
Reconstruction Era (1867-1877) 
 
 The University of South Carolina School of Law was established as one of ten 

academic schools when South Carolina College was reorganized as the University of South 

Carolina in 1865 and 1866.  The Board of Trustees elected twenty-seven year old South 

Carolina attorney Alexander Cheves Haskell as the first professor of law and the law school 

opened on October 7, 1867.  Professor Haskell developed his own system of leading the 

junior class through a course in Blackstone’s Commentaries and the senior class through a 

course on Stephens’ Pleading.  By November there were four students in the Law School’s 

two classes.  The first student of the law school was Arthur Moore of Columbia.  He was 

joined by C. Pinckney Sanders (Walterboro), Jefferson Warren, and John T. Sloan (both of 

Columbia).  Entrance requirements for the law school were no higher than for other  schools 

and the course of study was not on the graduate level.  Moore and Sloan completed the 

course in nine months and received the first bachelor of law degrees granted by the 

University on June 29, 1868.  Haskell resigned the law professorship in November, closing 

the law school for the remainder of the academic year. 

 The Board of Trustees elected South Carolina attorney Cyrus David Melton to the 

professorship of law on July 12, 1869.  Professors T. N. Roberts, Henry J. Fox, and Richard T. 

Greener, the first African-American faculty member at the University of South Carolina, 

assisted Melton with his teaching duties in the law school.  The course of study was 

arranged to be completed in two academic years, though a student could enter both classes 

and complete the course in one year.  Tuition for the law school’s nine-month academic year 

was $50.00.  From the opening of the law school in October 1867 until the death of Professor 



Melton on December 4, 1875, classes were held in the University Library, now the South 

Caroliniana Library, and DeSaussure College.  

 During Melton’s tenure, the University, including the law school, was integrated in 

October 1873.  Walter Raleigh Jones was the first African-American to enroll in the law 

school on October 13, 1873.  By the end of that October, five African-Americans had enrolled 

in the law school.  On June 30, 1874, Jones earned the distinction of being the first African-

American graduate of the law school.   The Board of Trustees chose Franklin J. Moses, 

Sr., the Chief Justice of the Supreme Court of South Carolina, as Melton’s successor.  Under 

Moses the curriculum of the law school was modified to place a heavy emphasis on 

Blackstone’s Commentaries and Kent’s Lectures.  When Moses died on March 6, 1877, the law 

school ceased to function.  A Joint Resolution of the South Carolina General Assembly closed 

the law school on June 7, 1877.  The Reconstruction-Era Law school had graduated thirty-

nine students between 1868 and 1876, including eleven who were African-American.   

  

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

University Library (1884-1891) 

 The law school was reopened in 1884 and has operated continuously ever  since.  Law 

students paid $30.00 per year in tuition and an additional $10.00 annual fee.  The income from tuition 

was used to supplement the $450.00 per year salary of the law professor.  That arrangement 

continued until 1888, when the law professor’s salary was brought in line with that of other 

University faculty members.  The Board of Trustees elected South Carolina attorney Joseph Daniel 

Pope as professor of law on May 7, 1884.   

 Admission standards for the law school were almost identical to those for incoming freshman, 

the only difference being the age requirement.  Law school applicants had to be at least nineteen 

years old, while college freshman could enroll as young as fifteen.  The law course remained a two-

year program, as it had been during Reconstruction, with junior and senior classes.  Bachelor of law 

degrees were awarded to students who completed the course.  The University assigned the law 

school to a classroom in the University Library, now known as the South Caroliniana Library.  Daniel 

 University Library, 1887  (Image courtesy of the SC State 

Museum Digital Collection) 

 



Walker Hollis, in his history of the University of South Carolina, suggested that the atmosphere of the 

library was perhaps expected to compensate students for the fact that, as far as he could determine, 

no funds were spent for law books.  The law school opened in 1884 with ten students, all of whom 

were placed in the junior class.  The following year enrollment increased to sixteen, with eight juniors 

and eight  seniors.  Five of the seniors received bachelor of law degrees at the end of that year. Eight  

students graduated from the law school in 1886, the first law degrees awarded since Reconstruction.  

Professor Pope and University of South Carolina President John McLaren McBryde wanted incoming 

law students to have attended college for at least a year or two, but most enrolled with no college 

experience at all. 

 

 

Legare College (1891-1919) 

 In 1891, the law school was reconstituted as the Law Department.  Its quarters were moved 

from the library building to the first floor of Legare College.  Professor Pope lectured on equity and 

property.  In 1900, the Board of Trustees elected Professor Pope as Dean of the Law Department.  

The Board elected Maurice Herndon Moore as an adjunct professor of law.  In 1901, Moore 

introduced the South Carolina Code of Laws to the curriculum.  In 1906, the Board promoted Moore 

to full professor of law and elected John Peyre Thomas, Jr. as professor of law, enlarging the law 

faculty to three.  Professor Pope died on March 21, 1908, at the age of eighty-one.  The Board elected 

Professor Moore as the new Dean of the law school and chose James Nelson Frierson to fill the 

vacancy left by Moore’s promotion.  Under the direction of Dean Moore, law school entrance 

requirements were raised.  Students were required to remain in law school for the full two years.  



Dean Moore died on March 1, 1910.  The Board elected Professor Thomas to serve as Dean of the law 

school.  

 Dean Thomas made further changes to the curriculum during his tenure, instituting the case 

method of teaching.  Law school enrollment more than doubled in the ten years following the 1906 

expansion of the law faculty, increasing from thirty-two students in 1907 to seventy-five students in 

1917.  During Dean Thomas’ tenure, the Law school began admitting women.  Claudia James Sullivan 

earned the distinction of being the first female graduate of the law school in the spring of 1918. 

 In his first annual report, Dean Thomas called attention to the fact that the law school’s 

quarters in Legare College were inadequate.  The law school needed class rooms and a law library for 

students and faculty that could also be used as a study hall.  In 1911, law students organized a 

movement to raise the sum of $40,000 for a law school building.  The students themselves pledged 

the amount of $4,000 immediately upon announcement of plans for a building.   

Petigru College I (1919-1950) 

 In 1917, the South Carolina General Assembly appropriated $40,000 for the erection of a law 

school building on campus.  The new law school building, named Petigru College in honor of the 

famous antebellum South Carolina lawyer James L. Petigru, was occupied on January 1, 1919.  

 Dean Thomas resigned in 1920, when his requests for improvements to the law school, in 

order to gain admission to the Association of American Law Schools, were rebuffed by the Board of 

Trustees.  The Board of Trustees chose Professor Frierson to replace Thomas as Dean of the law  

school.  That  fall, the Board of Trustees reconsidered and adopted many of the measures Thomas 

had requested, including the three-year course of study.  The case method remained  the method of 

instruction.  The new three-year course of study went into effect for the 1921-22 academic year.  After 



a dip in enrollment from 1915 to 1918 due to the First World War, students enrolling in the law school 

increased to an all-time high of 125.  Entrance requirements were also altered.  The minimum age was 

lowered from nineteen to eighteen in 1923, but one year of college study was made a prerequisite for 

admission and two years of college study for admission in subsequent years.  Students now had to 

follow a six-year course in order to earn bachelor of arts and bachelor of law degrees.  In 1924, the 

law faculty was increased to six, half of whom taught full time.  Two years later, the law professors’ 

salaries were raised to $4,500 a year in order to meet the requirements of the American Association 

of Law Schools.   

 In 1922, the law library contained only 1,500 volumes.  In January 1923, John R. Abney gave the 

law school the library of his brother, Benjamin Lindsey Abney, consisting of between four and five 

thousand legal volumes, along with several thousand general volumes.  A substantial number of 

books were also added to the law library as a bequest from deceased U.S. Circuit Judge Charles A. 

Woods.  In December 1924, the law school was admitted to membership in the Association of 

American Law Schools at the Association’s annual meeting.  In 1925, the American Bar Association 

placed the law school on its approved list. 

 In 1933, due to a substantial reduction in the appropriation for the maintenance of the 

University, the teaching force in the law school was reduced to five, necessitating the elimination of 

certain substantive law courses and the loss of the services of Professor William H. Wicker.  However, 

the law library now contained a collection of 14,000 volumes and was managed by its first trained 

librarian, Mary Ophelia Strickland.  In 1937, the law school began publication of The Year Book of the 

Selden Society, its first publication edited by students.  

 Upon the retirement of Dean Frierson in 1946, Anderson attorney Samuel L. Prince was 



chosen Dean of the Law School.  By the fall of 1946, when Dean Prince’s tenure began, the law school 

had once again outgrown its facilities.  Total enrollment ballooned from 105 in 1934-35 to 232 in 1946-

47.  Students praised the faculty, their courses, the texts they used, but complained about the lack of 

room and poor condition of the building and library facilities.  Petigru College had been designed to 

accommodate 60 to75 students and the library was not adequate in its holdings and study areas.  The 

original Petigru College could not measure up to the facilities of most good law schools. 

Petigru College II (1950-1974) 

 The South Carolina Bar Association prevailed upon the General Assembly to provide funds for 

a new law school building.  In April 1948, the General Assembly appropriated $250,000, with the 

stipulation that the new facility be completed by September 1949.  The new building, also named 

Petigru College, was dedicated in April 1950.  When the Petigru name was transferred to the new 

building, the old law school building was renamed Currell College.  Chief Justice of the New Jersey 

Supreme Court Arthur T. Vanderbilt was the featured  speaker at the April 1950 dedication of the new 

Petigru College of Law.   

 Upon the retirement of Dean Prince in 1959, Robert McCormick Figg, Jr., was chosen as Dean 

of the law school.  During his tenure, Dean Figg presided over the re-integration of the law school 

and urged revision of the curriculum. The law school admitted its first African-American student since 

Reconstruction when Paul Cash enrolled in September 1964.  In June 1967, Jasper Cureton earned 

the distinction of being the first African-American graduate of the law school since Reconstruction. 

 Dean Figg had noted the need for a new law school building early in his tenure.  Enrollment 

had grown from 173 students in 1960, the year after Figg began his tenure as Dean, to 496 in 1970.  

Dean Figg and his colleagues at the law school lobbied for a new facility to replace the overcrowded 



Petigru College.  On April 23, 1970, the South Carolina General Assembly passed an act providing 

$5,900,000 for a new law school building.  Professor Robert W. Foster was chosen Dean of the Law 

School, after the resignation of Dean Figg in June 1970.  

 At a ceremony held on October 16, 1971, former Dean Figg, Dean Foster, and University of 

South Carolina President Thomas Jones officially broke ground at the new law school construction 

site.  

 

 

University of South Carolina Law Center (1974-present) 

 The University of South Carolina Law Center was dedicated on May 4, 1974.  Lewis F. Powell, 

Jr., Associate Justice of the United States Supreme Court, was the featured speaker.  During the early 

1970s, the faculty was enlarged significantly.  The entering class enrollment briefly grew as high as 

349 in 1973.  By 1978, the size of the entering class had dropped once again to about 250 students, 

including 77 women.  In 1977, Richard E. Day was selected as Dean.  He was succeeded in 1980 by 

Harry M. Lightsey, Jr.  During Dr. Lightsey’s tenure as Dean, the Law School became the 60th school in 

the nation to be approved for a chapter of the Order of the Coif.  John M. Montgomery became Dean 

in 1987 and served in that capacity for 16 years.  By 1998, Dean Montgomery had announced plans to 

raise funds for a new law school building.  Upon his retirement, Dean Montgomery was succeeded as 

Dean by Burnele Venable Powell, the first African-American Dean of the School of Law, and then by 

Walter F. Pratt, Jr., who served as Dean until 2011.  In July 2011, Robert M. Wilcox, a long time 

member of the faculty, was appointed as Dean.  In 2011, the fall semester entering class held 215 

students. 



The Future 

 Recognizing changes that have occurred in the legal profession and the need to prepare 

students for the demands of a modern legal practice, the School of Law regularly reviews and revises 

its course of study so as to equip its graduates most effectively with the analytical skills, professional 

skills, and understanding of professionalism they will need to become excellent lawyers.  Legal clinics 

and externships have become a part of the modern curriculum, along with an increased emphasis on 

the development of legal writing and research skills.  New third-year capstone courses are being 

developed to provide students with greater opportunities to apply cutting-edge legal understanding 

and techniques, to develop creative problem solving skills, and to work together as a team to resolve 

a simulated legal representation. 

   To provide the flexibility of instructional space needed for modern legal education, the 

School of Law is preparing to construct its sixth academic home, a new law school building to be 

constructed on the north side of campus, occupying a block bounded by Gervais, Pickens, Senate, 

and Bull Streets.  The new building will be the central feature of a law campus including the 

Children’s Law Center in the Whaley House on Gervais Street and the National Advocacy Center, a 

block to the south on Pendleton Street.  It will provide a professional environment reflecting the 

ambitions of the school, and it will incorporate modern technology, better facilitate interaction 

between students and faculty, and offer quality learning spaces that reflect the current study habits 

of law students.          

 


