
by Judy Cheatham

Editor’s Note: This article first
appeared in the August 24, 2009 edi-
tion of the Greensboro News & Record
and is reprinted here by permission of
the author. Dr. Cheatham is a Jefferson
Pilot professor of English. 

In the summer of 1903, the trustees
of Greensboro Female College met in
the president's office to discuss the pre-
vious school year.

Lucy Robertson, the first female
president of a college in the state and
in the South, one of few female presi-
dents in the country, had been at the
helm of the institution for only a year.
She gave her report. It was a very
promising year, she said, but she had
studied the Smith College curriculum
and felt GFC should increase the lan-
guage requirement, requiring two lan-
guages for graduation, not one.

The trustees – O.W. Carr, J.A.
Odell, W.R. Odell, J.M. Odell, C.H.
Ireland, D. Peacock, C.L. Gray, H.W.
Lilly and B.N. Duke – gave her the
perfunctory "Good job" and sent her
out of her own office so they could
confer: The past few years had been
tough ones, in light of the economic
recessions at the end of the previous
century compounded by serious losses
after the fire in Main Building on Aug.
9, 1863, in the middle of the country's
Civil War.

So on that afternoon in June 1903,
the trustees voted to sell the college, to
put it on the auction block. First,
though, they sent furniture and books –
everything but the plow mule – by

train to GFC's brother institution,
Trinity College (now Duke). Trinity
and GFC, both founded by the
Methodists in 1838, were intricately
related.

Trinity College evidently did not
want the mule, but it was happy to get
the books, around 8,000 volumes,
which composed quite a library in
1903. These particular volumes had
been collected by Dred Peacock,
whose husband had been the previous
president of GFC and whose father
was the chairman of the religion
department at Trinity. There in Old
Main, Peacock had developed a
library, what she called a "reading
room," in memory of her little daugh-
ter, Ethel Carr, whose portrait sat on an
easel right inside the door.

A short while after the meeting
with Robertson, on July 1, 1903, these
same trustees – husbands, fathers,
brothers and sons of alumnae – were
meeting in Robertson's office when the
alumnae marched in on them: Lucy
Cuninggim, Pattie Caldwell, Martha
Dozier, Lynne Ward, Belle Hutton
Sides, Annie Barnes Stamey, Nona
Atwater Turrentine, Addie Van
Noppen, Mary Trotter Peacock, Lula
Bandy Carr, Eugenia Bumpass, Alla
Troy, Zula Hinshaw and Nannie Lee
Smith.

"We want to buy the college," they
said, "and we want to know how much
it costs." After much discussion,
including a "don't-worry-your-pretty-
little-heads-about-money" speech, the
trustees finally gave a sum: $25,000.
These women marched from the office,
through what is now Lea Center, and
out the front doors.

Privately, one asked the group, "Do
you think we can really raise that kind
of money?"

"Well," replied Nannie Lee Smith,
Class of 1893, "we sure can't raise it if
we don't even try."

Try they did, raising $40,444 by
the end of the summer. Smith wrote
everybody she knew, from Gov.
Aycock on. She chastised the governor
about allowing a college to close under
his watch, and here he called himself
the education governor! She spoke in
church pulpits when women were not
allowed to do such a thing.

She spoke for 15 minutes at West
Market Street Methodist and raised
$6,000. When the college reopened the
doors in October of that year, jubilant
students, faculty and alumnae pro-
claimed her the "Joan of Arc" of
Greensboro Female College.

A press "report," "Appeal to the
Alumnae," and published in the
Greensboro Patriot, ended this way:
"The devotion of thousands of former
students of every section of the State
and surrounding country, is a rich her-
itage of nearly three quarters of a cen-
tury's life and work that we cannot and
will not surrender. Through repeated
disaster such devotion has burned
steadily upon the altars of these hearts
that have solemnly vowed, 'Our Alma
Mater must not die.' ... So as we have
stood in the past, let us stand shoulder
to shoulder, right hand to right among
ourselves and no wrong hand to any
man. Thus shall we rebuild Greensboro
Female College."

Who was Nannie Lee Smith? A
slight wisp of a woman, about 4 foot 9;
a woman who had to work outside the

home as a clerk in Odell's Hardware
Store; a spinster, some would have
said.

When I first read about her, 20
years ago, during my first year as a fac-
ulty member at my beloved
Greensboro College, I commented to
my husband that it must have been
hard to spearhead a campaign to save
the college without a husband to help
her. "Are you kidding?" my husband
asked. "She did it because she didn't
have a husband to get in her way."

Margaret Taylor Harper (GC 1937)
was asked how she came to publish the
newspaper in Southport during World
War II. With a goal to be a stay-at-
home mother, she ended up being the
first woman nominated for lieutenant
governor in the state of North Carolina,
the first woman president of the N.C.
Democratic Party, the president of
N.C. Press Women and the president of
N.C. Federation of Women (also
founded by a GFC alumna, Sallie
Southall Cotten, Class of 1863).

by Paul Raker

Following a summer that
produced less than glamorous
PR for Greensboro College, it
would have been easy to roll
over and surrender to the tide
of impending financial doom.

Like a cagey prizefighter
though the college brushed of
the blows and began to fight
back. The sudden retirement
of former President Williams
and Robert Stout, Chairman of
the Board of Trustees in July
amid questions about their

financial decisions left GC
scrambling for leadership.

Since then, Dr. Paul Leslie
has been tapped as the Col-
lege’s acting CEO, the search
for Williams’ replacement is
underway and Greens-boro
College alum and managing
partner at Pricwaterhouse
Coopers, R. Carter Pate was
chosen as the new Chairman
of the Board of Trustees.

Pate’s leadership brought
immediate and much needed
stability to the college as a
whole and to the board.
"We’re doing some great
things that people will soon
know about," one Board of
Trustees member said and it
didn’t take long for good news
to come as the college released
better than expected enroll-

ment numbers.
There are 1,254 students

enrolled this fall – seven fewer
than last semester. About 650
of those students are full-time
and 237 are freshmen – a 12
percent larger freshman class
than last fall.

Pate applauded the news
of higher enrollment, as a
much needed boost for the col-
lege and the community. "We
were just so glad that people
continued to believe in the
school and continued to be
attracted to what we have to
offer," Pate said. 

The number of incoming
Honor students is at 50 – up
from 22 last year. Also, Pate
said, a testament to the aca-
demic excellence of the
College. "I think it says we’re

still attracting high-quality
students and we’re going to
continue to do what we can to
do that"

Strong enrollment num-
bers for the fall semester were
no doubt critical and now so is
finding someone to fill the
position of President left
vacant by Williams.

A leadership committee
consisting of trustees, alumni,
and students has been formed
to search for Williams’ succes-
sor. 

Good news coupled with
the strong breath of fresh air
R. Carter Pate’s leadership has
provided is no doubt a good
thing as Greensboro College
seeks to turn the corner with a
renewed sense of hope and
energy. 

Vol. 87, No. 1 Greensboro, North Carolina September 18, 2009

The CollegianThe Collegian
of Greensboro College

See SMITH on page 5

Nannie Lee Smith 
and the saving of a college

Fall semester at GC begins 
with good news and numbers

NANNIE LEE SMITH


