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BASEBALL: Clemson ousted from ACC tourney, C1

There is smoke. But is
there fire? A fight – once
thought extinguished – is
in full swing over whether
Gov. Nikki Haley illegally

lobbied
while a Lex-
ington Coun-
ty state rep-
resentative,
exploiting
her public of-
fice for per-
sonal finan-
cial gain.

A legisla-
tive panel must decide
soon whether to clear Ha-
ley of the allegations, dig
deeper into them or punt
the matter to the full House
of Representatives. Legis-
lators also could seek guid-
ance from S.C. Attorney
General Alan Wilson.

The decision will be

made against a backdrop
of hostility.

Haley and another top-
ranking Republican,
House Speaker Bobby Har-
rell of Charleston, late last
week traded jabs over
whether the ethics process
has been hijacked.

The first-term governor
contends an out-of-control
political system is intent on
taking her down.

Haley’s critics say the
governor is “crying wolf”
to distract attention from a
legitimate investigation in-
to whether she sold her
public office to the highest
private bidders, a Lexing-
ton hospital seeking state
approval to expand and a
Columbia-based engineer-
ing firm that worked for 

Reignited
Haley ethics
probe grabs

spotlight
Speaker Harrell:

‘What does
Governor Haley
have to hide?’

By GINA SMITH
gnsmith@thestate.com

SEE HALEY PAGE A3

ONLINE
You can read GOP activist
John Rainey’s allegations
against Gov. Nikki Haley

and Haley’s affidavits filed
last week, online at

thestate.com.

Haley

JOHNSONVILLE

F ollowing Monday night’s
Pony League game,
Johnsonville coach Kyle

Daniel tried to find the words
to express his deep admira-
tion for Coleman Shannon,
but somewhere on the journey
from mind to tongue, they
slipped away.

He tried again, but winced.
He is a baseball coach, not a
bard. Describing what the
14-year-old pitcher has meant
to him, his team and his com-
munity defied simple turns of
phrase.

Finally, he asked forgive-

ness and to allow him to put
pen to paper. The next day,
this is what he had written:

“Cole is such a competitor
but, most of all, (he is) an in-
spiration to those who know
him and know the obstacles
he has overcome. He could
have easily given up as a child
and never played the game
but instead he chose to put his 

Coleman Shannon, 14, a star pitcher for the Johnsonville
Middle School team, recently pitched a no-hitter.

C. ALUKA BERRY/CABERRY@THESTATE.COM

No-hitter just the latest of
one-armed teen’s successes

By PATRICK OBLEY
pobley@thestate.com

SEE PITCHER PAGE A15

ONLINE
See more photos, online at

thestate.com.

When historians record
the most influential South
Carolinians of the late
20th-early 21st century, they
may turn not to politicians
or the purveyors of pop-
ular culture but to one of
their own, a courtly be-

spectacled professor with
a wry and wicked sense of
humor.

For 40 years, USC’s Wal-
ter Edgar has gently pro-
moted the audacious no-
tion that women, Native
Americans, African-Amer-
icans, Upstate mill work-
ers and woodsmen ought

to have as significant a
place in the great mosaic
of the state’s history as the
powder-wigged Lords Pro-
prietors, Revolutionary
War heroes and Civil War
generals who straddle the
historical imagination.

Retirement won’t end professor’s
love of sharing S.C. stories

USC history professor and prolific author Walter Edgar, pictured with his wife, Nela,
is retiring from USC after 40 years of teaching. 

RENEE ITTNER-MCMANUS/RITTNERMCMANUS@THESTATE.COM

AT USC, EDGAR
IS HISTORY

ONLINE: The 10 people in S.C. history that Walter Edgar would want to invite to a dinner party.
Also, check out our photo gallery and previously published stories on Edgar. At thestate.com

By CAROLYN CLICK
cclick@thestate.com

SEE EDGAR PAGE A10
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He has expanded the state’s view
of itself in college classes and public
lectures, at Rotary Clubs and library
gatherings, on public radio and
television, in now-classic history
books, unearthing wonderful little
gems to support his voluminous
research.

“I brought people into the story
where they should be,” Edgar said.
“I didn’t force anybody into the
story.”

Along the way, the 68-year-old
Edgar, who is retiring from USC at
the end of this month, became a
kind of folk hero – albeit one who
sported bow-ties, khakis, and seer-
sucker suits. He made history acces-
sible, even arresting, as he held
court in classrooms or roamed the
state, speaking in his melodious
Alabama accent of revolution and
rebellion, slavery and segregation. 

“I call Walter the missionary his-
torian,” said Bobby Donaldson, a
history and African-American stud-
ies professor at USC. Donaldson
believes Edgar cleared the way for
larger research on Reconstruction,
Jim Crow and the modern Civil
Rights movement, issues now
probed in detail by African-Amer-
ican scholars.

Edgar seemed, and seems, as
natural a Southern aristocrat as one
could find. And in a way, that was
the best way to make the medicine
go down.

Who better to lay waste to the old
romantic notions of Southern histo-
ry, of gallantry and nostalgia for a
Lost Cause, of a happy history
where no one – blacks, mill work-
ers, farm laborers, returning veter-
ans – chafed at their place in a soci-
ety or suffered at its hands? Here
was a smart, unassuming, hard-
working historian with a grand
sweep of history and no dog in the
fight willing to upend conventional
wisdom or probe the unpleasant,
one fact at a time.

“Those (old) writers were seeing
the state solely through rose-colored
glasses,” said Thomas N. “Tom”
McLean, a retired newspaper execu-
tive and friend of Edgar’s. “He gave
people a broader perspective of the
state. It wasn’t all divided into plan-
tation days, antebellum and modern
post-antebellum. And the antebel-
lum era wasn’t always fritters grow-
ing on trees.”

Edgar puts it like this: “I don’t like
history behind picket fences.” Histo-
ry, with all of its grandeur, conflict
and contradictions, belongs to the
people.

“First of all, history should be a
good story. You don’t have to make
it up,” Edgar said in an interview
last week. “People say: ‘Write fic-
tion.’ I say: ‘Why?’”

‘WARTS AND ALL’
Thousands of South Carolina

school children grew up on the
stories of writers like Mary Simms
Oliphant, who glossed over slavery,
glorified the Civil War and saw Re-
construction as an invasion by fed-
eral hordes.

Some of the earlier histories said,
“We didn’t do anything wrong, we
were just victimized,” said Joe El-
liott, a retired educator who had to
come to terms with his own family
past as the grandson of the Claren-
don County businessman who de-
nied black parents a bus and
sparked the Briggs v. Elliott school
desegregation case. 

Elliott thinks Edgar was suc-
cessful because he presented the
dark side of history as well as the
state’s luminous moments “without

an apparent indictment. If hypocrisy
is there, it will reveal itself. If there’s
injustice, it will reveal itself in his
pages.”

Edgar began writing his signature
“South Carolina: A History” (USC
Press, 1998) in the 1990s, more than
a half-century after David Duncan
Wallace published his three-volume
“History of South Carolina,” which
stood as the pre-eminent
20th-century reference.

“One of the questions people say
is, ‘What’s different in what you
wrote and what D.D. Wallace
wrote?’” Edgar said. “And I say,
‘Well, if you were Native American,
or female or African-American you
really didn’t figure into his story. He
told the whole story of the Civil War
in South Carolina, in I don’t know
how many chapters, and he never
even looked at Mary Chesnut’s dia-
ry sitting right down there in the
Caroliniana Library, and he knew
about it.”

“There is no better picture of the
home front than hers, and it turned
out there are a lot of other women’s
diaries and letters from the same
period,” he said, adding, “And if you
were from the Upcountry, you didn’t
really count either.”

Duncan’s magisterial history did

foreshadow the modern historical
tussles that were to come over the
state’s noble but flawed history. In
his introduction to a shortened state
history published in 1951, Duncan
asked: “May we not hope that the
time has arrived when the distance
from ancient passionate crises and
the maturity of our intellectual life
make it possible for South Carolin-
ians to study their past with intellec-
tual frankness?”

In many ways, that is what Edgar
has done.

Through the sheer power of his
research, Edgar has cajoled modern
South Carolinians into a more nu-
anced understanding of the state’s
history, “warts and all.” The book is
in its ninth printing, with nearly
56,000 volumes in circulation.

He did it by digging through pri-
mary sources, uncovering letters
and census reports, bills of sale and
newspaper clippings, which provid-
ed tangible proof of motivations,
whether economic or political or
social.

“As I’ve told my students all these
years, you can’t look at history
through the lens of the present. You
have got to try to understand men
and women in their time and what
they did.”

THE ACCIDENTAL
HISTORIAN

Walter Bellingrath Edgar was
born in the Gulf Coast town of Mo-
bile, Ala., in 1943, the middle child
of Charles Ernest Edgar Jr., a Mo-
bile businessman, and Amelia Lyon
Moore, a homemaker.

He was named for his great-uncle
and godfather, Walter Duncan Bel-
lingrath, a Coca-Cola executive and
the creator with his wife, Bessie
Mae Morse Bellingrath, of the Bel-
lingrath Gardens and Home, a
65-acre estate in suburban Mobile.
From his great-uncle and his pa-
ternal grandfather, Edgar gained a
love of gardening and a lifelong
interest in heirloom camellias.

His memories of his 1940s and
’50s childhood are of a pleasurable,
happy era far removed from the
texting franticness of his 21st centu-
ry students.

His paternal grandparents lived
with the family, and his maternal
grandmother lived just three blocks
away. The three generations took
their main meal together in the
middle of the day. Then his grand-
mothers retired to their respective
quarters for a rest. “A rest, never a
nap,” he said.

He had the freedom to hop on the
downtown bus and roamed the city.
At 13, his maternal grandmother,
who owned a number of properties
in Mobile, asked him to take over
her ledger books and make monthly
calls to pick up the rents. She armed
him with a little booklet on Mobile’s
history so he could stop along the
way and absorb the sights and
sounds of his native port city.

Edgar was the responsible one
among his prep school friends at
Mobile’s University Military School,
although not above getting into a
little mischief, his friend Winston
Groom said.

“Walter was a pretty straight guy
– he was the one who kept the rest
of us sane,” said Groom, author of
“Forrest Gump” and other novels.
But he had enough moxey to don a
dress and high heels for his role as
the feminine heroine in their senior
play.

James Wakefield, of the board of directors at the Greenwood Museum, and Walter Edgar view a model of a proposed African-American
monument for the State House grounds during the Selection Recommendation Committee meeting in 1998. 

FILE PHOTOGRAPH/THE STATE

Edgar talks with the host of C-SPAN’s historical series ‘American Writers,’ Susan Swain, far right,
before a telecast in 2001. They were on the porch of Mulberry Plantation. 

FILE PHOTOGRAPH/THE STATE

Author Pat Conroy, left, answers questions from Edgar while they
have a conversation during the S.C. Book Festival last week at the

Columbia Metropolitan Convention Center.

C. ALUKA BERRY/CABERRY@THESTATE.COM

SEE EDGAR PAGE A11
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PALMETTO CONCERT 
BAND

Koger Center
Memorial Day, May 28, 7:30 PM

NO ADMISSION CHARGE for a concert honoring those who 
serve and have served in our ARMED FORCES. Enjoy a varied 
program of overtures, marches, pop and patriotic music.

–  sponsored by the “Famously Hot” City of Columbia and the 
University of South Carolina.

Edgar entered Davidson
College, his father’s North
Carolina alma mater, in
1961, intending to return
to Mobile and practice
pediatric medicine with a
family friend. Second-
semester chemistry way-
laid that ambition and he
turned to the subject that
interested him the most:
history.

His father was aghast,
he said, wondering what
he would do with a histo-
ry degree, except perhaps,
enter law school.

In 1965, he came to
USC, where he earned his
master’s and Ph.D. in
history under the tutelage
of the late William A.
Foran and George C. Rog-
ers Jr. Edgar married a
fellow history graduate
student, Elizabeth “Betty”
Giles from Swansea, in
1966 and completed his
Ph.D. in 1969, specializing
in colonial history.

Then he spent two
years in the Army, one in
Vietnam, fulfilling an
ROTC obligation. (He
remained in the U.S. Ar-
my Reserves, retiring as a
colonel in 1995.) He
hoped his next academic
stop would be Dartmouth,
where he would research
the papers of Daniel Web-
ster on a National Ar-
chives post-doctoral fel-
lowship. But, in 1971, he
was assigned back to
South Carolina and to the
papers of Henry Laurens.
He joined the faculty a
year later.

“The fact that I ended
up back here was acciden-
tal,” he said. Sometimes,
he said, Rogers would
send him to research a
particular merchant and
he would stumble on to a
totally separate, but fasci-
nating, tidbit.

“And his question would
be, ‘Did you take it
down?’” Edgar recalled.
“And I said, ‘Well, it’s not
related to what I’m sup-
posed to be doing.’ And
he said, ‘Whenever you
find a nugget, take it
down, you never know
when it will be useful.’”

That advice paid off as
he scribbled away on
5-by-8-inch index cards,
still his preferred mode of
recording data. By the
time he was asked to do
“South Carolina: A Histo-
ry,” he had a four-drawer
file cabinet full of histor-
ical nuggets.

His fellow historian,
Charles Joyner, an author
and professor at Coastal
Carolina University, rec-
ommended him to USC
Press as the best, logical
person for the task and
Rogers, then retired, sug-
gested the timing was
right. “He just said, ‘You
know Walter, you didn’t
realize it but this is some-
thing you’ve been waiting
all your life to do,’” Edgar
recalled.

Edgar had already had
done some initial spade-
work. He had published
papers on colonial history,
and McLean, then execu-
tive editor of The State
newspaper, had recruited
Edgar to write essays for
the 100th anniversary of
the newspaper, pieces that
would become the book,
“South Carolina in the
Modern Age.”

The study of South
Carolina history was con-
sidered “something of a
sub-species,” McLean
recalled, with none of the

cachet of southern or
medieval or Renaissance,
or even southern history.
But under Edgar’s hand,
that perception began to
change. 

Edgar founded USC’s
public history program
and in 1979 was asked to
rejuvenate the college’s
Institute for Southern
Studies as its director.
Along the way, he became
“the most insider out-
sider” the state has ever
seen, said Bob Ellis, the
institute’s assistant direc-
tor. Edgar helped lure
top-notch faculty from
across the university to
teach institute classes.
One of those professors,
Robert Brinkmeyer, will
succeed Edgar as institute
director.

Edgar’s annual fall
semester course on South
Carolina history was al-
ways packed, although
students warned each
other that Edgar would
take roll and actually call
on them in class. 

Somehow, even with his
teaching and advising
load, even after publica-
tion of the history, he
found time to take on the
job of editing “The South
Carolina Encyclopedia,” a
1,120-page volume of
2,000 entries about the
Palmetto State published
in 2006.

His work ethic and
energy became legendary,
although daughter Eliza
said it seemed ordinary at
the Edgar household that
the dining room table was
laden with page proofs
and that family vacations
revolved around stops at
historical sites.

“We came to realize that
things were a little bit
different in our house,”
said Eliza Edgar, who
works in Washington for
the U.S. Marshal’s Serv-
ice. “There was always
this sense of inclusive-
ness, and then he was a
stickler for details and
facts, and a stickler for
grammar.”

In his final push to fin-
ish “South Carolina: A
History,” Edgar took a
sabbatical year 1996-97
and buried himself in the
study at his home and in
the South Caroliniana
Library, alerting everyone
he knew, including report-
ers, to call back when the
year was up.

“The rule was the only
people who could get
through were my sister
and me, my mom, his dad,
my mom’s mom and his
graduate assistant,” Eliza
Edgar said. But then a
representative for journal-
ist Jim Lehrer, of the PBS
Newshour, called.

“My mom said you can
call back in a year,” Eliza
Edgar recalled, “And the

lady said, ‘Don’t you know
who he (Lehrer) is?’ And
mama very nicely said, ‘I
know exactly who he is,
and we watch his show
every night, but you are
still not getting through.’”

WHAT WALTER
LOVES

With more than a dozen
books under his belt, with
all those historical facts
swirling in his head, so
many conversations to
carry on, you’d think
Walter Edgar lives and
breathes only history.

But think again.
There are many things

Walter Edgar loves: South
Carolina beaches, barbe-
cue, heirloom camellias,
his hometown, the game
of squash, great stories,
public radio, inquisitive
children, veterans, Trinity
Episcopal Cathedral, his
family. Especially his
family.

He has described his
first wife, Betty, a girl
from South Carolina who
taught history and geog-
raphy, as his “muse” and
his best editor on the
“History” and other
manuscripts. They raised
two daughters, and when
Betty suffered an aneu-
rysm and stroke at the
age of 44, he cared for her
diligently as she recov-
ered. In 1998, she was
discovered to have de-
mentia, later diagnosed as
Pick’s Disease. Again, he
cared for her until her
death in 2005.

In 2007, he married
Cornelia “Nela” Danforth
Gibbons, a fellow parish-
ioner at Trinity Episcopal
Cathedral, who had lost
her husband, David, the
same year that Betty Ed-
gar died.

Nela called him after
hearing a catch in his
voice as he was interview-
ing writer Dorothea
Franks on his weekly
public radio show, “Walter
Edgar’s Journal.” 

“And Dottie said to
Walter, ‘Don’t you believe
in miracles?’, and I just
got the sense from listen-
ing that it was very diffi-
cult, and it was about the
time of the anniversary of
Betty’s death,” Nela said. 

Edgar thought about
asking her out to dinner
after that telephone call.
But first, he visited Trin-
ity’s graveyard to check
the date of David Gib-
bon’s death – Edgar did
not want to call unless it
had been a year since his
passing. 

Now the couple has
meshed their families –
each had two grown
daughters – into one bois-
terous clan that includes
five grandchildren.

“I think that we shocked
them all,” Edgar laughed,
of their decision to remar-
ry. He recalled that his
younger daughter, Amelia,
called up early in their
courtship to say, ‘You’ve
mentioned this Nela per-
son about six times. How
old is she?’”

Nela’s daughter Caro-
line, told her, “‘Mama,
when dad died, you did,
too,’” Nela Edgar said.
“And I think Eliza and
Amelia felt the same way
about Walter. She said, ‘If
this gets our parents back,
we are all for it.’”

They have settled in
Edgar’s Shandon home,
with its rows of neatly
alphabetized books and
his collection of old pot-
tery. They enjoy vacations
at Nela’s Edisto beach
house and relish the pros-

pect of more travel.
But that voice of South

Carolina won’t take a
vacation for long. Al-
though he says he has no
plans to teach again, Ed-
gar will continue his radio
show and his lectures. He
and Nela are working on
the history of Trinity Epis-
copal Cathedral and are
planning for the cathe-
dral’s upcoming bicenten-
nial. At last, he has moved

the last boxes from his
university office and
tagged books and memo-
rabilia for his colleagues,
his graduate students and
his grandchildren.

“People say, ‘Is it bitter-
sweet?’ Well, no,” he said.
“I think I’m leaving at the
top of my game.”

Edgar’s final public
lecture before he becomes
professor emeritus will be
delivered on Thursday at

7:30 p.m. in USC’s Belk
Auditorium to the national
meeting of The Historical
Society, a Boston Univer-
sity organization.

The title of his talk,
appropriately enough, is a
subject near to Edgar’s
heart: “Whose History is it
Anyway? Reaching Real
People.”

Reach Click at (803)
771-8386.

USC history professor and prolific author Walter Edgar, who is retiring
from USC after 40 years of teaching, packs his belongings from his

Southern Studies office he has occupied since 1980. 
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Other than history,
Walter Edgar’s

passions include
heirloom camellias and

collecting artifacts. 
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