S.C. State’s fourth president: Dr. Benner C. Turner
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On Aug. 1, 1950, Dr. Benner C. Turner, who came to South Carolina State in 1947 to develop the first law school, was elevated to the position of president of South Carolina State A. and M. College.

Benner C. Turner was born Oct. 30, 1905, in Columbus, Ga., to Dr. Edwin J. and Leila M. Turner. He entered the public school in Columbus about 1910 and graduated in 1919. Schools did not go beyond the ninth grade at that time. After graduation, he was admitted to Phillip Andover Academy, which is a highly distinguishable prep school located in Massachusetts.

While at Andover, Turner received the Henry Van Duzen Scholarship, which was awarded annually to the junior with the highest average among those students who planned to enter Harvard University, won a New England wrestling championship in his weight division and graduated magna cum laude. Following Philip’s Andover Academy, he attended Harvard University, graduating with an A.B. degree in 1927. Continuing on into the Harvard Law school, Turner earned the LL. B. degree in 1930.

After his graduation from Harvard, he initially practiced law in Philadelphia with the Raymond Pace Alexander law firm. When Turner’s father died on July 16, 1932, he moved back to Columbus where he became involved in the real estate business. In 1943, Turner decided to take a teaching position at the law school at North Carolina College located in Durham, N.C. Today, it is known as North Carolina Central University. During his tenure, he taught business law, equity and real property and also served as the acting law librarian.

In August 1947, he left his post at North Carolina College to establish and develop the newly conceived law school at South Carolina State, serving as its dean. Turner led a competent faculty consisting of Leo L. Kerford and Cassandra E. Maxwell. He set the curriculum and ordered the required number of books and materials. That first year, nine students were enrolled.

Since the implementation and set up for the law school was done hurriedly, the school had to operate from one floor of stacks in the Wilkinson Library. On Jan. 4, 1949, ground was broken for Moss Hall, which was to be built at an estimated cost of $200,000. Through Turner’s leadership, on Feb. 27, 1950, the school was approved by the American Bar Association.

As Turner constructed the law school, President Whittaker became ill and stayed away from Oct. 15, 1948, to May 24, 1949, while Dr. Frank Decosta served as acting president. Whittaker returned and served until his death on Nov. 14, 1949. Shortly after, the board selected a five-member committee to administer the affairs of the college while they searched for the next president.

In the board meeting on May 25, 1950, the search committee interviewed the following potential candidates. “They were: Dr. E.W. Brice, Dean H.W. Crawford, Dean F.A. DeCosta, Dean K.W.

Green, Prof. Jas. C. Parler, Prof. Jno. R. Potts, Dr. J.J. Seabrook, Dean F.M. Staley, Dean Benner C. Turner, Prof. J.I. Washington and Prof. Paul R. Webber.

At the Board meeting on August 1, 1950, the Board interviewed the final four candidates. They were: Dean H.W. Crawford, Dr. Thos. P. Fraser, Prof. James C. Parler and Dean Benner C. Turner.

“After statements by each member of the Board, Mr. Moss nominated Benner C. Turner as President of State College effective August 1, 1950. The nomination was seconded by Mr. Jones and Dean Turner was unanimously elected.”

Becoming president

On Aug. 1, 1950, the entire campus of South Carolina State A. and M. College fell into a state of disbelief when the board announced the selection of Dean Benner C. Turner as the new president. The T&D reported on Aug. 2, 1950: “Dean Benner C. Turner Named President of State College” -- “The man whose task it was to establish and develop the first law school for Negroes in South Carolina yesterday was elevated to the presidency of the South Carolina State A. and M. College.

“Dean Benner Creswell Turner was named to the post vacant since the death of Dr. M.F. Whittaker the board of trustees announced through Wallace C. Bethea secretary.

“The new president said last night he was ‘deeply grateful for the confidence placed in me’ and promised to exert every effort to make the school one of the top institutions of higher learning in the country. He said, he had no immediate plans for any changes, but would devote myself to the task of getting a new administration properly started and to main and develop the status of State College as an educational institution.

“He is married to Julia Allen Turner, the daughter of Benjamin F. Allen a former president of Lincoln University of Jefferson City Mo. The Turners have two children.”

Unlike the two previous presidents who had served for many years on the faculty prior to their selection, Turner had only three years of service at State. Somehow, the board felt that he was the right man at the right time. Apparently, his views on the escalating movement on civil rights matched that of the board, therefore making him the voice that would not “rock the boat.”

At his acceptance of the presidency, Turner was quoted as saying: “Stimulation of the faculty for greater academic preparation, for more research and for more participation in the programs of learned organizations are resulting in higher morale and better academic performance.”

When Turner was selected to become the fourth president in 1950, Strom Thurmond had two more years to serve as ex-officio of the board. The other members of the board included: Adam Moss, W.C. Bethea, both of Orangeburg, Thomas Babb, W. Mc. Hodge, Charles A. Jones and Howard Royal. Bethea had served 25 years and Moss 24.

Turner commenced his duties by employing an outstanding faculty. This corps of personnel included Walter Buchanan in the School of Agriculture, Harold Crawford in Engineering and Industrial Education, Frank DeCosta as dean of the Graduate School, Frank Staley, J.I. Washington, Marion Wilkinson and Dudley Zimmerman and many more.

In 1950, there were only two faculty members holding a doctorate degree. They were Lewis K. McMillan and Edward W. Brice. Being aware of this shortfall, Turner initiated his plan of employing highly competent faculty and staff that would carry South Carolina State to a much higher level of education and credibility. By the 1951-52 school year, four more doctorates were employed. From 1952 to 1958, the number of doctorates on the faculty averaged around 12 each year. All of these improvements were a part of Turner’s long-range goal of being fully accredited by the Southern Association.

A new name

The next action of interest during Turner’s administration was that of the changing of the name of the school in 1954, when, by an act of the General Assembly, the name was changed from the Colored Normal, Industrial, Agricultural and Mechanical College to South Carolina State College.

Along with the improvement of the faculty and staff, the next goal that ranked high on the priority list was that of improving student academic performance. Turner was deeply concerned with the poor preparation of all incoming students. He understood that the majority of them coming from the counties in South Carolina were generally unsuited for college enrollment.

Surely Turner was aware of these shortcomings by the students entering State, but unlike President Whittaker, he failed to develop any relationship with the black community along the lines of improving elementary and secondary education in the state. He placed high emphasis on admission standards. During this time, land-grant colleges served a broad clientele, therefore the college was expected to have an “open door” admission policy. President Turner had little respect for this concept and continued to be steadfast in striving to raise scholastic standards.

In 1956, the Civil Rights Movement made a full appearance on the campus of South Carolina State. On Monday, April 9, 1956, with the exception of the grade school pupils at Felton Training School, the law students, the graduate students and a very small number of individual undergraduate students, the main body of the 1,100 undergraduate students refused to attend classes.

On April 16, 1956, The T&D reported: “STRIKING STUDENTS EXPECTED BACK IN CLASSES THIS MORNING” -- “Students here at South Carolina State College for Negroes, reportedly dissatisfied with an ultimatum issued by college president Dr. Benner C. Turner are expected to resume classes this morning.

“The five-day ‘protest strike’ came to an abrupt halt Friday when Dr. Turner issued a statement which in substance directed striking students to either return to class or leave the campus.

“Fred Moore of Charleston, president of the student council, said early last week the strike was ‘one phase’ of a move for integration.

“Pictures published in a northern newspaper allegedly made on the State College campus showed Gov. Timmerman and Rep. Jerry Hughes, Jr. ‘hung in effigy.’

“The grievances asked for more voice in student affairs, complained of school purchases of food from white Citizen Council members who oppose integration, and generally found fault with what students viewed as a ‘stern administration’ at the college. Approximately 1,500 Negro students attend the state-supported school. The strike included all but some 280 law and graduate students who reported to classes as usual.”

Civil Rights Movement

After the student unrest cooled down, Turner made this statement to the board: “It has always been the position of the College Administration that a college is an educational institution and cannot expect long to survive if it is allowed to become a political, social or economic battleground.

“It is the position of the college administration that an educational institution should devote itself to its chief purpose; namely, that of educating young people and inculcating into future citizens the techniques of learning and independent thought, and of a feeling of responsibility which goes to make good citizenship.”

At the board of trustees meeting on April 25, 1956, “Dr. Turner reported at length on the recent student insurrection. The facts coming to the attention of the Board were such as to cause the Board to suspect that the leadership of this insurrection originated on and off of the campus. After a full hearing, Fred Moore, President of the Student Body, was expelled effective April 25, 1956 for infraction on college regulations.”

President Turner was known to “devote all of his attention to the institution and far more than that, he lived to himself. He was an introvert by nature and except for the members of his top-level administrative staff, he remained aloof and difficult to reach.” And with the civil rights locomotive picking up speed, it became obvious that his time was running out as the president of South Carolina State.

Although the Civil Rights Movement was barreling down the road, President Turner continued his focus on advancing the academic standards of students attending South Carolina State. In December 1960, Turner’s plan to raise academic levels was hurled into respectability with the school’s admission into the Southern Association of Colleges and Secondary Schools. Turner’s leadership was the key to this accomplishment.

As Turner’s administration moved into the 1960s, the Civil Rights Movement began to steam up again with demonstrations in downtown Orangeburg. These demonstrations that took place in 1960, 1963 and 1967 became a contribulary factor in the demise of Dr. Turner. In late February 1967, the course of South Carolina State was forever changed when students began boycotting classes. This boycott was known as “The Cause.” The movement was led by Isaac Williams, Alexander Nichols, Johnny Bishop and Robert Cunningham representing the four classes.

On March 12, 1967, The T&D reported: “COLLEGE BACK TO NORMALCY” -- “A state of normalcy returned to South Carolina State College Saturday after two weeks of demonstrations and class boycotts.

“The demonstrations were in protest against the school’s refusal to consider a long list of grievances. Involved were class cuts, attendance at Vesper services, attire and the school’s decision not to invite back two white professors whose Woodrow fellowships expire this year.”

In that there was very little progress made surrounding the issues that created the demonstrations and boycotts, Turner decided to release the following statement; May 10, 1967 — “At today’s meeting of the Board of Trustees of South Carolina State College, I requested and was granted retirement effective November 1, 1967.

“My reasons for requesting retirement, in addition to the fact that I am eligible for it, lie in the fact that the influence of non-campus organizations and individuals and their effect on the work of the College have become so pervasive and continuous that the situation has become difficult for the faculty, administration and student body to carry on the normal routine of this institution. I wish for the institution and all of its people a progressive and happy future.”

The three students who were expelled from the college for inciting rebellion, John Stroman, Ben Bryant and Joseph Hammond were all reinstated after a legal battle and the departure of Turner. This was the fourth and final student uprising during Turner’s tenure and, most notably, the one that led to his inevitable demise.

During President Turner’s administration South Carolina State truly took on the role as a bona fide institution of higher learning for the black population of the state. Between 1950 and 1967 there were a total of 23 building projects completed on the campus. Other highlights were the closure of the Law School in 1966, Dr. James A. Boykin and I.P. Stanback were the first blacks elected to the board of trustees in 1966, and enrollment increased. Also in this period, the efforts by some whites to maintain separate-but-equal opportunities and facilities allowed State to develop stronger academic programs and better facilities. And lastly, the operating budget and physical plant increased tremendously.

South Carolina State reached its highest academic level since the founding of the school under Turner. Through his commanding leadership and vision for academic excellence, State provided a greater level of quality education among the black citizenry of South Carolina.

A bitter man

Dr. Turner departed Orangeburg in November 1967. By May 1968, he and his wife had settled in Somersworth, N.H. Apparently, Turner left South Carolina State as a very bitter man. This evidence was revealed in his death notice in the Foster’s Daily Democrat newspaper in Somersworth, N.H., on Jan. 31, 1988. The notice stated: “Benner C. Turner, 82, of 24 Lil-Nor Ave., died Friday Jan. 29, 1988 at Wentworth-Douglass Hospital in Dover.

In the late 1940s, he became affiliated with the State of South Carolina Department of Education, where he served in an administrative position until his retirement in 1967.”

Why there was no acknowledgement of Turner’s relationship with South Carolina State is beyond understanding. He served three years in the law school and 17 as the president and that cannot be erased. Despite not being liked by some, his strong-arm leadership brought about greater academic strengths and high scholastic aptitude for the students of South Carolina State.

Lastly, it must be revealed that on his certificate of death, he was recorded as dying as a white man. If that is true, Dr. Benner C. Turner was the first white to serve as president of South Carolina State University.

The next article will be that of the fifth president, Dr. M. Maceo Nance.
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