
DISCOVERY

edited by
Kenneth E. Rowe

Augustus Baldwin Longstreet and
South Carolina College

by Gerald J. Smith

Augustus Baldwin Longstreet (1790-1870) was surely
one of the most colorful personalities of the Old South. His life
spanned the first half of the nineteenth century, and he
touched in some capacity almost every professional area of his
day. He was a lawyer in frontier Georgia, serving as a judge
for several years. As a Methodist minister he was present as a
delegate at the ignominious 1844 New York Conference
which saw the Methodist Church split asunder. He was four
times elected a college president: Emory (Oxford, Georgia);
University of Mississippi (Oxford, Mississippi) ; Centenary
(Jackson, Louisiana); and South Carolina College (Columbia,
South Carolina). He was a horticulturist, rivalling Johnny
Appleseed Chapman in his ability to successfully graft apple
scions. His work as an author was his enduring labor,
however, for his Georgia Scenes (1835) established him as
the first great Southwest frontier humorist.! His collection of

lSee John Donald Wade, Augustus Baldwin Longstreet: A Study of the Development of
Culture in the South (New York: MacMillan, 1924). This is the definitive study of the
humorist.
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tales--true-to-life to the point of crudeness in their depiction of
·frontier behavior--became instantly popular. One still finds the
chalk-eating Ransy Sniffle and the inveterate prankster Ned
Brace unforgettable. The old Judge tried in later more sedate
years to minimize the significance of the Scenes but to no
avail. Even when he assumed the presidency of South
Carolina College in 1858, he was referred to by mischievous
students as "Ned Brace" .

Longstreet accepted the job at South Carolina College
after leaving the president's chair of the University of
Mississippi. His new responsibilities included rebuilding a
tottering administration and revitalizing the faculty. The
student body had been notorious for scandalizing the College,
so a strong hand was needed. The Judge knew just what to
do, and order was restored. The following year when more
student trouble erupt~d, the Judge promptly suspended the
majority of the student body, thus maintaining a taut ship. 2 In
his discipline and lectures, however, Longstreet began to
reveal erratic behavior of his own: he forgot important matters
too easily and committed inexcusable blunders, such as
obvious misquotes of Latin, all of which soon earned him the
reputation in student circles of being "cracked" mentally. The
letter quoted below testifies to this reputation.

When South Carolina seceded from the Union, the
South Carolina College students entered Confederate service
almost to a man; Longstreet had no recourse but to resign
from his now emptied institution. He returned to Mississippi
and lived in Oxford until his death in 1870. Despite his
frequent erratic behavior in advanced age, Judge Longstreet
epitomized the best in Southern life. As his biographer John
Donald Wade states: "It was by the power of his own mind
that he achieved a heroic nobility of character that seemed
God-like to his contemporaries, and that does not promise to
grow less important, ever."3

2Charles Woodward Hutson, "The South Carolina College in the Late Fifties," Sewanee
ReView, XVII (January, 1910), 337. This revealing article lists the curriculum of the College

and the faculty members.
3"First American Realist." Atlanta Journal, June 15,1935, p. 17.

J.-, _



202 Methodist History

The letter given below was written by a student of
Longstreet's, Robert deTreville Lawrence, who attended the
College from 1858 until 1861 when he entered Confederate
service. His grandson; Judge Alexander A. Lawrence of
Savannah, Georgia, owns the letter and gives kind permission
for publication. The passage dealing with Longstreet is ex
cerpted from the letter which was written on April 30, 1859.
The Euphradian and Cleosophic Societies mentioned in the
letter are old and honored institutions today; they were
organized as literary debating societies and were such in
Lawrence's day.

"It seems to be the prevalent opinion among the students
that Judge Longstreet is not overstocked with brains, and as
for any scholarship many of them think he never did have
any. He certainly must be in his dotage, for he hasn't got
much memory. He gave permission to the Cleosophic Society
to celebrate their anniversary, that is, let the students off from
the next morning's recitation, and about the time they had got
through went to their rooms to see if all were in, having
forgotten everything about the celebration. He told the
students that the next time he did the same thing, he would
report himself to the Faculty, and move that they examine him
on their various branches, and if he didn't do well, to suspend
him two weeks. I learn that he actually did do the same thing
last night at the celebration of the EuphradianSociety .We
notice these things the more because there is such a contrast
between himself and the Professors."

--R. deT. Lawrence




