
TODAY’S FRONT PAGE
WILL BE A NEW CHAPTER
IN THE HISTORY BOOKS.
Those books will arrive on Cleveland
County students’ desks in less than 24 hours.

Thanks to a generous grant by the O. Max Gardner National Historical Association, of
which O. Max Gardner III is the chief executive, a copy of today’s Star will be delivered to
every one of the 16,000 students in the Cleveland County School system when they return to
classes on Thursday. This is part of The Star’s Newspapers in Education program, a
partnership between The Star, the Cleveland County Schools and other valued sponsors
which allows the world’s most current textbook to be delivered to participating classrooms
year-round and includes features and content recommended by teachers as the best way to
help our students learn.

We thank the O. Max Gardner National Historical Association for its special sponsorship of today’s edition.

1929 to 1933 North Carolina Governor O. Max Gardner
(March 22, 1882 - February 6, 1947)

8A Wednesday, January 21, 2009 www.shelbystar.com The Star



From 1928 to 1948, the ‘Shelby Dynasty’ ruled North Carolina politics. 
Gardner was one of the state’s most gifted political figures. Forced

to be innovative because of the Depression, Gardner reshaped state
government. Before Gardner, the state’s road system was controlled
by hundreds of local political barons; after Gardner, the state was
responsible for the highway system. Before Gardner, each county
was its own jailer; after Gardner, there was a state prison system.
Before Gardner, schools were financed entirely from local property
taxes; after Gardner, the state paid for the operation of the schools,
including teacher salaries.  

Before Gardner, each of the three major state-supported universities was
an individually duchy; after Gardner, there was a consolidated university
system. Before Gardner, there was no workers’ compensation law and in-
jured employees had to sue their employers in court; after Gardner, the
state had the workers’ compensation act. Before Gardner, the roadways in
the state were patrolled by county deputies; after Gardner, the roads were
policed by the North Carolina Highway Patrol.

And there was more. Before Gardner, profligate cities, towns and counties were free to bor-
row themselves into bankruptcy.  After Gardner, the Local Government Commission polices
their finances. Before Gardner, each state agency bought its own supplies and handled its own
job applications.  After Gardner, there was a state Division of Purchasing and Contract and a
Division of Personnel.

Gardner was a political moderate who was willing to move to the left or the right as the
times directed. But in the boardrooms of North Carolina, Gardner was seen as a liberal busi-
nessman who was sympathetic to the New Deal.

Gardner's views on race were advanced for a white southerner of his day.  As governor,
Gardner was sharply criticized when he was photographed in 1929 with a white boy and a

black girl who were essay winners in the “Live-at-Home” contest (the photo is shown below right), a program designed to encourage people to become more
self-sufficient by growing more of their own food.  When he was warned that he was handing his foes political ammunition, Gardner said he would make use
of the picture himself in any future political campaign. When Depression-era legislation budget cutters proposed merging the state’s two major black public
colleges – what would become N.C. A&T State University in Greensboro and N.C. Central University in Durham – he killed the plan.

In later years, Gardner encouraged the registration of blacks at the mill precinct near his factory in Shelby, so that by the 1940s there were 500 African-
Americans voting in that precinct. He praised his son Ralph for organizing a black Boy Scout Troop. He donated land to Shelby for use as a park for blacks
and land for Webb Memorial Cemetery. He told the mayor of Shelby near the end of World War II that it was a waste of money to build a new school for
blacks because racial segregation could not last much longer. And he said in private what no southerner would say publicly.  

“I have no doubt, as you know, that the young Negroes of today will be the voters of tomorrow,” Gardner wrote to
his son in 1940. “In the next 20 years the Negroes will not be denied the franchise by fictitious political figments.”

From “The Paradox of Tar Heel Politics” by Rob Christensen (University of North Carolina Press 2008)

This week’s special coverage of the historic inauguration of Barack Obama is sponsored exclusively by the O. Max Gardner National Historical Association
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An enduring vision. An enduring legacy.

‘THE 
LIBERAL 
BUSINESSMAN
WHO SAVED 
A STATE’
✯ GOVERNOR, 1929-1933 ✯

Read more about Gov. O Max
Gardner in Sunday’s special

inauguration section.
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An enduring vision. An enduring legacy.

My Dear Ralph:

This is a desperate time, as you know. We

are without precedent, guide or direction

from the past. There is no one who pretends

to be able to tell us what the day will bring

forth or what the night will be. Just remem-

ber this, we are today in the first phase of a

vast and fundamental change in America,

and our preconceived prejudices, deep-routed devotions and eco-

nomic and social ideals, as certain as night follows day, will never in

my lifetime or yours be the same again. As for you and me and our

family, in these days ahead, I, of course do not know, but I know this

– my country gave me and gave you all that we have or hope to have.

I am not looking for a storm cellar and neither is President Roo-

sevelt. If I have anything my country needs, I have made up my mind

to offer it freely and if it takes all, we will have the memories of many

happy days together and with satisfaction of having lived and served

in the most interesting period in history.  The past, at least, is secure.

Affectionately yours,

O. Max Gardner

O. Max Gardner not only guided the state of North Carolina through the first four years of the Great Depression (1929-
1933) as governor, he also chaired the advisory board for the United States War Mobilization and Reconversion
Office from 1945-46 (he is shown with President Truman below). Two of his sons  – O. Max
Gardner Jr. and Ralph Webb Gardner – enlisted in the U.S. Army after war was de-
clared against Japan and Germany. Below is a letter O. Max Gardner, the
father, wrote to his oldest son, Ralph, on May 22, 1940.

O. Max Gardner: From Shelby to Washington
Shelby native Oliver Max Gardner was the son of Dr. Oliver Perry Gardner, a physician and veteran of the Confederate armies, and Margaret Young Gardner. He was the youngest of 12

children. A 1903 graduate of the North Carolina College of Agriculture and Mechanic Arts (now N.C. State University), Gardner studied law from 1905-06 at UNC-Chapel Hill and, in

1907, opened a law practice in Shelby. He also founded the Shelby Cloth Mills (later re-named the Cleveland Cloth Mills), the Gardner Land Company, and other businesses, in addi-

tion to oper-ating a farm. Active in the Democratic Party, Gardner was elected to the N.C. Senate in 1910 and 1915. He went on to become the state's lieutenant governor in 1916 and

eventually governor in 1929. After leaving the governor's office, Gardner moved to Washington, D.C., and established Gardner, Morrison & Rogers, a law firm representing the interests

of the textile, soft-drink, and aviation industries, among others. He later served as chair of the U.S. Office of War Mobilization and Reconversion's Advisory Board during World War II

and served as undersecretary of treasury for President Truman in 1946. He was also named ambassador to Great Britain in 1947. However, he died shortly before taking the post.

Historic Webbley
Historic Webbley in Shelby was built in 1852. The home, which is listed on the National

Register of Historic Places and cited as one of the most distinguished residences in North
Carolina, was never actually owned by the governor. It was originally the home of Fay Webb
Gardner's parents, Judge James L. Webb and Kansas Love Andrews Webb. The home is
named for Fay’s father who, along with her uncle, Judge E. Yates Webb, formed the first gen-
eration of the renowned Shelby political dynasty.

Although Gardner spent much of his last 25 years in Washington, D.C., he always consid-
ered Webbley home. And, he expressed a strong desire to return to Webbley whenever time
permitted. Some of his fondest memories recalled receptions at Webbley for political digni-
taries and other special guests. As a matter of fact, every governor of North Carolina from
1900 to 2008 has been in the home at one time or another. 

Although the Gardner family continues to live in the house today, it is open to the public
Monday through Friday from 9 a.m. to 5 p.m. Call 704-487-0616. For more information on
the home and Gov. Gardner, go to www.governoromaxgardner.com on the Web. 

Two times a captain
In addition to his accomplishments in the areas of politics and business, O. Max Gard-
ner has a unique distinction in the world of North Carolina athletics. He is the only per-
son to have served as the captain of both the N.C. State and UNC football teams. He is
shown left in his Tar Heel jersey during law school.

A husband and father
O. Max Gardner and future first lady of North Carolina,
Fay Webb Gardner, married in 1907. Fay was active in
women’s organizations in Shelby, Raleigh and Washington,
D.C., and in the state and national Democratic Party, rep-
resenting the state twice as a delegate to the Democratic
National Convention. She also served on the North Caroli-
na State Advisory Board of Paroles and as president of the
Gardner Foundation Inc., which helped support Gardner-
Webb College, and as a trustee of Gardner-Webb. The
Gardners had four children, Margaret Love Gardner
Burgess (1908-1997), James Webb Gardner (1910-
1946), Ralph Webb Gardner (1912-1982) and O. Max
Gardner Jr. (1922-1961).

The Gardner-Webb story
From a movement initiated by the Kings Mountain Baptist Association in 1903, and later joined by the

Sandy Run Baptist Association, Boiling Springs High School was chartered in 1905 as a Christian-in-

fluenced place of learning. Later, in 1928, in response to the changing educational needs of the area,

the school was transformed into Boiling Springs Junior College. In 1942, former Gov. O. Max Gard-

ner began devoting his energy, time and wealth to strengthening and guiding the school. So important

was his influence that the name of the institution was changed to Gardner-Webb     College in honor

of the governor, his wife and their families. The college is now a four-year university.

A visionary governor 1929-1933
On Jan. 11, 1929, O. Max Gardner was inaugurated as governor of North Carolina. He was a progressive thinker who reorgan-

ized state government. Among his accomplishments was the formation of the state highway patrol, the consolidation of the

state’s public institutions of higher learning (now known as the University of North Carolina System), passing a worker’s com-

pensation law, establishment of voting by secret ballot, the creation of a state tax commission, doubled the state’s allotment to

schools and abolished the state’s tax on real property. During the Depression, Gardner also started the “Live at Home Pro-

gram” to encourage farmers to livestock and diversify their crops and not rely solely on tobacco and cotton as their cash

crops. Gardner’s leadership kept the state looking toward the future during one of the nation’s darkest hours.

This week’s special coverage of the historic inauguration of Barack Obama is sponsored exclusively by the O. Max Gardner Historical Association.

O. Max Gardner,
Gertrude Weil and 
interracial cooperation

Long before the boycotts, demon-
strations and sit-ins generally associ-
ated with the civil rights movement,
Gertrude Weil’s dedication to social
justice led her to challenge the segre-
gation, disenfranchisement and

lynchings that marked the lives of southern blacks.
While she was not alone in her early civil rights
work, her consistent efforts to improve race rela-
tions took considerable courage in the highly segre-
gated South. Weil first immersed herself in civil
rights work in 1930, participating in the Anti-Lynch-
ing Conference of Southern White Women and sub-
sequently joining the Association of Southern
Women for the Prevention of Lynching. As a group,
these women contested the prevailing argument that
lynchings of black men were necessary to protect
white women from the supposed sexual threat of
black men. 

In 1932, Gov. O. Max Gardner appointed Weil to
the North Carolina Commission on Interracial Co-
operation. Composed of white and black leaders,
the commission’s goal was to foster communication
and mutual trust between the two communities.
Through the commission, Weil became involved in
some of the most critical race issues of the era, as
she advocated legal, economic, political and educa-
tional equality for black North Carolinians.  

Seeking unity and healing
The purpose of the commission created by Gard-

ner, was according to the Governor to “undertake
to foster good relations between the races and to
improve the conditions among the Negro people
which tend to retard their progress and conse-
quently the progress of the white population as
well.  Its methods are those of the educator rather
than the excited reformer.  Its appeal is to one of
reason and fairness.”  

Gardner added that “the breaking down of preju-
dice and ignorance are slow processes that require
great determination on our part.”  

Gardner also stated on many occasion that the
word “prejudice” was the most "dastardly term in
the dictionary.”

Gardner himself was the subject of racial and
pro-suffrage attacks when he first ran for Governor
in 1920 and lost to Cameron Morrison of Charlotte.
During that campaign, Morrison supporters circu-
lated a photo of Gardner accompanying a black
man to vote in 1915 and another handbill with a
photograph of Gardner and Weil at a pro-suffrage

rally in 1918.  When he served as lieutenant gov-
ernor, Gardner was prepared to cast the tie-
breaking vote as President Pro-tem of the Senate
that would have passed the Suffrage Amendment.
During his failed campaign for governor in 1920,
Gardner had been most distressed by a cartoon
that showed him walking down a “back alley” of
Fayetteville with a black woman on one arm and a
white woman on the other. After he lost the cam-
paign by less than 100 votes, Gardner said that if
African-American female laborers at Cleveland
Cloth Mill had been allowed to vote “I would have
won by a landside.” 

Gardner made good on a promise to again run
for the governorship, winning the seat in 1928.

‘The duty for all of us is to serve America.’
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