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Little Known Today, Simonton 
Led Early Fight to Save USC

(EDITOR'S NOTE: the follow 
ing article appears in a re^ni! 
Issue of "The Gamecock," stu 
dent newspaper at the University 
of South Carolina.)

Charles H. Simonton is a man 
frw if any of the students at the 
University of South Carolina have 
hrard of; no building on the cam 
pus bears hi.s name and no statue 
of him has ever been nvvtpd, 
but i! it had not been for his ef 
forts there might be no university 
here today.

Simonton was for many years 
R representative from Charleston

making it one of the outstanding 
institutions in the south. He ex 
pected some opposition to the re 
opening of the university because 
many of the citizens of the up- 
country regarded it as aristo 
cratic, expensive, and atheistic. 

These people, mostly from 
Greenville, Abbcville and Spartan- 
burg counties, were most prom 
inently represented by State Sen. 
Mart Gary of Edgeficld county

orntiiry when the fortunes of the 
university were at their lowest 
ebb. He had a life-long interest in 
all things educational, but was 
particularly devoted to the wel 
fare of the then South Carolina 
College as an alumnus and Irus- 

». Dr. Daniel W. Hnllis' history 
t>f the university in volume two 
describes Simonton's efforts on 
Its behalf.

L As early as 1SR.1 Simontnn had 
irgun actively working for the 

|t)ettermcnt of the institution from 
\vhidi he had graduated in 1R49 
with a bachelor of arts degree. 

J"At this time there was little op- 
Ijwsition to his proposal to change 
lit from a college emphasizing 
1 classical subjects in its curricu- 
jlum to a university which would 
[provide practical courses in such 
[subjects as agriculture and engi 
neering.
JIfie situation by 3Sfj8 was entire 

ty different however. This was 
the beginning of the period of 
Radical Reconstruction, which 

[had a profound and unfavorable 
[effect on the university. Simon- 
Iton and most of -Ido oilier state 
headers in the Assembly were 
turned out of office and a carpet 
bagger and .scalawag General 
Assembly replaced Ihem. A new 
board of trustees loyal to the 

[Republican party was created.

Fearing immediafe integration 
lot the university, the white pro 
fessors and students left it in fa 
vor of pursuing their jobs or stu 
dies elsewhere. Surprisingly, no 
Nogro students were admitted 
until five years later and the rad 
icals gave the university generous 
financial support until thr end 
o[ their rule in 1877. AM the samn 
the student body dwindled and 

[the quality of the faculty de 
clined sharply during this period. 

When the conservative wdites 
under Wade Hampton came to 

[power after the withdrawal of 
federal troops from the state in 
1877, the university was immedi 
ately closed although Hampton 
declared his intention to reopen it 
as soon as it could he re-organ 
ized./

Simonton, once more back in 
1 Columbia as a state legislator, 
; outlined ambitious plans for re- 
[ opening the university and

 md State Representatives R. R. 
Hemphill and F. H. Conner of 
Ahheville County, \\tien (iov. 
Hampton and Simonton sponsored 1 
a bill to reopen the university it 
immediately ran inlo a storm of 
opposition much more violent 
than its supporter had expected.

It was at this juncture that 
[Simonton's efforts to get the bill 
i through the General Assembly 
,100k on the aspect of a struggle 
|to save the university. i

He argued that the Constitution 
of 38B8, Article X, made support 
of the university by the legisla 
ture mandatory and that 4W stu 
dents were being forced to at 
tend out-of-stale schools because 
they couldn't get an adequate ed 
ucation in their home state. The 
opposition refused to be pervuad- 
ed and continued to contest the 
hill bitterly. Jan. 271. 1S7R the 
house debated the bill all day.

The bill, which provided only 
for opening the university as the 
agricultural and mechanical col 
lege, barely passed the Houso   
the vote was r>r>-54   and then re 
ceived long and heated debate in 
the Senate. Sen. Thomas B. Jeler 
of Union, an ally of Simonton's, 
led the fight lor passage ol thf 
bill.

The vote at one point was 16-lfi 
nn a motion to strike out the en 
acting clause. U. Governor W. p. 
Simpson. alumnus of 1S13. voted 
in lavor of the bill and broke a 
tie.

Opponents of the bill in the 
Senate then sought to cripple it 
by elimination of certain sections, 
failing by only one vote. This 
hill finally passed the Senate by 
a "M-12 vote Manrh 2, 1878.

The continued existence of th" 
university, although not in its old 
form, was aulhnriznd but no pro 
vision was made for opening it. 
Gov. Hampton duly signed the bill 
into law.

Aware of Ihc need for money 
to operate t!v university before it 
could be re-opened Simontnn had 
included a clause in the hill au 
thorizing it ntiich provided that 
it would have an Agricultural De 
partment. This made it eligible 
for federal funds under the Mor- 
rill Land Grant Act, and Simon- 
ton, as a university trustee, was 
able to obtain these funds by No 
vember, 1897.

following a conference between 
the university trustees and the 
presidents of all the men's col 
leges in the state except Wof- 
ford and Purman, it was decided

that an Agricultural and Mechan 
ical College should be opened ir, 
Columbia as soon as possible. 
The Assembly, asked for $10,000 
to equip and support the Snstitu-] 
lion, ^rented it a miserly 12,100.

When the former university re-1 
opened as Agricultural and Me 
chanical College in 1SRO, it was a 
far cry from ihe glorious institu 
tion Simonton had envisioned !n 
1S77, but it had survived the worst 
period of its history. It was still 
to face many times of trial dur 
ing the Tillman era and later, but 
it has succeeded in keening its] 
doors open over since 1S80, and] 
in recent years has experienced 
unprecedented growth and pros 
perity.

His fight for the university won, 
Simonton was able to finish his 
life in comparative peace and] 
comfort. He was appointed a U.S. 
Circuit Judge. Fourth Circuit, in 
1*93 and served until his death 
in 3904 handing down several im-[ 
portant decisions dealing with the 
activities of Tillman and hi?, fol 
lowers, whom he strongly opposed.

He was both speaker of ttic 
house and chairman of the judi 
ciary committee during this longj 
period of service.

The methods by which he saved j 
the university were not exciting 
or spectacular, but according to 
Dr. Hollis. Simonton had more to 
do with this accomplishment than 
any other man. Without Simon- , 
ton's effective intervention on the 1 
institution's behalf in Hie lefjisla-' 
ture and as a trustee, today's slu- 
dent might have no beautiful 
campus, no modern physical' 
plant, and no slate university.
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