not only maintained segregation but
also discriminated in terms of pay and frequency of employment.' Measured against population ratios,
African-Americans received about half the Civilian Conservation Corps assignments and four-tenths the

National Youth Administration jobs to which they were entitled. Discrimination even pervaded the Federal

5 Ted Riley, interviewed by John J. Duffy & George D. Terry (October 7, 1986), USCPC, p. 13.

18 william E Leuchtenburg, The White House Looks South: Franklin D. Roosevelt, Harry S. Truman & Lyndon Johnson
(Louisiana State University Press, 2005), pp. 51 & 53; Banks, 'Strom Thurmond', p. 144.
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Writers' Project, which incorporated little of the text prepared by the Negro Writers' Project in its 1941
publication, South Carolina — A Guide to the Palmetto State. Veteran politician Ernest Hollings later
characterised this phenomenon as a 'sweetheart deal' between the South and the national Democratic party;
an informal arrangement whereby, 'we'll go along with your programs if you go along with our

segregation.'’

The Solid South Shattered

This Machiavellian pact was only viable if both the Democratic Party and the South remained powerful
political forces. By the end of World War Two, the South had lost a significant proportion of its influence.
For a start, in 1936 the Democratic National Convention had voted to amend its longstanding rule whereby
presidential nominees required the support of at least two-thirds of the delegates present. From 1940
onwards, Democratic presidential nominees needed only a simple majority to win. As Earl and Merle Black
have argued, this amendment removed the de facto veto that southern delegates historically held over
‘unacceptable’ candidates for the nomination. South Carolina's political class recognised the importance of
this alteration. One resolution passed by the legislature in response to the Brown decision urged the state's

delegation to the 1956 Democratic National Convention seek restoration of the two-thirds rule.*®

In a parallel development that particularly riled white southerners, the national Democratic Party realised that
substantial African-American support could provide the margin of difference in tight urban races. Given
Dixie's extraordinary fidelity to the Democratic ticket, national party strategists believed they could actively
seek black votes whilst maintaining the 'Solid South." In November 1947, White House advisor Clark
Clifford assured President Truman that he could pursue an aggressive civil rights platform since the

following year ‘the South can be considered safely Democratic.' Whereas the South once represented a potent

7 Nancy Joan Weiss, Farewell to the Party of Lincoln: Black Politics in the Age of FDR (Princeton University Press,
1983), p. 106; J. 1. Hayes, South Carolina and the New Deal (University of South Carolina Press, 2001), pp. 158 & 165;
Jody H. Graichen, 'Reinterpreting South Carolina History', Proceedings of The South Carolina Historical Association
(2007), p. 15; 'Hollings says money downfall of politics', News & Courier (December 13, 2004).

8 Earl & Merle Black, The Vital South, pp. 80 & 91; Howard Quint, Profile in Black and White (Public Affairs Press,
1958), pp. 112-3.
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force in internal party politicking, in the post-war era its exceptional racial and social conservatism became
increasingly anomalous and marginalised. By 1956, southern delegates at the party's national convention
could not even block the nomination onto the national ticket of Estes Kefauver, the Tennessee Senator
despised as a regional traitor for his racial moderation. Twelve years later, James J. Kilpatrick bitterly
described the 1968 party convention as an 'Appomattox for Southern Democrats," and lamented that the
region's ostracisation from the national party represented a 'watershed point in the decline and fall of the

Southern empire.'

Just as the Democratic Party began to operate without constant referral to the prejudices of white
southerners, so another cornerstone of the Solid South was fragmenting. For half-a-century after granting
racial segregation and voting restrictions constitutional legitimacy in the 1890s, the federal judiciary had lent
tacit support to Jim Crow. Instructively, the legal team defending South Carolina in the Brown v. Board
decision evinced considerable optimism that the Supreme Court would continue to protect Jim Crow. John
W. Davis, the state's lead attorney, insisted that the right to maintain a segregated school system had been
affirmed by the courts so many times over an eighty-year period that the matter should be considered settled.
Despite the decade prior to Brown providing 'striking victories' in cases about voting rights in primary
elections and teacher salary equalisation, Davis remained convinced that the Court would share his belief
that education should remain ‘properly within the discretion of state legislatures.' It was with considerable
shock, therefore, that the white South received the justices' unanimous opinion on 'Black Monday', May 17
1954. South Carolina Governor and former Supreme Court Justice Jimmy Byrnes' first public response was
to express surprise 'that the Court had reversed itself." Having historically defended Dixie's peculiar racial
customs, under Chief Justice Earl Warren the court dramatically expanded the solid steps it had taken in the

1930s and 1940s towards recognising African-American civil rights.?

9 Harvard Sitkoff, 'Harry Truman and the Election of 1948, Journal of Southern History 37:4 (November 1971), p.
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As it overturned the key bases of the dominance exerted by white over black, so the Warren Court became
viewed by the region's whites as a damnable aberration. Jason Sokol has illustrated how deeply many white
southerners believed that a golden era of race relations was ending. This sentiment was acutely felt in South
Carolina. In the wake of the Watts Riots, the Charleston News and Courier editorialised that the Palmetto
State had managed to avoid similar bloodshed through 'the mutual understanding that develops among
neighbours over many years of peaceful co-existence." White South Carolinians cherished orderly race
relations. James Felder, who in 1970 became one of the first black politicians elected to the state's General
Assembly since Reconstruction, explained that 'South Carolina prides itself on being the gentleman.' By
removing the legal basis for segregation and discrimination against African-Americans, the Supreme Court
was widely believed to have disturbed a much-cherished, if highly illusory, equilibrium between white and
black. Before Nixon arrived to campaign in Greenville, South Carolina, in October 1968, Strom Thurmond

privately observed that the Supreme Court was 'particularly unpopular' within the state.?

South Carolina Goes In Search of Another Country

These ruptures with the national Democratic Party and the U.S. Supreme Court left the Palmetto State
embittered and embattled. Eventually, its white voters would regroup under the banner of the Republican
Party. In 1948, such a manoeuvre seemed futile. As Thurmond would correctly observe two decades later, the
national parties' stands on race 'were so close that | felt the people had no choice.' Instead, segregationist
southern whites accepted that they would have to undertake this battle on their own, without the support of
either the national Democratic or Republican Party. Gradually, Senator Thurmond realised that even the

Democratic Party was no longer an effective standard-bearer for Jim Crow. One Thurmond staff member
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succinctly explained that, "Thurmond has not left the party, the party has abandoned him.'?

As court rulings and executive orders slowly eroded Jim Crow, South Carolina responded in two different
ways. Inevitably, a wave of outrage and anger radicalised state politics. As governor, Strom Thurmond
decisively shifted away from self-described 'liberal' policies towards what one biographer has described as
the 'rancid residue of reaction." More subtly, South Carolina adopted a 'school equalisation’ programme that
provided substantial investment into the state's dilapidated black schools to head off liberal accusations that
segregation inevitably precipitated unequal social provision for African-American citizens. Whereas all
southern state governments indulged in such programmes in recognition that 'a little more emphasis on the
“equal” part of the separate but equal equation might be prudent if segregation was to be preserved,’ South
Carolina embarked on an exceptionally ambitious investment in minority education. By 1956, the
equalisation programme meant that, in some areas of the state, black schools enjoyed better facilities than
their white counterparts. Whilst demagogues like Thurmond ranted and raved, more accomplished political
operators in the state sought to furtively forestall federal demands for racial equality, As Governor, Jimmy
Byrnes advocated a three-percent sales tax to support such improvements. "We should do it because it is
right,” explained the former U.S. Supreme Court Justice and U.S. Secretary of State, before pointedly

observing that, 'If any person wants an additional reason, | say it is wise.'*®

The divergent responses to federal intervention in civil rights exemplified a deeper schism within white
South Carolina history: between aristocratic paternalism and a more vicious conception of white supremacy.
The year before Rosa Parks' defiance of racial custom in Alabama precipitated the Montgomery Bus Boycott,
Sarah Mae Flemming was 'struck and ejected' from public transport for the same offence. Whilst the

Palmetto State undoubtedly had its share of violent reactionaries, racial paternalism also flourished amongst

22 Statement by Senator Strom Thurmond (February 8, 1968), “Thurmond Discusses His Race For President in 1948’,
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wealthier white citizens. These two strains were not necessarily incompatible, and could exist in varying
degrees within the same person. In Barnwell County during the mid-1960s, a prominent state politician had
to be physically restrained from attacking an NAACP official leading a voter registration drive and street
demonstration against local voter registration procedures. Interacting on paper with the activist, however,
speaker of the state Senate Edgar Brown politely observed that, ‘there are always a few white and colored
people who put off registering to vote...The last thing we would want to do would be deprive anyone of the

privilege of voting in Barnwell County.'**

As Bryant Simon's nuanced work on demagogue Coleman Blease's appeal in the first decades of the
twentieth century has demonstrated, the nexus between politics and race in South Carolina was decisively
shaped by deep-seated issues of class. '‘Before and after the Civil War,” Simon has explained, ‘aristocrat
served as the pejorative term for wealthy lowcountry planters and their children who either wanted to restrict
the suffrage rights of yeomen or entered into an unholy alliance with African-Americans to blunt the political
powers of poor whites.' When Coleman Blease publicly boasted that the nation should expect more lynchings
in South Carolina in the summer of 1930, he was challenged by The Columbia Record, the most prominent
newspaper in the state; but supported by the extremist Charleston News and Courier. Although Blease
remained popular amongst upstate mill workers, enough white voters agreed with the Columbia Record that
Blease lost his effort to win renomination in the Democratic primary that same year, and never recovered

politically.”

Blease's howl of status anxiety was most effectively channelled by Ben Tillman in the late nineteenth-
century. Tillman's politics fomented rebellion against a Bourbon elite that it accused of marrying a generous

view of African-Americans with contemptuous distaste for the 'rougher' sort of whites. Perhaps

2 Erin Z. Bass, 'Before Rosa Parks in Montgomery, there was Sarah Mae Flemming in Columbia’, Deep South
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unsurprisingly, Strom Thurmond shared a common heritage with 'Pitchfork' Ben Tillman. Both had strong
links with Edgefield County, an ultra-violent rural locale on the Georgia border, whilst Thurmond's father
had forged a strong political alliance with Ben Tillman. Not only had he served as Tillman's campaign
manager at one point, but he had even committed murder to defend Tillman's 'honor' in 1897. Despite
eschewing his predecessor's penchant for racial violence by adopting a more buttoned-up image, Strom
Thurmond tapped into Tillman's anti-establishmentarianism. During his 1944 gubernatorial campaign,
Thurmond repeatedly attacked the '‘Barnwell Ring," a notoriously powerful group of low-county legislators;
bullishly promising to ‘open the eyes of South Carolina’ to their secret misdeeds. Similarly, a decade later he
became the first U.S. Senator ever elected by write-in vote, after campaigning against the undemocratic

selection by the state Democratic Party of a replacement for the deceased primary nominee.?

Understandably, South Carolina’s establishment held Strom Thurmond's grandiose posturing in contempt.
Future Governor John West bitterly described Thurmond's 1954 write-in campaign as '100 percent
expediency. Strom has never been loyal to anyone but Strom." The state bar association even passed a
resolution censuring Thurmond after he campaigned for political office wearing his judge's robes. Other
southern elites agreed that Thurmond's political style represented little more than cynical self-
aggrandisement. After Senator Thurmond's infamous twenty-four hour filibuster against the 1957 Civil
Rights bill, die-hard segregationist Herman Talmadge vented that 'in the long run [Thurmond's grandstanding
actions] could wreak unspeakable havoc against my people." Unlike Thurmond, the bulk of the southern
caucus in Congress felt that such fire-and-brimstone would merely precipitate more federal intervention in
Dixie's racial affairs. Sharing Talmadge's ire, other southern Senators raced across the floor to shake the

Georgian's hand.?’

South Carolina Democrats and the Politics of Moderation
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Speaking privately to journalist John Osborne in 1966, McNair explained that, by returning Strom Thurmond
to the U.S. Senate, a 'proud people' could justify their acceptance of federal funds. Robert Hickman, the
Governor's press secretary, was even more effusive about Thurmond's role: labelling the Senator's diatribes
against the federal government as ‘very satisfying — a right handy arrangement' helping to legitimise the
Governor's Office's pursuit of investment from Washington D.C. Reflecting on his interviews with a whole
series of establishment figures in South Carolina, John Osborne concluded that Strom Thurmond provided ‘a
vent, an escape valve' for deep-seated resentment of federal intervention in state affairs that whites felt
simultaneously necessary and unwelcome. In essence, his political impact was to resolve the paradox
whereby white South Carolinians ‘all love that Federal money — and then scream about Federal

intervention.’?

These interviews are made so compelling by the extent to which their subjects uniformly construed
Thurmond's racially charged diatribes as necessary political cover to pursue federal largesse. This did not
render Governor McNair a 'southern moderate." Even the staunchest McNair advocate did not characterise
him as a racial progressive, and correspondence from the period reveals a chief executive deeply
uncomfortable with perceptions of such tolerance. After all, Governor McNair could also chastise the ‘power-
seeking Supreme Court," and had personally spearheaded South Carolina's constitutional challenge of the
1965 Voting Rights Act in the U.S. Supreme Court. Nevertheless, such recalcitrance was really just window
dressing designed to appeal to white segregationist voters. For the McNair Administration, these reactionary
manoeuvres represented a useful means of dragging South Carolina out of its impoverished abyss without
ceding too much ground on the race question to political opponents. They constituted political process, not

die-hard policy commitments.?

%8 John Osborne interviews with Robert McNair (January 18, 1966), Robert Hickman (January 17, 1966), Walter
Harper (January 17, 1966) & Fred Sheheen (January 17, 1966): all in 'Research Material, South Carolina, 1965-66,
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What marked McNair out as a Deep South Governor in the mid-1960s was his studied disinterest in the
politics of race. After his elevation to the Governor's chair in 1965, this apparently colourless politician
became increasingly concerned with ensuring that racial prejudice did not nullify economic development in
the Palmetto State. On February 22, 1966, Governor McNair received an angry letter from a former
colleague in the state legislature, Thomas R. Miller, claiming to be 'disappointed and distressed' with
McNair's decision to desegregate state parks and not fight harder against school integration. According to

Miller, these decisions would promote ‘mongrelization,’ 'violence,' and 'intermarriage.'30

A fortnight later, McNair issued a careful defence of these decisions. Eschewing the racial issues
underpinning Miller's remarks, McNair focused on the broader picture of the role these two facilities might
play in the economic development of South Carolina. 'In this instance, everyone recognises that our parks are
a valuable part of our outdoor recreational program and should be used in our tourist promotion plans for the
future,” McNair firmly replied, 'In addition, we must educate our young people because of the demands of
today and the future....Business, particularly industry, requires a high-school diploma and you can see that
we are not turning out an adequate number [of qualified South Carolinians] to fill these jobs.' Unsurprisingly,
the recipient did not respond: McNair had deliberately avoided the central focus of Miller's letter. As the
Governor's handwriting on the original letter testified, it only required a 'Simple ans[we]r — Am only doing
what | think is best for our state.' In all likelihood, an unimpressed Miller switched his attention to Senator

Strom Thurmond, with whom he corresponded on racial matters.*

Thomas Miller and Strom Thurmond held a wildly divergent political philosophy to Robert McNair.
Thurmond acknowledged the point in a personal letter to McNair a few years later, when he observed that
'my approach is somewhat different from yours." This was a polite understatement. Whilst Thurmond
repeatedly invoked the Civil War to marshal electoral support, McNair's vision for his governorship was 'to

guit commemorating the activities and events of the war we'd lost and start thinking about the one we’d
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won."' This meant abandoning sectionalism to seek financial support and programmatic aid from Washington
D.C. Addressing a 'Children of the Confederacy' convention in August 1966, Gov. McNair boldly stated that,
'we must never forget that our natural inclination to preserve the best of the past can never be allowed to
overshadow our obligations to the present and future.' Whilst paying lip-service to South Carolina's heritage,
McNair eagerly siphoned every available federal dollar: creating a State Planning and Grants Division within
his executive office, and capitalising on a warm relationship with President Lyndon Johnson to secure
additional patronage. Indeed, McNair's politics resembled those of Johnson to such a striking degree that one

newspaper correspondent labelled him ‘A Soft-Sell LBJ.'*

Robert McNair had grown up in a rural South profoundly shaped by the New Deal. Looking back at the
1930's in South Carolina, McNair recalled that President Franklin Roosevelt's programs provided electricity,
paved roads, and drained swamps to create fertile land. Three decades later, Governor McNair was unwilling
to reject such vital assistance merely to sate the lust of those who, in the evocative words of Harper's Weekly,
‘owed nightly prayer to William Tecumseh Sherman - his flames set them free to build mansions of glory
every afternoon.' As a cool-headed pragmatist, McNair instead publicly insisted that, 'as long as South
Carolina remains in the category of low income states, we need federal assistance.' This blunt statement of an
uncomfortable reality was characteristic of a politician who tended to eschew tub-thumping rhetoric for plain
speaking. As George Wallace observed of Governor McNair, 'he's one of them nice fellas, you know, he don't

go in for [racist] talk.”

Whilst Strom Thurmond declared war on the national Democratic Party and the federal judiciary, Robert
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McNair sought to fashion a dynamic accommodation between the emerging national consensus against Jim
Crow and his white constituents' commitment to a rigid racial hierarchy. In the years after the Brown
decision, the vast majority of South Carolina politicians tended towards Thurmond's conception of resistance
over conciliation. In 1956, for example, one academic recorded that, 'the state legislature enacted anti-
integration and anti-NAACP proposals at almost a mass production rate. If no pertinent laws could be
enacted, the legislators adopted, usually unanimously, resolutions to express their opinion on a particular
phase of the integration controversy.' Barely a single dissenting voice was to be heard. The Florence Morning
News, the most moderate newspaper in the state, observed that such bellicose rhetoric had 'replaced “home,

mother, God, and country” in South Carolina political circles.'*

By 1963, the state's political establishment had decisively shifted towards the moderation espoused by
McNair, and rejected Thurmond's bellicose brand of reactionary politics. Writing about South Carolina in the
civil rights era, historian John G. Sproat described this new political economy as a ‘conspiracy of peace.'
Sproat borrowed the term from Edgar Brown, veteran leader of the state senate who perhaps more than
anyone was the ultimate establishment insider in South Carolina politics at mid-century. The term
‘conspiracy of peace' accurately describes the manner in which a social elite facilitated the end of Jim Crow
without the consent, or sometimes even knowledge, of the white community. Why did South Carolina’s elite
abandon such deeply-held racial beliefs without a fight? Sproat's conclusions were compelling: a mixture of
‘economic expedience, political realism, traditions of deference and paternalism, the basic conservatism of
both blacks and whites in the state — all of these factors came together in the 1960s to direct South Carolina
way from massive resistance to peaceful accommodation.' In the trade-off between stability and segregation,
a critical mass of influential civic leaders chose McNair's brand of cautious moderation than the short-termist

path offered by Thurmond.®
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1963 — The Year of Decision

In November 1962, New York Times journalist James Reston wrote a perceptive piece on electoral politics in
the Palmetto State. 'The political paradox of South Carolina’, concluded Reston, ' is that it wants to enjoy the
power of the Democratic party without supporting it; it wants to support the objectives of Gov. Ross Barnett
in Mississippi without suffering the consequences, and it would like to benefit from Federal contracts while
opposing the cost of Federal programs or meeting Federal standards of equal employment for the Negroes.'
This 'paradox’ could not last forever. Politicians would soon have to choose between sensationalist, reckless

politiking and addressing the pressing realities elucidated by Reston.*

The watershed arrived in January 1963, when South Carolina faced an imminent federal court order
mandating the end of segregation in education. With just a few weeks left in office, Governor Ernest
Hollings' advisers insisted that he delegate the matter to Donald Russell, incoming governor and a fierce
political rival. By that point, however, Hollings had already decided 'to enforce the law, it was not going to
be enforced by rednecks [or] members of the Klan.' This represented a somewhat recent development in
Hollings' politics. When the mayor of Columbia had suggested the establishment of a biracial committee to
deal with the problem of integration in 1962, Hollings issued a tongue-lashing and treated him 'like a dog.'

By early 1963, though, Governor Hollings realised that such a gamble was necessary.*’

Accordingly, Hollings convened a joint session of the General Assembly. One attendee recalled that, 'It was
very tense. If Hollings had said, “Go to war,” the legislature would have done that. They had all sorts of
ideas of massive resistance.' This was no exaggeration. A year earlier, Representative A.W. Bethea of Dillon
County ran for governor on a die-hard segregationist platform: insisting that if desegregation was ordered by

a federal court under a Bethea administration he would close the doors 'so tight you wouldn't be able to get a
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crow bar in." Such white supremacist grandstanding commanded support in the General Assembly. A few
years earlier, the legislature had considered a bill providing that if any state college or university was forced
under court order to admit a black student then that institution would close, along with the black college at
Orangeburg. Only three state senators opposed the bill, and one was defeated at the next election. The
corollary provision mandating closure of the flagship African-American institute of higher education
suggested that politicians knew exactly whom to blame and punish in the event of the colour line being

breached.®

Addressing the state legislature in his farewell address as Governor on January 9, 1963, Hollings defied such
visceral passions. 'As we meet, South Carolina is running out of courts. If and when every legal remedy has
been exhausted, this General Assembly must make clear South Carolina's choice, a government of laws
rather than a government of men," Governor Hollings stated clearly, in the language of reason that his
successor Robert McNair would echo in future years, 'This should be done with dignity. It must be done with
law and order.' Departing from the text to indulge his southern sense of theatricality, Hollings stared at Chief
Pete Strom of the State Law Enforcement Division (SLED). 'Pete, you make damned sure nothing happens
up there,’ demanded the Governor. The speech's audacity astounded onlookers. One close Hollings ally
recalled the moment as 'a turning point, and it was a stupid political move for the immediate situation...It was
really one of the most courageous and one of the most dramatic things 1I’ve seen in public life." In an era
when the imagination of the white South had run wild with dreams of vainglorious defiance, Fritz Hollings
carefully outlined an alternative vision of a peaceable future. At the end, Governor Hollings received an
ovation. One legislative correspondent observed with surprise that his audience were not simply persuaded;

'they were impressed.'*

Significantly, Hollings' gambit won the approval of state senator Marion Gressette, who had spearheaded the
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legislature's campaign against Brown. As chairman of the South Carolina School Committee, more
commonly known as the Gressette Committee, the senator instituted repeal of the state's compulsory
attendance law. For half-a-decade after the Brown decision, the Gressette Committee was 'in almost
continuous session...for almost two years [it] met as often as two or three times a month for as much as two
days at a time.' Gressette understood that the committee's purpose was to maintain racially separate schools
for as long as practically possible. When one state legislator pointed out a legal flaw in a plan to circumvent
any potential desegregation order, 'Marion [Gressette] jumped up and yelled, "My God Almighty, you'll just
ruin the whole situation. You're going to let them get their foot in the door, and once they get their foot in the
door, one of the doors will be gone.' One journalist concluded that 'it was almost solely their confidence in

Gressette that caused groups like the Citizens Councils to stay dormant.'®

Despite his commitment to the cause of segregated schools, Senator Gressette acceded to Governor Hollings'
plea for compliance. In an emotional speech on the state senate floor, Gressette rather self-servingly observed
that, 'l have preached peace and good will too long to change my thinking." Instead of berating the veteran
senator as a hypocritical turncoat, his colleagues offered up a standing ovation. A critical mass of elite white
South Carolina mirrored this response. Civic leaders followed Hollings' lead in smoothing the way for Jim
Crow's demise. The most prominent example was Harvey Gantt's arrival at Clemson, which was applauded

by both President John Kennedy and his Assistant Attorney General for Civil Rights.*

This landmark event involved ‘probably the most complete and carefully thought-out [plan] ever drawn up in
the United States to meet the threat of racial violence.' Detention centres were set aside capable of detaining
large numbers of troublemakers, whilst a SLED aircraft patrolled the sky and police photographers captured
on-the-ground footage; all co-ordinated by a central command post. The state spent $27,000 on food and
lodging for law enforcement officials on duty during Gantt's registration, and a further $2,000 more to

maintain additional security until the end of the academic year. Describing the process as ‘integration with
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dignity," Saturday Evening Post journalist George McMillan unreservedly praised the contribution of South
Carolina’s 'responsible people, its leadership group, its “power structure.” McMillan was vague precisely
because the group operated in the shadows of South Carolina public life. His article was dominated by off-
the-record briefings, and yet still remains the best account of the events leading up to Clemson's peaceful

integration.*

What is clear is that the 'power structure' was disproportionately dominated by business elites keen that their
investments were not sacrificed on the altar of Jim Crow. A seminal moment in this chain of events arrived in
the summer of 1961. In the unlikely setting of the low-country Hampton Watermelon Festival, Charles
Daniel, a wealthy textile owner with influential connections within the state, baldly declared that 'the
desegregation issue cannot continue to be hidden behind the door." Robert McNair later recalled that Daniel's
basic reasoning was that 'it's good business as well as good politics to do this." Since no mention was made of
race or morality, even right-wing ideologues could buy into Daniel's arguments. For example, Roger
Milliken, an ultraconservative upstate textile magnate who financially underwrote the state Republican party,
offered a constructive contribution to the process of dismantling Jim Crow education. As a trustee of upstate
Wofford College, Milliken volunteered to make up any losses incurred by the college if its acceptance of
black students alienated donors. As a result, Wofford became one of the first historically-white independent

colleges in the South to admit African-Americans in the fall of 1964.%

State politicians desperate to maintain segregation at any cost responded angrily to this shadowy
manoeuvring. A few months after Harvey Gantt broke the colour line in South Carolina education, one
legislator angrily wrote of 'the Clemson stench,’ and observed that 'our people were stunned, they just
couldn't grasp the fact that they had been sold down the river by a bunch of politicians and businessmen.'
Whilst 'our people' was not necessarily indicative of a general mentality, the ‘conspiracy of peace' was

undoubtedly an elitist conceit designed to minimise the impact of popular reaction against racial change.
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Dissent was swiftly stifled. When A.W. Bethea addressed the legislature 'with tears in his eyes' in bitter
opposition to the desegregation of Clemson, the House of Representatives made the rare manoeuvre of

moving into executive session to limit media coverage of the speech.*

The approach was not novel in conception, only the scale of its ambition. In September 1962, veteran civil
rights activist John McCray observed that Columbia’s city fathers had used a similar formula since the end of
World War Two, since 'it is harder to undo something that has been and is being done, than to stop it before it
begins.' Obsessed with promoting itself as 'a peaceful, progressive community," throughout the 1950s and
1960s Columbia desperately sought Look magazine's All-America City Award. The civil rights movement
constituted a hurdle to be surmounted, not fought. Desegregation of the city's lunch counters was a
paradigmatic example. On August 21, 1962, Kress, Walgreen's, Woolworth's and other downtown lunch
counters voluntarily served blacks with little white protest or complaint. At the insistence of Mayor Lester
Bates, the city's newspaper The State did not mention the incident for two days; and then it was buried on the
back pages amidst uncontroversial news about airline service in the area and the end of summer session at a
local college. The news blackout was so intense that a local radio station initially had to stonewall when
national reports of the event triggered a deluge of telephone calls. Whilst white response to the news was less
intense than expected, reservations were expressed about the propriety of such secretive action. A group of
'deeply concerned Columbians' purchased an advert in The State entitled 'ls the Curtain Drawn on Our
News?', whilst Charleston's News and Courier insisted that similar episodes of racial desegregation ‘ought

not to become a pattern in South Carolina without full knowledge and consent of the people.'*

Despite such protestations, this ‘conspiracy of peace' did become the pattern in South Carolina. Four years
later, no less a figure than NAACP Executive Secretary Roy Wilkins commended the state's steady progress.

‘Starting from much further back in tradition," Wilkins wrote in an op-ed newspaper piece, 'it already has
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caught and passed many a Northern community.' Interviewed two decades later, one African-American
archivist recalled that Columbia survived the turbulent 1960s with little incident, explaining that ‘nothing
really happened. No attacks were made. No blood was shed, that I know of.” For historian Tony Badger, this
development represented little more than the righting of an egregious wrong. Addressin