Dr. M. Maceo Nance Jr.: right man for his time
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On June 23, 1968, Dr. Milligan Maceo Nance Jr. became the fifth president of South Carolina State University. He was born in 1926 to the late Milligan Maceo Nance Sr. and Louella Stewart Nance in Columbia. His early education took place at Booker T. Washington High School.

In 1942, Milligan enrolled at South Carolina State with a scholarship to play the trumpet. By far, State was not his first choice of continuing his education. He wanted to follow his friends to attend Lincoln University in Pennsylvania. In the book “South Carolina At The Brink” by Phillip G. Grose, Nance recalls, “My father indicated to me that he thought I’d better come down here (S.C. State) for a year and he would see about sending me to Lincoln next year. Well, I came, I fell in love with the place, and I had no desire to leave.”

After completing his freshman year in 1943, Milligan Nance was called to serve his country in the U.S. Navy during which time he fought in World War II from 1943-1946.

In 1946, he returned to State and completed his studies in 1949 with a bachelor’s degree in English. Soon after graduating, he began his employment career at State in the ROTC Supply room. A year later, Milligan Maceo Nance Jr. had the good fortunes of marrying his college sweetheart Julia Washington, the lovely daughter of J. Irwin Washington who served as the business manager at South Carolina State.

J. I., as he was known, was born in Charleston but the family moved to Beaufort when he was very young. He received his collegiate training at Benedict and Howard University. Washington began his work career at State in 1914. In 1957, when Washington retired, he had served 42 years as business manager. He died in January 1963 in Orangeburg.

Upon the urging and demands by President Turner that all faculty and staff had to upgrade their education or find other employment, Nance followed suit and received a master of science degree from New York University in 1953.

Returning to State, Milligan Nance spiraled up the ranks to become a clerk in the book store, then director of the Student Center. In 1958, he served as assistant business manager under Acting Business Manager Paul King. That year, Nance was widely seen around the campus and Orangeburg driving “Little Willie,” his Fiat car. His travels always drew the attention of many.

With Nance already serving as assistant business manager and, of course, with the backing of J. I., the board in 1959 settled on accepting Nance to become the next holder of that position. When this decision was made, it ensured the legacy of J. I. Washington would continue through Nance.

During the massive demonstrations by blacks in Orangeburg in March 1960, Nance was said to be sympathetic to the movement. President Turner confronted him about his stance and he backed down.

On March 16, 1960, The T&D stated: “More Than 350 Released Under Magistrate Bond” -- “More than 350 Negroes were arrested here Tuesday as police used tear gas and fire hoses to put down a massive demonstration against segregation at a lunch counter.” Soon after the arrests, James Sulton, T.K. Bythewood and G. W. Daniels signed a surety bond of $10 on each of the student defendants, mostly from Claflin and State.

In February of 1967, another student uprising surfaced and this time it was on the campus targeting President Turner’s administration. While a boycott of classes was being conducted, Nance became involved by talking with the students and in particular senior Isaac “Ike” Williams, junior Alexander Nichols, sophomore Johnny Bishop and freshman Robert Cunningham. Student body leader Bernard Gaillard resigned the office after opposing the decision to bring about changes in the method of boycotting classes.

President Turner’s style of controlling the students diminished day by day as the boycott continued. On Saturday March 11, 1967, South Carolina State students returned to class with Turner still at the helm. On the 12th of March, 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. The striking students and administrative officials reached an agreement late Friday on the eve of a planned protest march on the State house in Columbia.”

In late March, Turner was summoned to Columbia by Gov. Robert McNair. Arrangements were made for him to be eligible to retire and to receive a year’s paid leave. Turner said to McNair, “I guess I don’t have a choice in this, do I?” McNair responded saying, “No sir, you don’t.”

In the meantime, the students settled back into the purpose for which they were enrolled. Nance continued his relationship with the students and the buzz swarmed around the campus that he might make a good president. The students also rallied around a popular professor Dr. Charles Thomas.

When Turner stepped down, the board named an interim committee composed of Maceo Nance Jr., Dr. A.F. Belcher and Dr. H.W. Crawford to assist during the transition period. This committee carried on the operation of the school until the board named Milligan Maceo Nance Jr. the acting president of South Carolina State College on June 24, 1967. His visibility and show of concern for the students and the school won him much favor as he moved into the position.

As to professor Charles Thomas, the students and others may have wanted him to become the president but the board was very much aware of his connections with the NAACP and far more than that was the fact that he was a leader in the civil rights demonstrations in 1963 in Orangeburg. And surely the board would not reward Thomas for his involvement.

With much anticipation of new changes to come, a cloud of joy covered the campus from one end to the other. The school then began to grind itself back into the real purpose of education. When Nance took over as acting president, Turner had left two items of unfinished business that needed immediate attention. One was the establishment of a faculty senate and the other was that of exceeding the minimum standards of the Southern Association. Unlike Turner, Nance did not come from the academic vein of the college, but with his background as a member of the State College family, he seemed to be the right match for the leadership needed to keep the school from unraveling any more.

Understanding that the college needed a revision of direction, Nance and his administrators developed a comprehensive plan that included all areas of the college. However, these plans were short-lived when tragedy struck in the form of three students being shot and killed as a result of a confrontation with the South Carolina State Highway Patrol. This deadly event that became known as the “Orangeburg Massacre” occurred on Feb. 8, 1968.

The incident was a devastating blow to the plans Nance had envisioned for the recovery of the schools status. Since 1956, the students had been involved with four events of unrest. In 1956, the students hung President Turner in effigy, then the demonstrations in downtown Orangeburg in 1960 and 1963, the class boycott of 1967 and finally the bowling alley protest in 1968 that led to the death of three students and the wounding of more than 27 others.

Through the strong leadership of Nance and his administration, South Carolina State had to fight its way back again from a disruption. President Turner’s downfall was one thing, but now the death and injury of students was unconscionable. This tragedy was etched into American history as being the first deadly incident involving college students. Indeed, Nance’s plate was running over from all sides and he knew that somehow he had to uplift the school in this turbulent time.

And that he did.

After the tensions cooled down, Nance methodically revised his vision for the college. Truly this was nothing like the repairing of the college’s image and mission when President Turner fell from grace. For his efforts to lead the college out of chaos, the board of trustees decided to reward Nance with the position of president and on June 23, 1968, he was officially inaugurated. The principal speaker was Carl T. Rowan. Thus, the great legacy of Milligan Maceo Nance Jr. was born.

The selection of Nance by Gov. McNair was seen as a favorable move by a great number of blacks and whites throughout South Carolina. With Nance at the helm, he became very capable in creating a strong public relations image that was desperately needed. He had the vision and people skills to develop and implement programs and projects that would carry State beyond the setbacks of the Turner administration and the deaths and injuries to the loyal sons and daughters.

Nance’s selection as president was led by Gov. McNair ex-officio and board chairman Bruce W. White chairman, secretary Elliot Elam, trustees W.C. Bethea, Dr. James A. Boykin, Charles D. Jones, Howard Royal, Isreal P. Stanback and Felix Wheeler. In a conversation with Grose, the author of “South Carolina At The Brink,” McNair stated, “I remember the day I called Maceo to tell him he had been chosen permanent president, and his secretary said he was not in his office. He was downstairs shooting pool with the students. When he called me back, I told him that he was exactly the kind of man we needed for State College at the time.”

NOTE: When Nance assumed the presidency, the board consisted of two blacks and seven whites, including Gov. McNair. By 1988, the complexion changed to six blacks and four whites, including the governor. In this year of 2008, South Carolina State University and its board of trustee changed complexion and for the first time in its history seated an all-black membership.

As Nance made history by becoming the first alumnus to hold the position of president, he was also the first of the college’s five presidents to be inaugurated and the youngest at age 41. To augment his vision for the future of South Carolina State, an official seal was adopted along with the Presidential Medallion. The seal was designed by the legendary artist Leo F. Twiggs.

Evidence of Nance’s ascension to the presidency of South Carolina State can be seen in the school’s yearbooks:

* 1961, “He brings youthfulness and vitality in his position”

* 1962, “Mr. Nance continues to grow in stature in his position”

* 1963, “The many faceted problems of college business are deftly and ably dispatched by Mr. Nance”

* 1965, “This immaculate and stylishly turned out gent. To the surprise of his friends, he is developing into a toast-master par excellence.”

* 1966, “Mr. Sophistication, having scaled the business hurdle, is busy ascending the social ladder. Now a Guardsman, he changes automobiles as frequently as some of us change suits. Carry on, man!”

For the next 19 years, Nance would lead South Carolina State through more prosperity than the previous four presidents. This was accomplished in part due to his strong leadership, congenial method and insight on the operational procedure that was started with Thom Miller and carried on by Wilkinson, Whittaker and Turner. When he was selected to be the president, his role was that of being a “savior.” He was strong enough in the execution of a multiyear plan that hurled State out of turmoil and into becoming a respectable institution of higher learning.

With his strong and likeable leadership and 19 years of service to State, the infrastructure increased by more than 30 buildings, additions and renovations. This success was due in part to his strategically placing individuals who would keep him informed of situations from all four corners of the campus. At the end of the day, he knew what was on the balance sheet.

Socially, he was very polished with the help of his wife Julie. They would meet and greet the State College family and the community in a warm and cordial manner. Mrs. Nance would always acknowledge birthdays of faculty and staff with flowers. The “people person” tactics that were employed by Nance and his wife gave the students, faculty, staff and community a greater sense of compassion than what was encountered under Turner’s administration.

One of Nance’s most helpful attributes was his relationship with all facets of the college. Through his experience, he learned how to delegate responsibility to all areas of leadership while aggressively seeking space, funds, supplies, benefits and equipment that would enable the school to continue in its development of high academic standards.

During Nance’s administration, he was indeed showered with a plethora of accolades, awards and honors. Even with all of his accomplishments, he did have pundits of his vision for the institution. They felt:

* Nance discontinued the agriculture programs such as Horticulture, the Dairy Department, the food processing plant and the college farm. Some felt that certain aspects should have been continued.

With the demise of the agriculture program, the black farmers of South Carolina lost a longtime friend and ally to their plight. It can only be a matter of speculation on why this new course of direction was agreed upon. Maybe the enrollment dipped too low to justify its existence in the changing curriculum or was it that black South Carolina was departing agriculture for industrial and urban employment? In essence, the more than 100 years of providing agricultural education to black South Carolina was over.

• The Hillcrest Golf and Recreation Facility, a brainchild of Nance, was said to be self-centered. In the agreement, State would lease its 200-acre experimental farm to the city for $1 a year for 50 years, with an option to renew. This was an attempt by Nance to improve the relationship between the city and the school, along with improving the quality of life. At that time, Nance felt that he was

“leading S.C. State out of its darkest days in the 1960s.” Some members of the alumni did not agree with the particulars of this agreement.

Note: The ribbon cutting was held on Sept. 1, 1973, with then-Gov. John C. West executing the honor. U. S. Sen. Strom Thurmond and state Sen. Marshall B. Williams, along with Nance, were in attendance.

In an interview with The T&D on Jan. 14, 1992, the article “Staying In Touch,” stated, “His wife has a reputation as a gracious lady with a deep and abiding love for S.C. State. Nance attributes a lot of his success to her. In past years, opponents ‘have laid off of me because they didn’t want to hurt her,’ he said with a laugh.”

Dr. Milligan Maceo Nance, Jr. retired from the presidency of South Carolina State in 1986 at the age of 66 and was bestowed with the honored position of president emeritus.

While in retirement Nance and his wife enjoyed life and, of course, his golf game and family. In 1982, he had a coronary bypass done. Ten years later, in January 1992, he found himself again a cardiac patient at Providence Hospital in Columbia.

As Nance grew older in his retirement, his influence and legacy seemed to somehow diminish in attracting ears that would listen to his wisdom. Proof of this statement was especially seen when he swung his support for interim President Dr. Carl Carpenter to become the seventh president of South Carolina State.

In The T&D of Feb. 2, 1992, it was written: “To say Nance is pleased his friend Carpenter is leading S.C. State is an understatement. He has an opportunity to demonstrate what he can do. It would be ludicrous to not allow him the opportunity to continue to do what he is doing.” This endorsement carried little weight and subsequently Dr. Barbara Hatton was selected to be the first woman and seventh president of South Carolina State.

Nance departed this life on Friday, March 23, 2001. He was survived by his loving wife, the former Julie E. Washington; two sons, I. Maceo Nance and Robert. M. Nance; two granddaughters, Michelle and Kimberly, and two grandsons, Nicholas and Kevin. He was a longtime member of Williams Chapel AME. Church in Orangeburg.

At his funeral, retired Librarian Barbara W. Jenkins said of Nance, “He was truly a man for all seasons.” And surely no one can contest that statement. The deeply contrasting style of leadership he possessed was strikingly different from that of former President Turner. Milligan Maceo Nance Jr. was indeed a great leader for South Carolina State and with that greatness, he painted an indelible mark that this state, nation and the family of South Carolina State can be proud of.

For all who loved and to those who experienced conflict with Nance, despite it all, it can be said that he was the right man at the right time to lead the sons and daughters of South Carolina State through one of the most perilous eras in the total history of the school. And with that said, we owe him a great debt of gratitude.

The next article will cover the presidency of Dr. Albert Smith, the sixth president of South Carolina State University.

