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North Carolina held its first presidential primary election on May 6, 1972. Prior to 1972,
delegates were chosen to represent the state at the national party nominating conventions,
but the candidates were not subject to a popular vote in North Carolina until the general
election. North Carolina’s primary came toward the end of the 1972 election cycle, but was
still ahead of a few large states including California and New Jersey. By early May the
Republican nomination was wrapped up, with the great majority of voters continuing to
support incumbent Richard Nixon, but the Democratic race was a different story.

When the 1972 Democratic Presidential campaign began, there were no clear leaders.
U.S. Senators Edmund Muskie, Hubert Humphrey, and George McGovern were viewed as
the establishment candidates, with McGovern eventually winning the nomination. In the
South, however, two alternative candidates resonated with many voters. George Wallace,
the Governor of Alabama was running for the second time and was a popular anti-
establishment choice throughout the South, as well as in a few midwestern states. Shirley
Chisolm, U.S. Representative from New York, was also running and, while not garnering
enough votes to put her among the leaders, her candidacy appealed to many women and
African Americans.

In early March, 1972, former North Carolina Governor Terry Sanford entered the race.
Although the earliest primaries had already passed, there was no clear leader and Sanford
saw the North Carolina primary as an opportunity to boost his candidacy. Eight years after
leaving the Governor’s mansion, Terry Sanford remained a contentious figure in North
Carolina. During his four years in office in the early 1960s he fought to expand and
improve education in the state for all students, including African Americans, most of
whom remained in poorly-funded segregated schools, and led an ambitious anti-poverty
campaign. Sanford’s liberal agenda stood out when compared to other Southern governors,
including George Wallace, who were elected on strict segregationist platforms.
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The Sanford campaign organized quickly, opening a headquarters in Washington and
beginning a nationwide campaign. Campaign literature portrayed Sanford as an outspoken
progressive leader in the conservative South. His work for expanded Civil Rights and
educational opportunities was highlighted, as was his position that the United States
should not stay in Vietnam. However, he did show signs of trying to appeal to Southern
voters, such as his proposition to limit the growth of the federal government and return
more control to the states, and his contention that the South was growing too quickly and
needed to “avoid the mistakes the North has made in industrialization.” While these
policies, especially combined with the effective campaigning style of the charismatic
Sanford, were effective in North Carolina in 1960, the response was very different in 1972.

After the votes were counted on May 6, George Wallace was the clear winner, beating
Sanford by more than 100,000 votes. Shirley Chisolm picked up over 60,000 votes,
suggesting that African American voters had also turned away from Sanford. This was a
crushing defeat for Sanford. Not only did it effectively end his presidential hopes, but it was
especially painful that so many people would vote for a protest candidate who had no real
hopes of winning the candidacy over a once-popular governor. Sanford returned to his
position as President of Duke University, but was eventually elected to national office in
1980, serving in the U.S. Senate until 1993.

Sanford’s defeat in 1972 marked a turning point in North Carolina politics. In the
general elections that year, North Carolinians elected conservative television commentator
Jesse Helms to the U.S. Senate and James Holshouser to the Governor’s office, the first
Republican to serve in the state house since the “fusion' period of the late nineteenth
century.
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