Copyright © 1972 by the South Dakota State Historical Society. All Rights Reserved.

Charles L. Nickolls:
Pioneer Chemical Engineer

ROBERT E. SMITH

On 8 March 1967 Robert B. Kamm, president of Oklahoma
State University, announced at a dinner meeting of the faculty
of the College of Engineering that Wayne C. Edmister had been
appointed to the Charles L. Nickolls Emeritus Chair of
Chemical Engineering. The Nickolls Emeritus Chair was the first
academic chair that was established in the College of
Engineering in the seventy-six years since the founding of the
university. The chair was named in honor of the chemical
engineering professor who served on the faculty of the
Stillwater, Oklahoma, institution for Öiirty-nine years and in
recognition of his pioneer efforts in the field of chemical
engineering. '
Charles L. Nickolls was born on 17 May 1892 in Henry,
IlUnois, the son of Joshua and Augusta Nickolls. When Charles
was very young, his father died, and within a few years his
mother Augusta married a widower named Minier.^ Illinois was
not to be Charles' boyhood home. Within a short time the
family moved to a farm between Manchester and Esmond in
1. Wayne C. Edmister, Personnel File, School of Chemical Engineering,
Oklahoma State University, Stillwater.
2. Henry is a small town situated on the west bank of the Illinois River about
one-hundred miles southwest of Chicago. Charles had one brother and one sister, and
Minier, Charles' step-father, had five children of his own. Walter R. Nickolls to
Robert E. Smith, 17 Mar. 1972.
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Kingsbury County, South Dakota, and there Charles grew up
and graduated from Oldham Elementary School in June 1909.
That September he entered Dakota Wesleyan Academy in
Mitchell, South Dakota. He showed exceptional ability in
science and mathematics courses, and during his senior year he
enrolled in classes that were equivalent to college freshman
courses. He completed the high school course at the academy
and received his diploma in June 1913.^
Dakota Wesleyan Academy was operated as a preparatory
school in conjunction with Dakota Wesleyan University, which
was also located in Mitchell. Nickolls entered Dakota Wesleyan
University in September 1913. While there he majored in
mathematics and chemistry and minored in German. He was a
good student and participated in several extracurricular
activities. He was a member of the Daedalian Society, a literary
club, and played the trombone in the college pep band.
Nicknamed "Jitney" or "Chass" by his classmates, he was
known for his rendition of "That Slippery Slide Trombone." He
supplemented his income by working as a laboratory assistant in
the physics department. He was described in his college
yearbook as "one of those estimable persons who knows how to
mind his own business and has the sense to see that the welfare
of the University does not weigh directly upon his own
shoulders. He is quiet and unobtrusive, but as firm as adamant
in his convictions. Possessed with a scintillating intellect and has
a great eye for details. Would rather play rummy than fuss or go
to church, toward which he has a great antipathy."**
On 30 October 1914 Nickolls enlisted in the South Dakota
Army National Guard. His unit was Company F of the Fourth
South Dakota Infantry Regiment. A good soldier, he attained
the rank of sergeant by the spring of 1916. The South Dakota
3. Walter Nickolls to Robert SnUth, 17 Mar. 1972; Dorothea M. Wright,
Executive Secretary, Office of the Registrar, Oklahoma State University, Stillwater,
interview on 21 Apr. 1972.
4. Wright interview, 21 Apr. 1972; Harriet Houk, Alumni Office Secretary,
Dakota Wesleyan University, Mitchell, S.Dak., to Robert Smith, 24 Nov. 1971;
Charles L. Nickolis, Personnel File, Sdiool of Chemical Engineering, Oklahoma State
University, Stillwater; Tumbleweed (Mitchell, S. Dak.: Dakota Wesleyan University,
1971).
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Otaries L. Nickothin ¡916

Army National Guard was activated in 1916 to provide support
for regular army units operating in Mexico. At that time the
United States Expeditionary Force, under the command of
General John J. Pershing, was pursuing the army of tlie Mexican
revolutionary Pancho Villa in northern Mexico.^ Sergeant
Nickolls was ordered to duty on the Mexican border on 21 June
1916 and he remained there until 3 March 1917. Military duty
on the Mexican border was not an ideal environment for
academic work, but he managed to complete the requirements
for the B.S. degree at Dakota Wesleyan University. He returned

5. James C. Kuhom, CW4, Assistant Adjutant General, South Dakota Army
National Guard, to Robert Smith, 5 Apr. 1972. National Guard uniLs were sent to ihe
Mexican border to prevent a repetition of Villa's raid into Columbus, New Mexico.
About 75,000 National Guardsmen were activated and within a few months the
border garrisons of lil Paso and Brownsville, Texas, and Nogales, Arizona, were
reinforced by 50,000 National Guard troops (Haldeen Brady, Pershing's Mission to
Mexico (El Paso: Texas Western Press, 1966], p. 58).
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to Mitchell after his unit was deactivated and received his
diploma on 18 March 1917.^
However, for Nickolls the luxury of civilian life was to be of
short duration. The United States entered World War I on the
side of the Allies in April 1917 and the tense situation on the
Mexican border remained unresolved. Sergeant Nickolls was
reactivated on 15 July 1917 and was reassigned to duty on the
Mexican border. He served there until 5 August 1917 when the
Fourth Infantry Regiment of the South Dakota Army National
Guard was ordered home to reorganize. After the regiment was
recruited to full strength, it was broken up and assigned to the
United States Army under a new policy that placed all of the
armed forces under the direct control of the federal
government. '^
Nickolls was assigned to the Forty-first Division, which was
organized at Camp Greene, North Carolina. On 3 December
1917 he was commissioned a first lieutenant in the
Quartermaster Corps and ten days later he reached France.
Nickolls was one of more than 32,000 men from South Dakota
who served in the military services in World War I. Of this
number 210 were killed in action while about 100 died from
wounds they had received in combat.^
6. Walter Nickolls to Robert Smith, 17 Mar. 1972; Wright interview, 21 Apr.
1972.
7. Walter NickoUs to Robert Smith, 17 Mar. 1972; Herbert S. Schell.Ärsfory of
South Dakota (Lincoln: University of Nebraska Press, 1961), p. 270.
8. The Forty-first Division, known as the Sunset Division, had a shoulder insignia
of a setting sun in red, blue, and gold. After the many National Guardsmen that were
integrated into the Forty-first received their additional training, the entire unit was
sent to France. The lüvision assembled at the St. Aignan training area near Tours,
France, and it was redesignated the First Depot Division. The various tmils in the
First Depot Division became training cadres for the instruction of replacements for
combat divisions on the front. Lieutenant NickoUs was assigned to the 116th Supply
Train, Motor Transport Corps. Later he served with the Fifteenth United States
Engineers. The personnel in the Forty-first Division, while serving in the First Depot
Division, forwarded from the St. Aignan training area 263,395 replacements and
casualties during 1918. After the armistice ending World War I, the personnel in the
First Depot Division were confronted with the task of transporting men and
equipment to ports of embarkation on the coast of France where they could sail for
home. (Shipley Thomas, The History of the A.E.F. |New York: George H. Doran
Co., 1920], pp. 47, 485-86). Kuhom to Robert Smith, 5 Apr. 1972; Charles NickoUs,
Personnel File; Schell, History of South Dakota, p. 270.
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Nickolls remained in Europe for over a year after the
armistice was signed ending Worid War 1. During his leisure
time, he visited many laboratories and chemical manufacturing
facilities in Europe. He was impressed by what he saw on these
excursions and this fact was to have a significant effect on his
future career. On 4 September 1919 he boarded a United States
Navy transport ship and sailed for home. He was discharged
from the army on 23 September 1919 at Camp Dix, New
Jersey.^
Free now to pursue his career in chemistry, Nicholls went
home to South Dakota and decided to seek an advanced degree
in chemistry. He wrote to Hilton Ira Jones, his chemistry
teacher at Dakota Wesleyan University, and asked for guidance.
In 1918 Jones had accepted a position as head of the chemistry
and chemical engineering departments at Oklahoma A and M
College, Stillwater, Oklahoma. He advised Nickolls to enroll at
Oklahoma A and M and to complete the requirements for the
masters degree in chemistry. Nickolls followed his
recommendation and entered the Graduate School at Oklahoma
A and M on 19 January 1920. He also obtained a part-time
position as a graduate assistant m the chemistry department. ^^
A course in chemical engineering had been established at
Oklahoma A and M in 1917 and Nickolls became interested in
the new field. However, in 1920 the curriculum emphasizing
chemical engineering had not developed to a point to allow
advanced study. Although Nickolls took as many classes as
possible in the chemical engineering curriculum and his thesis
emphasized the infant field, he obtained a masters degree in
chemistry.^'
9. Stillwater News-Press, 29 May 1960; Kuhom to Robert Smith, 5 Apr. 1972.
10. Orange and Black (Oklahoma State University, Stillwater), 18 June 1920;
Otto M. Smith, School of Chemistry, Oklahoma State University, Stiilwater,'
interview on 1 Mar. 1972; Wright interview, 21 Apr. 1972; Charles Nickolls]
Personne! FUe. In 1920 Oklahoma State University was known as Oklahoma A and M
College. The institution was rechristened Oklahoma State University in 1957.
11. Twenty-Seventh Annual Catalog: Oklahoma Agricultural and Mechanical
College, 1917-1918, pp. 57-58; Thirtieth Annual Catalog: Oklahoma Agricultural and
Mechanical College, 1920-1921, pp. 72-73; Wright interview, 21 Apr. 1972
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Nickolls received his diploma in May 1921 and he began
looking for a suitable position. He wanted to remain in the
teaching profession and, if possible, to teach chemical
engineering. In 1921 chemical engineering was a new field, but
he believed that there were unlimited possibihties in this area.
Commenting in 1960 on the early years of chemical
engineering, Nickolls said that "chemical engineering at this
point was in a stage comparable to nuclear engineering at the
close of World War II. Military needs created a demand for mass
production of synthetic chemicals which had been developed in
scientific laboratories. But we soon learned that there was a big
jump from creating a chemical in a test tube to turning out big
quantities in a plant." '^
Gladys Trewithick, a chemistry instructor on the staff of
the chemistry department, resigned in June 1921 to accept a
teaching position in Dentón, Texas. Jones recommended that
Nickolls be appointed to the vacant post. Thus, Nickolls was
hired as an assistant professor of chemistry and he began
teaching chemistry courses in September 1921. In addition to
his teaching responsibilities, the fledghng professor wanted to
improve the status of chemistry and chemical engineering in the
United States. On 3 November 1921 at the annual meeting of
the Oklahoma section of the American Chemical Society, he
introduced a resolution designed to promote the rapid growth
of the native synthetic chemical industry. The organization
adopted his resolution, which urged the United States
government to maintain the embargo then in force against
importing synthetic chemicals manufactured in Germany. '^
The pursuit of knowledge and the teaching and guidance of
chemical engineering students were not the only occupations
that occupied the young professor's time. While a graduate
student, he had met Jane Leshe Stone, an employee in the
Oklahoma A and M hbrary. A romance blossomed and they
were married in Athens, Georgia, on 25 May 1922. They were
blessed with three children-Charles L., Jr. was bom on 21
December 1924; Walter R. arrived on 4 April 1926; and the
12. Wright interview, 21 Apr. \912; StillwaterNews-U'ess, 29 May 1966.
13. Orange and Black, 29 Sept., 3 Nov. 1921.
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baby of the family, Evelyn K., was born on 16 February
1931.»"
When Nickolls assumed his duties in the department, the
chemical engineering students at Oklahoma A and M did not
have a specific adviser, so he became their unofficial counselor.
In 1924 all the chemical engineers were assigned to Nickolls.
Because there were no American chemical engineering
textbooks until 1922, Nickolls utilized chemistry texts in his
classes and supplemented them with books in other fields of
engineering, and as soon as chemical engineering texts were
published, he ordered them and used them in his classes. ^^
The chemical engineering laboratory was located in the
basement of the Music and Arts Building. (Constructed in 1898,
the Music and Arts Building was one of the oldest structures on
campus.) The chemical engineering equipment consisted of a
distillation column and a few smaller pieces of apparatus. Fuel
for the gas lights and desk burners used in the building was
supplied by a Terdll equalizing gas machine. This device was
powered by a failing weight consisting of a tub filled with rocks.
Fach day a chemical engineering student cranked the tub up to
the ceiling of the laboratory in order to maintain the fuel
supply.*^
Budget problems plagued the department throughout most
of Nickolls' career. In 1921 the funds allocated to the
department were slashed from the $11,000 allotted in 1920 to
$2500. This meager sum had to support the instruction of the
690 students who had enrolled in the chemistry classes. The
intolerable financial situation prompted Jones to take a leave of
14. Walter Nickolls to Robert Smith, 17 Mar. 1972; Charles L. Nickolls, Jr. is
presently a Dhvsidan at the University of Oklahoma Health Center, Norman; Walter
R. NickoUs lives in Independence, Kans., where he is an electrical engineer with
ARCO Pipe Line Company; and, Evelyn K. (NickoUs) BaU is a housewife who helps
her husband with their insurance business in Lawton, Oklahoma.
15. H.M. Trimble, "Fifty Years of Chemistry at Oklahoma Agricultural and
Mechanical CoUege," (1942), p. 27, Special CoUecüons, Oklahoma State University
Library, Stíüv/atei; Stillwater News-Press, 29 May 1960.
16. "Fifty Years Later," Oklahoma State Engineer 17 (May Í952):25; Frank
Simonson and Fred Merliss, "Chemical Engineering," Oklahoma State Engùieer 16
(May 1951);2O-
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absence in 1922. The talented department head never returned
to Oklahoma A and M, but he became a noted lecturer with the
Redpath-Horner Lyceum Bureau. ^"^
Gradually Nickolls influenced the department and by the
1923-24 academic year the chemical engineering curriculum
included chemistry courses designed especially for chemical
engineers. He decided to obtain a Ph.D. degree in chemical
engineering and entered the Graduate School at Columbia
University for the summer term of 1924. Although impressed
by the faculty and the laboratories, he did not return to the
New York institution. When he returned to Stillwater in August
1924, he was able to convince Otto M. Smith, head of the
chemistry department, that safety glasses were desirable for
students working in chemistry laboratories. This was one of
many new ideas Nickolls brought to the department from
Columbia. In September 1924 he began teaching chemical
engineering principles, the first chemical engineering class ever
taught at Oklahoma A and M. In February 1925 he reported
that the chemical engineering curriculum ranked favorably in
comparison with the sixty-six other technical schools in the
United States that gave courses in chemical engineering. That
report, published by the Committee on Chemical Engineering of
the American Institute of Chemical Engineers, stated that the
course taught at Oklahoma A and M was well balanced and did
not overemphasize mathematics or physics, as was often the
case at other institutions.'^
Perhaps remembering the knowledge he had obtained while
visiting chemical plants in Europe in 1918 and 1919, Nickolls
asked Smith to allow him to take senior chemical engineering
students on an industrial inspection trip. Smith agreed and in
April 1925 Nickolls and four students visited industrial plants in
the Saint Louis, Missouri, area. The five travelers toured eleven

17. Orange and Black, 19 Jan. 1922; Otto M. Smith, "Chemistry and Chemical
Engineering,"^ and M College Ma^zine 9 (Mar. 1938):4.
18. Thirty-Third Annual Catalog: Oklahoma Agricultural and Mechanical College,
1923-1924, p. 131; O'Collegian (Oklahoma State University, Stillwater) 19 June
1924, 11 Feb. 1925; Otto M. Smith interview, 1 Mar. 1972; Trimble, "Fifty Years of
Chemistry," p. 27.
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manufacturing facihties on the two-week jaunt. The trip was a
complete success and upon their return to Stillwater, Smith
announced that the inspection trip would be a requirement for
chemical engineers. NickoUs and the chemical engineers toured
factories in the Saint Louis area in 1926, 1927, and 1928.
Moreover, the ventures were such a success that in the fall of
1928 Phillip Donnell, dean of the Division of Engineering,
announced that the inspection trip would be a graduation
requirement for all engineers at Oklahoma A and M. '^
NichoUs took a leave of absence in May 1928 and moved to
Ann Arbor, Michigan, to work on his Ph.D. degree in chemical
engineering. He returned to Oklahoma A and M in May 1929
and resumed his duties in the department. During his absence
Smith had hired Leonard F. Sheerar, a graduate of Alfred
University and Ohio State University, and placed him in charge
of the chemical engineers. Nickolls and Sheerar were the only
chemical engineering professors at Oklahoma A and M until
19. O'CoUegian, 7 May, 13 May 1925, 2 Feb., 19 Feb. 1926, 19 Apr. 1927, 12
Sept. 1928. The inspection trip continued to play a significant role in the curriculum
during the 1930s. After 1929 all seniors in the Division of En^eering participated in
these ventures, paying their own expenses. The expeditions were designed, however,
lo minimize expenses-buses were used to Iransport the students and the entire
contingent camped in city parks at night. A faculty member left Stillwater one day
before the main group and made arrangements for eating and lodging along the route.
In 1931 and 1932 they visited the industrial communities of Kansas Qty and
St. Louis, Missouri. In 1933 they made two inspection trips to Chicago, Illinois. In
addition to touring manufacturing facilities in Chicago, the engineers attended the
Century of Progress Exposition. The inspection trips continued to provide engineering students with exposure to industrial methods in the niid-1930s, and Nickolls
accompanied the chemical engineers on several of these ventures. The last inspection
trips were undertaken in 1939 when the engineers visited the World's Fair at New
York. There were two expeditions that year, but after 1939, world tensions and the
increasing enrollment made the ventures impossible to continue. Nevertheless,
Nickolls' idea in 1925 had become the higiilight of each academic year and hundreds
of engineers had benefited by the lessons they learned while touring industrial sites
(Daily O'CoUegian [Oklahoma State University, Stillwater], 24 Apr., 28 Apr., 29
Apr., 30 Apr., 1 May, 2 May, 3 May 1931, 30 Apr.. 4 May, 6 May, 10 May, 11 May
1932, 6 May, 18 May, 16 Sept., 5 Oct., 18 Oct. 1933, 30 Sept., 2 Oct. 1934, 3 Dec.
1937, 6 Apr. 1938; George W. Whitcside, "Engineering Inspection Trip to New York
City,October 13-22, 1939 " Oklahoma State Engineer 5 [Dec. 1939|:2-4.7.
20. Byron L. Groesbeck, Associate Dean, Horace H. Rackham, Sdiool of
Graduate Studies, University of Michigan? to Robert Smith, 10 Feb. 1972; Leonard
F. Sheerar, School of Chemical Engineering, Oklahoma State University, Stillwater,
interview on 12 July 1971.
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New chemical engineering courses were added to the
curriculum in the late 1920s and the early 1930s and Nickolls
taught many of these classes. The departmental budget was
curtailed in 1929 and the financial situation at Oklahoma A and
M continued to worsen as the depression grew in intensity.
Nickolls was confronted with the task of finding employment
for his students that would enable them to remain in school.
Sheerar had started a flowerpot manufacturing plant on the
campus in 1929 and many of Nickolls' students came to be
employed in this facility. Nevertheless, some chemical engineers
were forced to discontinue their education and by 1933
monetary problems at Oklahoma A and M had reached the
critical stage. ^^
Nickolls was forced to take several salary reductions but he
was able to keep his position. On 2 June 1931 the board of
regents announced that twenty-eight members of the faculty
would not receive a contract for the following year and that all
faculty members who received over $2100 a year would have to
take a salary reduction. The twenty-eight teachers who were not
rehired represented ten percent of the 1930-1931 faculty and
the initial salary slash was three percent. Before the economy of
Oklahoma recovered, Nickoils was forced to take salary
reductions that amounted to one-third of his 1930 salary. In
1930 the median salary of an assistant professor at Oklahoma A
and M was $2600. "
Despite adverse financial conditions, faculty members in the
department were able to teach a wider spectrum of chemical
engineering courses in the early 1930s. Nickolls became a
consultant to the PhiUips Petroleum Company in 1934 and he
spent the summers of 1934, 1935, 1936, and 1937 working as a
full-time consultant for the flrm. He acquired more experience
and began to gain recognition in his profession. Several of his
articles on engine performance drew praise from his colleagues.
The ambition to attain a Ph.D. was still important in his life,
21. Sheerar interview, 12 July \^l\\Daily

O'Collegian, 14 Mar. 1933.

22. Daily O'Collegian, 2 June 1931; Oklahoma Agricultural and Mechanical
College and Its Services (Stiilwater: Oklahoma Agricultural and Mechanical College,
1930), p. 50; Sheerar interview, 12 July 1971.
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but with four dependents and salary reductions, the prospect of
realizing this goal was dim. However, Henry G. Bennett,
president of Oklahoma A and M, wanted to upgrade the
educational status of the faculty, and he was able to secure the
funds necessary to enable selected members of the faculty to
complete their degrees. Nickolls was one of the first individuals
supported under the new program. He completed his Ph.D. at
the University of Michigan on I March 1935, and in recognition
of his achievement he was appointed professor of chemical
engineering in September 1935. He also became a registered
professional engineer in Oklahoma on 13 November 1935.^3
Nickolls spent much of his time with his students during the
bleak years of the 1930s. His advice was welcomed by the
future chemical engineers, and by the end of the decade he was
known affecfionately by the students in the department as
"Doc Nick." However, he did not spend all of his time working
with students. He was a devoted father and husband, and
providing for a family of five on a teacher's salary in the
depression was a difficult task. Nevertheless, he managed to
support his family and advance in his profession. Occasionally
summer vacations were spent in Kingsbury County, South
Dakota. These holidays gave Nickolls an opportunity to fish in
some of the fishing holes near his boyhood home. Although
fishing was one of his hobbies, he also devoted much of his
leisure to photography in which he maintained a lifelong
interest.^"^
In September 1934 the flowerpot factory closed and the
following spring the chemical engineering laboratory equipment
was moved into the abandoned plant. The chemical engineers
were given an eviction notice twelve hours before a wrecking
23. Trimble, "Fifty Years of Chemistry," p. 27-28; Unidenüfied pubUcity release,
Charles L. NickoUs File, Division of Public Information, Oklahoma State University
StUlwater; Charles NickoUs, Personnel FUe; Otto M. Smith interview, 1 Mar. 1972Gioesbeckto Robert Smith, 10 Feb. 1972; Irene Frayer, Executive Secretary,'
Oklahoma State Board of Registration for Professional Engineers and Land
Surveyors, to Robert Smith, 26 Apr. 1972.
24. Eugene McCroskey, Stillwater, OkJa., interview on 27 Apr. 1972; Nancy
McCulIough, Modern Photography, to Robert Smith, 24 Aug. 1961.
McCuliough, Secretary, School of Chemical Engineering, to Modern Photography 24
Aug. 1961.
* *- .^'
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engineering class in the 1930s.

Nickolls explaining a
fluid flow experiment
and directing the operation
of a dual effect evaporation
in the unit operations
laboratory during
the 1950s.

Copyright © 1972 by the South Dakota State Historical Society. All Rights Reserved.

Charles L. Nickolls

75

crew began demolishing the Music and Arts Building. Nickolls,
Sheerar, and the chemical engineering students pitched in and
transported the laboratory equipment from the basement
laboratory to the old flowerpot factory in three days. The
improvised movers risked life and limb because the wreckers
were tearing off sections of the roof of the building while the
chemical engineers were removing equipment from the
basement. Fortunately, no one was hit by falling debris and the
chemical engineers settled in their new laboratory. Nickolls
conducted experiments in this building for twelve years. A new
engineering building was completed during the 1938-1939
academic year and he moved into an office in this structure.
The departmental budget was very small during the late 1930s,
but Nickolls managed to perform his assigned tasks and also to
conduct extensive research programs and to write many articles,
which were published in some of the leading professional
journals. In recognition of his important contributions to the
chemical engineering profession, Nickolis was named to
American Men of Science in 1933. The education of his
students always came first, however, and he never let fame
interfere with his teaching duties. ^^
The end of the 1930s brought improved financial conditions
to the department, but before 1941 drew toa close, the United
States entered World War 11 and the faculty was soon caught up
in the effort to win the war. In September 1940 Sheerar took a
leave of absence to attend the University of Minnesota and
Nickolls was left as the only full-time member of the chemical
engineering faculty. During the spring semester of 1941 he was
given permission to initiate a program designed to
systematically increase the number of teachers on the chemical
engineering faculty. Two men were hired as assistant professors,
but after January 1942 they too were pressed into service in
defense industries. To complicate matters, Nickolls became ill in
the fall of 1941 and did not return to his post until October
25. Sheerai interview, 21 Mar. 1972; OUo M. Smith interview, 1 Mai. 1972;
Sherwood Anderson and James C. Phelps, "Oklahoma Institute of Technology,"
Oklahoma State Engineer 14 (May 1949):10; Unidentified publicity release, Charles
Nickolls File, Division of Public Information; American Men of Science, 5th ed., s.v.
"Charles Nickolls"; Daily O'Collegian, 17 Max., 20 Sept. 1934,12 Oct., 6 Dec. 1938.
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1942. Returning from the University of Minnesota, Sheerar
became the only active member of the chemical engineering
faculty. ^^
When he returned to teaching, Nickolls found that a large
portion of Oklahoma A and M had been converted into a
training base for the Army Air Corps and the navy. He taught
mathematics, physics, and introductory chemistry to the sailors
enrolled in the radar program. He devoted much of his time to
an accelerated course of instructed designed to allow students
to complete the requirements for the B.S. degree in chemical
engineering in the shortest time possible. Classes were held in
the evenings and on Saturdays and although recently returned
to duty after recovering from a serious illness, Nickolls did
yeoman service to the program.^''
Nickolls was employed by the United States Army as a
civilian scientist from May 1943 until the end of the 1944-1945
academic year. He was assigned to a petroleum laboratory in
Dallas, Texas, where he conducted research on the by-products
of petroleum. His experiments were successful but he returned
to his teaching post at Oklahoma A and M in September
1945.28
Tbe postwar era was a period of rapid expansion and change
at Oklahoma A and M. Returning veterans swelled the number
of students enrolled in chemical engineering and Nickolls played
a significant role in a departmental expansion program. He was
named acting head of the School of Chemical Engineering in
1947 and this action marked the first year that chemical
engineering functioned as a separate entity.^^
26. Daity O'CoUegian, 25 Sept. 1940; Sheerar interview, 12 July 1971; "Faculty
and Staff Changes," A and M College Magazine 14 {Oct. 1942):4.
27. Sheerar interview, 12 July l9Tl;DaUy O'CoUegian, 11 Mar., 3 Aug. 1943.
28. Charles Nickolls, Personnel File; "Editors Note," Oklahoma State Engineer,
10(Dec. 1944):20.
29. Two men were added to the faculty in 1946, but they resigned the following
year. The department hired two professors in September 1947 who remained on the
staff for several years and helped relieve the severe shortage of teachers. General
Catalog: Oklahoma Agricultural and Mechanical College, 1946-1947, pp. XI, XXIII;
General Catalog: Oklahoma Agricultural and Mechanical College, 1947-1948,
pp. XVI, XX; Sheerar interview, 12 July 1971; Otto M. Smith interview, 1 Mar. 1972
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The 1947-1948 academic year also marked the first time
Nickolls was able to have an office near the chemical
engineering laboratories. A war surplus quonset-type building
was constructed on the campus during the summer of 1947 and
the building, designated as Quonset-2, became the new home of
the School of Chemical Engineering. All the laboratory
equipment was transported from the old flowerpot factory and
installed in the new facility. Nickolls moved from his office in
the engineering building to Quonset-2. Unfortunately, he was
hurt while making the transition and this injury was to have an
adverse effect on his later life.^*'
In addition to a military surplus building, the faculty was
able to utilize surplus laboratory equipment left over from the
war effort. Nickolls looked at surplus equipment in many
sections of the United States and he was able to acquire several
boxcar loads of equipment from the MacQuay-Norris Company
in Saint Louis, Missouri. (MacQuay-Norris had been a defense
plant during World War H and the equipment was no longer
needed for peacetime production.) The laboratory supplies were
primarily metallurgical equipment, but they were integrated
into the chemical engineering program. The only cost of the
equipment was the transportation charges from Saint Louis to
Stillwater.^»
Research projects continued to play a significant role in
Nickolls' life in the postwar era. The Bareco Oil Company of
Barnsdall, Oklahoma, sponsored a project in 1946 to determine
the properties of micro-crystalline waxes. H.M. Trimble of the
chemistry department and Nickolls were named codirectors of
the venture. They ascertained for the first time that properties
of micro-crystalline waxes vary according to the locality from
which the petroleum was taken. TTie results of the research

(Sheerar took a leave of absence in 1946 to accept a position as director of the
Industrial Division of the Oldahoma Planning and Resources Board, and in 1947 Otto
Smith was appointed director of the Research Foundation at Oklahoma A and M).
30. Daily O'Collegian, 26 Apr. 1947; Sheerar interview, 18 Jan. 1972; McCroskey
interview, 1 Oct. 1971.
31. Sheerar interview, 12 July 1971.
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conducted by Trimble and Nickolls were parfially responsible
for the decision of the officials of the Bareco Oil Company to
devote the total facilities of one of their plants to the
production of micro-crystalline waxes.^^
Nickolls was not the only member of his family at
Oklahoma A and M during the postwar era. After returning to
Stillwater from a tour of duty in military service, his son,
Charles, Jr., enrolled as a freshman on 21 September 1946 and
graduated on 1 August 1950 with a B.S. degree in chemistry. He
continued his education at the School of Medicine at the
University of Oklahoma and became a physician. Walter
enrolled at Oklahoma A and M on 13 May 1943, but in 1944 he
enlisted in the navy. He resumed his education in July 1946 and
graduated with a B.S. degree in electrical engineering on 2
August 1949. Evelyn graduated from Saint Joseph Academy in
Guthrie, Oklahoma, in May 1947 and matriculated at Oklahoma
A and M in June 1947. She remained at the Stillwater
institution until 1949.^^
Professor Nickolls was in poor health in 1948 and 1949 and
by the end of 1949 he was forced to rehnquish his position as
acting head of the School of Chemical Engineering to Sheerar.
Nevertheless, he continued to perform his teaching duties. In
1950 he was included in Who's Who in the South and
Southwest. Despite poor health, he conducted numerous
research projects and during the summer of 1951 he was
appointed professor of engineering research, a post he held in
addition to his duties as professor of chemical engineering. In
1952 the School of Chemical Engineering became the first
school in the College of Engineering to initiate a Ph.D. degree
program. Nickolls became the advisor of many of the Ph.D.
candidates and he spent countless hours directing their
dissertations. 3''
32. J.O. Grantham, "Research Projects at Oklahoma A and M College." Oklahoma
State Engineer \2 (Dec. 1946):8.
33. Wright interview, 12 May 1972.
34. Sheerar interview, 12 July 1971; Who's Who in the South and Southwest, s.v.,
"Charles NickoUs"; Daily O'Collegian, 8 Feb. 1951; Catalog Issue for 1951-1952:
Oklahoma Institute of Technology (Oklahoma Agricultural and Mechanical Colley,
1951-1952), p. 19; Ruth Farrington, Executive Secretary, Graduate CoUege,
Oklahoma State University, Stillwater, interview on 2 Nov. 1971.
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The head of the School of Chemical Engineering died on 16
February 1953 and Nickolls assumed the post of acting head of
the department until Robert H. Dodd was appointed head in
October 1954. Dodd, a graduate of Oklahoma A and M, was
one of Nickoll's former students. In 1954 Nickolls was named
to Who's Who in Engineering in recognition of his outstanding
contributions to the chemical engineering profession. In addition to his academic duties, he again became a consultant to
several oil companies, such as the Magnolia Petroleum Company
of Dallas, Texas. ^^
Dodd resigned in May 1957 and Robert N. Maddox, one of
Nickolls' Ph.D. students, was named acting head of the School
of Chemical Engineering. During the summer of 1957
Oklahoma A and M College became Oklahoma State University,
and in March 1958 Maddox was named head of the School of
Chemical Engineering. Thus, for the remaining two years of his
teaching career, Nickolls served under Maddox.^^
During the spring of 1959 Nickolls suffered a stroke and
although he returned to his teaching duties the following
academic year, he never made a complete recovery. On 28 May
1960 "Doc Nick" retired. Former students from as faraway as
Alabama and California attended a retirement dinner held in his
honor. To mark the occasion Nickolls was presented with a
bound book of congratulatory letters and telegrams from
former students living in many parts of the United States and in
foreign countries. Later in the evening it was announced that a
Charles L. Nickolls Student Loan Fund had been established in
his name with contributions from former students.^"^
During the thirty-nine years Nickolls served on the faculty
at Oklahoma State more than six hundred students studied
chemical engineering in his classes. When he began his teaching
duties in 1921, there were two chemical engineers in tlie
graduating class, but in 1960 thirty-five chemical engineers

35. "Dr. Luis H. Bartlett," Oklahoma State Engineer 17 (Mar. 1953):8; Daily
O'CoUegian, 9 Oct. 1954; Who's Who in Engineering, 7th ed., s.v., "Charles Nickolls";
Challes Nickolls, Personnel File.
36. Daily O'CoUegian, 15 May, 2 July 1957, 21 Mar. 1958.
37. McCroskey interview, 12 May \912,Stülwater News-Press, 29 May 1960.

Copyright © 1972 by the South Dakota State Historical Society. All Rights Reserved.

Dr. C. L. Nickolls in ¡960

Copyright © 1972 by the South Dakota State Historical Society. All Rights Reserved.

Charles L. Nickolls

81

reeeived B.S.'s, seven earned M.S.'s, and one earned a Ph.D. ^**
In retirement Nickolls continued to miiintaiii an active
interest in the students and faculty. His faith in the ability of
the American student never faltered. On 8 November 1960 at a
tenure award banquet held to honor his many years of service at
Oklahoma State University, he commented that ''while Russia
may be turning out more engineers, I don't think they are
turning out any bettor trained engineers than is the United
States." He was impressed with American advances in the field
of computers and predicted that the computer was the tool of
the future. Noting that chemical engineering teachers were
much better trained than when he entered the profession and
laboratory equipment was more than adequate to enable
students to move forward to broader horizons, he was content
to leave the instruction of future generations of chemical
engineers to his successors. Thirteen days after he had addressed
the guests at the tenure award banquet and while he and his
wife were motoring to Guthrie, Oklahoma, with another faculty
couple, he suffered a fatal heart attack. ^^
Forty years had passed since Nickolls left the plains of
South Dakota to begin a career that brought him to the top in
his profession. When he died, thousands of chemical engineers
were using methods he bad pioneered in his research. During his
lifetime the United States became the world leader in the
chemical engineering profession. His contributions were partially responsible for tbis rapid growth. Despite his achievements, he never lost his love of teaching. His basic goal, to
educate American chemical engineers to the best of their
ability, was the same in I960 as it had been in 1921. "Doc
Nick" did not live to see the new building and extensive
laboratories where chemical engineers at Oklahoma State
University labor today, but the spirit of learning he brought to
Stillwater from Mitchell is still alive.
38. Stillwater News-Press, 29 May 1960; Compilation of the graduates of the
School of Chemical Engineering from 1921-1969, School of Chemical Engineering,
Oklahoma State University, Stillwater.
39. Stillwater News-Press, 9 Nov., 22 Nov. 1960; Speech delivered at the Ninth
Annual Engineering Tenure Award Banquet, Stillwater, 8 Nov. 1960, Charles Nickolls
File, Division of Public Information.
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