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INTRODUCTION: Out of Hell Hole Swamp 
 

Robert Evander McNair grew up on the large family farm, Ballsdam, near Jamestown in the Hell Hole 

Swamp of Berkeley County. He was born at the home of an aunt at Cades, South Carolina, on December 

14, 1923, to Daniel Evander and Claudia Crawford McNair.  

 

In 1942, McNair joined the U.S. Naval Reserve as a Lieutenant (j.g.) 

and served until his discharge in 1946. His war service included 

twenty-two months with the 7th Amphibious Forces in the Pacific 

Theater. McNair was awarded the Bronze Star for rescuing sailors 

from a burning ship that had been hit by a Japanese kamikaze 

attack while managing to keep his own vessel and crew safe in the 

midst of battle in the Philippines. 

 

On May 30, 1944, he married Josephine 

Robinson of Allendale, S.C. At left, the 

couple celebrates McNair's election to 

a full term as governor in 1966. 

 

Like many returning war veterans who 

chose to attend college, McNair 

enrolled at the University of South 

Carolina and earned an A.B. in 1947. He 

continued on to the School of Law, where he was awarded an LL.B. in 1948, 

and he was admitted that same year to the South Carolina Bar.  

 

The McNairs moved from Moncks Corner in Berkeley County, to Allendale, where McNair joined with 

fellow attorney Thomas O. Lawton to form the McNair and Lawton law firm. Upon his elevation to the 

governorship in 1965, McNair resigned from the firm, which by that time had become McNair, Lawton & 

Myrick. 

 

In 1950, McNair was elected to represent Allendale County in the South 

Carolina House of Representatives. He served in that capacity through 1962. 

While in the House, McNair served as chairman of the Labor, Commerce and 

Industry Committee (1953-1955) and the Judiciary Committee (1955-1963).  

 

In 1962, he was elected Lieutenant Governor and began serving under Donald S. 

Russell in 1963. Following the unexpected death of U.S. Senator Olin D. 

Johnston in 1965, McNair succeeded Russell to the governorship and appointed 

the former governor to the empty senatorial seat.  

  



A GOVERNOR OF THE NEW SOUTH 
 

Upon the resignation of Governor Donald S. Russell 

in 1965, Lt. Governor Robert McNair acceded to the 

governorship. At right, he is sworn in for a full term 

in January 1967. As the state's top executive he 

encountered the full brunt of the challenges as well 

as the opportunities inherent in such tumultuous 

times. His overarching interest was the 

advancement of South Carolina in all areas of his 

responsibility such as education, industrial 

development, promotion of tourism, and the 

improvement of the quality of life for all in the state. 

Many of his challenges were related to the civil 

rights movement, which he faced resolutely and 

with a moderate tone. 

 

McNair developed great expertise in education issues. He chaired 

the Executive Committee of the Education Commission of the 

States from 1968 to 1969 and served on its Steering Committee in 

1970. At left, he attends the 1967 meeting of the Commission at 

Iƛƭǘƻƴ IŜŀŘΦ ¢ƘŜ /ƻƳƳƛǎǎƛƻƴΩǎ ƻōƧŜŎǘƛǾŜǎ ƛƴŎƭǳŘŜŘ ōǊƛƴƎƛƴƎ 

together the political and educational leadership to further the 

understanding of the problems and opportunities facing 

education. During the time McNair chaired the Commission, some 

forty-one states and territories were members. McNair also 

served as Chairman of the Southern Regional Education Board, 

which was founded in 1948 at the request of Southern leaders in business, education and government. 



Lǘ ǿŀǎ ǘƘŜ ƴŀǘƛƻƴΩǎ ŦƛǊǎǘ ŎƻƳǇŀŎǘ ŦƻǊ ŜŘǳŎŀǘƛƻƴΣ 

created to improve every aspect of education.  

 

¢ƘŜ άaƻƻŘȅ wŜǇƻǊǘΣέ ƻŦficially titledOpportunity 

and Growth in South Carolina, 1968-1985, was 

ŎƻƳǇƛƭŜŘ ŀǘ aŎbŀƛǊΩǎ ǊŜǉǳŜǎǘ ǘƻ ŀƴŀƭȅȊŜ ǘƘŜ ǎǘŀǘǳǎ 

of education, transportation, health care and other 

areas affected by government and make specific 

recommendations on how best to advance South 

Carolina over the coming decades. Published in 

1968 and over 440 pages in length, the report 

provided a level of analysis and financial data never 

ōŜŦƻǊŜ ŀǾŀƛƭŀōƭŜ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ ǎǘŀǘŜΩǎ ƭŜŀŘŜǊǎ ŀƴŘ 

challenged some long-held assumptions. As the 

Walt Lardner cartoon at right suggests, the 

Governor came up against some opposition to the 

report, led principally by Speaker of the House Sol 

Blatt.  

 

In the same spirit of improvement, McNair created 

by executive order the Planning and Grants Division, whose purpose was to bring all state agencies and 

departments together in an effort to plan for and make the best use of federal grants and assistance. 

!ŎŎƻǊŘƛƴƎ ǘƻ aŎbŀƛǊΩǎ ƴŜǿǎ ǎŜŎǊŜǘŀǊȅΣ ²ŀȅƴŜ {ŜŀƭΣ ά¢Ƙƛǎ ǳƴƛǘ ƛǎ ŀ ǇƛƻƴŜŜǊ ŜŦŦƻǊǘ ǘƻ ƳŀƪŜ ƳŜŀƴƛƴƎŦǳƭ ŀƴŘ 

compreheƴǎƛǾŜ ŜǾŀƭǳŀǘƛƻƴǎ ƻŦ ƻǳǊ ŦǳǘǳǊŜ ƴŜŜŘǎ ŀƴŘ ǘƻ ǇǊƻƎǊŀƳ ŦƻǊ ǘƘŜ ŦǳǘǳǊŜΦέ 

 

The Governor and his staff 

worked diligently to develop 

a cordial and beneficial 

relationship with the federal 

government. McNair 

believed such a relationship 

was critical to the future of 

the state since South 

Carolinians must deal with 

leaders in Washington, and 

the best way to do that was 

to make sure state and 

federal representatives 

understood each other. His 

office maintained a full-time 

federal-state coordinator, 

Robert Alexander, whose 

main task was to keep tabs 

on federal developments 

ǘƘŀǘ ƛƴ ǎƻƳŜ ǿŀȅ ŀŦŦŜŎǘŜŘ {ƻǳǘƘ /ŀǊƻƭƛƴŀΦ hǘƘŜǊ ǎǘŀǘŜǎ ƭƻƻƪŜŘ ǘƻ aŎbŀƛǊΩǎ ŀŘƳƛƴƛǎǘǊŀǘƛƻƴ ŦƻǊ ƎǳƛŘŀƴŎŜ 

in establishing similar offices.  



THE CHALLENGE OF CIVIL RIGHTS 
McNair faced a multitude of challenges during his term as governor, many of which stemmed from civil 

rights issues and particularly the integration of public schools. Desegregation in South Carolina was 

accomplished relatively peacefully, with McNair a voice of moderation and compromise in contrast to 

ǘƘŜ ƳƻǊŜ ŀŘŀƳŀƴǘ ǎǘŀǘŜǎΩ ǊƛƎƘǘǎ ǾƛŜǿǎ ƻŦ Ƴƻǎǘ ƻǘƘŜǊ {ƻǳǘƘŜǊƴ ƎƻǾŜǊƴƻǊǎΦ {ǘƛƭƭΣ Ƙƛǎ ǘŜǊƳ ƛƴ ƻŦŦƛŎŜ ǿŀǎ ƴƻǘ 

immune to crises.  

 

On February 8, 1968, a confrontation between 

police and black students demonstrating at 

South Carolina State College in Orangeburg 

resulted in the deaths of three students and 

injury to at least twenty-five others. The initial 

protest was a call to desegregate a bowling 

alley and other local businesses. When 

emotions escalated, students began throwing 

objects at state highway patrolmen, who 

eventually opened fire. Quickly following the 

incident, S.C. National Guardsmen were sent to 

Orangeburg to keep the peace. (Photo by Bill Barley) Nine patrolmen were tried and, after pleading self-

defense, acquitted. The leader of the protesting students, Cleveland Sellers, was arrested, tried, and 

convicted for rioting and inciting to riot.  

 

On March 20, 1969, black hospital workers at the 

Medical College of South Carolina in Charleston 

went on strike to protest the firing of twelve 

employees and to call for higher wages and union 

recognition. (Photo at left by Bill Barley) McNair, 

citing state law, refused to recognize the attempts 

to unionize. The strike attracted national attention 

when Southern Christian Leadership Conference 

leader, Ralph Abernathy, marched with the 

striking workers. Tensions were further 

heightened on April 28, when armed black 

protestors took over two buildings at Voorhees 

College in Denmark, S.C. A standoff between the 

police and the protestors lasted one day before the protestors surrendered and were arrested. McNair 

ǎŀƛŘ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ƛƴŎƛŘŜƴǘΣ ά²ƘŀǘŜǾŜǊ ǘƘŜ ŎŀǳǎŜΣ ǘƘŜǊŜ ǿƛƭƭ ōŜ ƴƻ ƴŜƎƻǘƛŀǘƛƻƴ ŀǘ ƎǳƴǇƻƛƴǘ ƛƴ ƻǳǊ ǎǘŀǘŜΦέ ¢ƘŜ 

strike lasted until June 27, when the workers and hospital administrators reached an agreement. Some 

of the workers' demands were met, but their union was not recognized.  

 

In January 1970, federal courts ordered the integration of the Greenville and Darlington County public 

schools by February 9. McNair provided strong leadership, urging South Carolinians to accept the order 

ŀƴŘ ƳƻǾŜ ŦƻǊǿŀǊŘΦ Lƴ ŀ ǎǇŜŜŎƘ ōǊƻŀŘŎŀǎǘ ƻƴ ǘŜƭŜǾƛǎƛƻƴ ƻƴ WŀƴǳŀǊȅ нуΣ aŎbŀƛǊ ŎƻǳƴǎŜƭŜŘΣ ά²ŜΩǾŜ Ǌǳƴ 

ƻǳǘ ƻŦ ŎƻǳǊǘǎΣ ŀƴŘ ǿŜΩǾŜ Ǌǳƴ ƻǳǘ ƻŦ ǘƛƳŜΣ ŀƴŘ ǿŜ Ƴǳǎǘ ŀŘƧǳǎǘ ǘƻ ƴŜǿ ŎƛǊŎǳƳǎǘŀƴŎŜǎΦΦΦΦ ώ¢ƘŜ ƛǎǎǳŜ ŦŀŎƛƴƎ 

us] is too important to get drawn into political chicanery and political hypocrisy, and I think it is time for 

ŜǾŜǊȅƻƴŜ ǘƻ ōŜ ƘƻƴŜǎǘ ŀƴŘ ǎƛƴŎŜǊŜ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ ǇŜƻǇƭŜ ƻŦ {ƻǳǘƘ /ŀǊƻƭƛƴŀ ŀƴŘ ǉǳƛǘ ƘƻƭŘƛƴƎ ƻǳǘ ŦŀƭǎŜ ƘƻǇŜǎΦΦΦΦέ  



 

On the ABC network news, 

commentator Howard K. Smith 

statedΣ άbƻǿ ƛǎ ǘƘŜ ǘƛƳŜ ŦƻǊ ŀƭƭ ƎƻƻŘ 

men to praise Governor Robert 

McNair of South Carolina. With 

emotions at a peak over school 

integration in the South, he said 

yesterday things it took courage for a 

Southern Governor to say: stop 

defiance, accept law, comply. There 

are no rewards for saying that. 

Segregationists trying to make water 

flow uphill will scathe him. Blacks, 

getting some, but not getting all they 

ǿŀƴǘΣ ǿƻƴΩǘ ōŜ ƘŀǇǇȅΦΦΦΦ DƻǾŜǊƴƻǊ 

aŎbŀƛǊΩǎ ǿƻǊŘǎ ǿŜǊŜ ǘƘƻǎŜ ƻŦ ŀ 

ǎǘŀǘŜǎƳŀƴΦέ  

 

James Batten, of the Detroit Free PressΣ ǿǊƻǘŜΣ άCƻǊ ǘƘŜ ŦƛǊǎǘ ǘƛƳŜ ƛƴ ƴŜŀǊƭȅ ŀ ŘŜŎŀŘŜΣ ŀƴƎǊȅ ǊƻŀǊǎ ƻŦ 

defiance echoed throughout the South last week as Dixie braced for another spasm of massive school 

desegregation. More than 35 school districts accounting for 700,000 students in eight southern states 

are scheduled to switch to total integration in the next few days. The bristling rhetoric pouring out of 

5ŜŜǇ {ƻǳǘƘ ƎƻǾŜǊƴƻǊǎΩ ƻŦŦƛŎŜǎ ǊŜŎŀƭƭŜŘ ŜŀǊƭƛŜǊ ǎƘƻǿŘƻǿƴǎ ōŜǘǿŜŜƴ ǎǘŀǘŜ ŀƴŘ ŦŜŘŜǊŀƭ ŀǳǘƘƻǊƛǘȅΦΦΦΦ ! 

notable exception to the pattern came in South Carolina, where Gov. Robert E. McNair dramatically 

ŎƻǳƴǎŜƭŜŘ Ƙƛǎ ǇŜƻǇƭŜ ǘƻ ŀǾƻƛŘ ŘŜŦƛŀƴŎŜ ŀƴŘ ōƻǿ ƎǊŀŎŜŦǳƭƭȅ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ ƛƴŜǾƛǘŀōƭŜΦέ Lƴ ǊŜǎǇƻƴǎŜ ǘƻ aŎbŀƛǊΩǎ 

ǎǇŜŜŎƘΣ aŀǎǎŀŎƘǳǎŜǘǘǎ {ŜƴŀǘƻǊ 9ŘǿŀǊŘ YŜƴƴŜŘȅ ǿǊƻǘŜ ƻƴ WŀƴǳŀǊȅ нуΣ άL ƘƻǇŜ ǎƻƳŜ ƻŦ ǳǎ can be so 

ŎƻǳǊŀƎŜƻǳǎ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ bƻǊǘƘΦέ  

 

On March 3, 1970, in Lamar, S.C., school buses carrying black children were met by a mob of 100 to 200 

men and women who stopped and overturned the buses, which were being used to implement a new 

program integrating the Lamar public schools. The shocking event drew national attention to the state 

and, along with the subsequent trial of those arrested, brought a flood of mail addressed to the 

governor from across South Carolina and the nation. These letters represented a cross-section of public 

opinion, such as these two telegrams, which arrived within minutes of one another τ "Demand you 

ǎǘƻǇ ǇŜǊǎŜŎǳǘƛƴƎ ǇŜƻǇƭŜ ƻŦ 5ŀǊƭƛƴƎǘƻƴ /ƻǳƴǘȅ ǿƘƻ ŀǊŜ ŦƛƎƘǘƛƴƎ ǘȅǊŀƴǘǎΣέ ŀƴŘ άtǊƻǎŜŎǳǘŜ [ŀƳŀǊ ǊƛƻǘŜǊǎ ǘƻ 

full extent of law."  

 



Even considering these crises, South Carolina's 

schools were integrated with a minimum of such 

intense confrontations when compared with other 

Southern states at the time. This was accomplished 

largely as a result of the conciliatory efforts of 

Governor McNair. 

 

Left, a cartoon by Eugene Payne, who inscribed 

along the bottom: "With great admiration for a 

governor who 'held the door open.'" 

 

 

  



ATTRACTING INDUSTRY & TOURISM 
McNair brought great energy and creativity to his efforts to boost industrial development and 

ŘƛǾŜǊǎƛŦƛŎŀǘƛƻƴΦ IŜ ǿŀǎ ŎƻƴǎƛŘŜǊŜŘ ǘƘŜ άǘƻǇ ǎŀƭŜǎƳŀƴέ ƛƴ ŀǘǘǊŀŎǘƛƴƎ ƴŜǿ ōǳǎƛƴŜǎǎŜǎ ŀƴŘ ƛƴŘǳǎǘǊƛŜǎ ǘƻ 

South Carolina and frequently joined industry-hunting groups when they visited top executives. 

 

At right, the Governor celebrates the 1965 groundbreaking for Marvel 

Mills, Inc., at Bishopville. 

 

Marvel Mills was just one among many corporations and plants, 

including other textile companies, chemical facilities, food processing 

plants, and a wide variety of other businesses, wooed to the state by 

the McNair administration. 

 

Shown below, Governor McNair enjoys one of the first Swanson fried 

chicken dinners produced at the Campbell Soup Company's then new 

Swanson frozen foods plant located in Sumter. Plant manager Geryl L. 

Gardner stands near holding the TV dinner box and anxiously awaiting 

the verdict. 

 

 

 

 

Not all attempts at industrial expansion worked 

out for the administration, however. The proposed 

location of the German Badische Anilin und Soda 

Fabrik (BASF) chemical plant near Hilton Head 

resulted in a storm of opposition from late 1969 

through 1970. Included in the flood of letters to 

ǘƘŜ DƻǾŜǊƴƻǊΩǎ ƻŦŦƛŎŜ ǿŀǎ ƻƴŜ ŦǊƻƳ ŦǳǘǳǊŜ 

president Jimmy Carter in Plains, Georgia. He 

ǿǊƻǘŜΥ άL ŀƳ ƛƴǘŜƴǎŜƭȅ ƛƴǘŜǊŜǎǘŜŘ ǇŜǊǎƻƴŀƭƭȅ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ 

strictest protection of our estuarine areas, and 

hope that you will do everything in your power to 

prevent any possibility ƻŦ ŘŀƳŀƎŜΣ ŜǾŜƴ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ ŜȄǘŜƴǘ ƻŦ ǊŜƭƻŎŀǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ Ǉƭŀƴǘ ƛŦ ƴŜŎŜǎǎŀǊȅΦέ  

 

Others, however, were very concerned about maintaining the positive image South Carolina was 

developing among domestic and foreign investors, and called for caution before summarily rejecting 

.!{CΦ {ǇŜŀƪŜǊ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ IƻǳǎŜ {ƻƭ .ƭŀǘǘ ǎŜƴǘ aŎbŀƛǊ ŀ ŎƻǇȅ ƻŦ .ƭŀǘǘΩǎ ǊŜǎǇƻƴǎŜ ǘƻ ŀ ŎƻƴŎŜǊƴŜŘ ŎƛǘƛȊŜƴ (26 

Dec. 1969)Υ ά.ŜŦƻǊŜ ǿŜ ǎǘƻǇ ǘƘŜ ƛƴǾŜǎǘƳŜƴǘ ƻŦ Ƙǳƴdreds of millions of dollars in South Carolina by some 

foreign corporation because of pollution, we must be certain of our position or otherwise our state will 

ōŜƎƛƴ ǘƻ ƭƻǎŜ ƛƴŘǳǎǘǊȅ ǿƘƛŎƘ ǿŜ ǎƻ ōŀŘƭȅ ƴŜŜŘΦέ !ŎŎƻǊŘƛƴƎ ǘƻ ŀ ƳŜƳƻǊŀƴŘǳƳΣ aŎbŀƛǊΩǎ ƻŦŦƛŎŜ ƘŀŘ 

received approximately 350 letters on the subject by March 6, 1970, and mail continued to pour in until 

at least October. 

 

The plant was not built. However, in general, the Governor's industrial record proves him to have been 

adept at attracting new and diverse businesses to South Carolina. 



 

 

Tourism held great potential for growth, and as a 

central part of his development plans for the state, 

McNair was diligent in promoting its historic 

charm, leisure opportunities, and natural beauty. 

 

In 1966 he and his family traveled to Toronto to 

publicize the attractions of "Semi-Tropical South 

Carolina" at the Canadian National Exhibition, 

right. 

 

Following up on a proposal by the Governor, the 

Department of Parks, Recreation, and Tourism was 

created in 1967 specifically to further develop and 

promote state attractions. To facilitate the travels 

of anticipated visitors, the department made a priority of creating a state-wide system of rest stops and 

welcome centers along interstate highways. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  














