
Chapter 4

Willie Lee Buffington: Doing Practical Good in a Disordered World

The highest achievement in life is to get out of the passive voice into the active.

Halford E. Luccock, 1928 

     In reviewing the work of an individual, the researcher must examine the individual’s life in order to analyze underlying reasons for the work (Horton, 1998). The paper trail that documents life is neither organized nor complete. The gaps that occur in the paper trail open questions that prod the researcher to either overextend the life of the individual or to capture the mood, the essence, or the spirit of the individual’s life (Kendall, 1986). The findings accumulated through the present study reflect the researcher’s endeavor to interpret the essence of the early years of establishing Faith Cabin Libraries. This essence is the foundation of the work continued by Buffington through most of his adult life.  

     The essence of the early years of the Faith Cabin Libraries was derived through analysis of many sources. Representative acts, words, and work from Buffington’s life for the present study were analyzed to determine the essence of the library phenomenon in South Carolina from 1932-1943. 

     The articles published on Buffington’s work in the 1930’s and 1940’s are hagiographic in describing the man. Whether “saintifying” (Smith, 1998, p. 197) Buffington was the intent of the writers of these articles cannot be ascertained, but clearly Buffington used all opportunities to grant interviews to writers whose articles would be printed in magazines that would be efficacious in marketing the needs of Faith Cabin Libraries.  

     The thread of Jim Crow traditions is woven into these nationally circulated magazine articles. The term “Uncle Eury” is used for Euriah W. Simpkins, the black schoolteacher who made a huge impact on Buffington’s life.  Simpkins was known in the Plum Branch community as either “Professor” or as “Uncle Eury”. Buffington termed “E. W. Simpkins” as the man’s formal name (Buffington, 1942).  It was taboo in the Jim Crow tradition for whites to use titles of courtesy, “Mr.” or “Mrs.” when addressing blacks, no matter their professional stature (Chafe, Gavins, & Korstad, 2001). Caldwell, (n.d.) in writing for The Augusta Herald when postage stamps cost three cents each, argued the advantages to society of blacks being changed into intelligent and law abiding citizens decreased the costs of law enforcement for all taxpayers. He additionally stated that the poverty of southern whites was due to the inefficiency of black tenant farmers and implied that Americans living in the West or the North could not be effective reformers in the South. One observer of the formation of the library movement saw libraries as improving the citizenship of blacks. She further argued that whites had realized that libraries were cheaper than jails (Curtis, n.d.).  These comments by contemporaries of the day supported the common Jim Crow notion that blacks were unintelligent and unruly without values and community rules (McDowell, 1982). They also lend credence to the southerners’ desire for isolation and resentment of interference in their way of life (Link, 1992). 

     Buffington’s awareness of the lack of interracial understanding emerged from the Jim Crow tradition. According to his autobiographical information (1942), while walking in Edgefield, South Carolina, Buffington met a black woman with a preschool aged child. The child screamed and ran into the street when he encountered the white man coming towards him. The incident engendered in Buffington a desire to bridge the racial misunderstandings in his town (Kuyper, 1933).

     The gaps in the paper trail that document the life of Willie Lee Buffington are wide but it is clear from the existent paper that from any analytical perspective, his accomplishments are amazing. The man followed his childhood dream of serving those in need and through the sacrificial giving of his resources he contributed to improving the quality of others’ lives. From 1932 to 1943 Buffington facilitated the establishment of twenty-eight libraries for use by African Americans in connection with Rosenwald schools. Two libraries were affiliated with Christian schools established for blacks earlier than the Rosenwald initiative in rural South Carolina. Buffington saw his missionary endeavor as a method to build attitudes and habits that would change behavior with results that would be found in the uplift of the community but would not be found in quantitative reports made to project sponsors (Carter & Geil, 1943).

Buffington's Formative Years

     In an autobiographical article, Buffington (1942) wrote of the impact of others on his own life. After his mother’s death when he was two years old, he was sent to live with his grandmother. Even though she could not write and struggled to read, she had read the Bible through several times and based her own life on the teachings of the scripture. She told young Buffington bedtime stories from the Old Testament. His grandmother said the acts of the boy, David, exemplified her belief that “one on God’s side is a majority” (Buffington, p. 45). It is likely that his observation of his grandmother’s struggle with literacy inspired Buffington’s own yearning to read and learn.

     Four years later, according to Carr’s (1958) report on her interview, Buffington went back to live with his father and new stepmother. The elder Buffington had stepped up from farm tenancy to farm ownership when he remarried but every member of the family was needed to work the crops. Seven months of the year, Buffington walked three miles to the white school. Both the white and the black schools were old, dilapidated, recycled shacks made of slabs with strips of batten covering the cracks. The blackboards were boards painted black that were nailed across part of a wall. The white school had a ceiling which held the heat from the fireplace better than the black school with its unlined roof. His father was a member of the school board who appointed teachers for both schools (Buffington, 1942). 

     Euriah W. Simpkins who was a teacher at the Red Hill School, a black school in Saluda County, had thirty years teaching experience. Buffington tells of meeting Simpkins when he was about nine years old, crying at the top of his lungs over a squabble with his black playmates. Simpkins told Buffington to “be a man, my son” which, Buffington (1942) recounted in his autobiographical writing, reminded the child of his grandmother’s stories of the boy David.  Simpkins walked across the Buffington farm to school and stopped frequently to chat with young Buffington (Curtis, n.d.). In his role as a Saluda County school trustee, Buffington’s father had to sign Simpkins’ monthly salary claim. Simpkins’ monthly visits to the Buffington home presented further opportunity for the black man and the white boy to nurture a deep and lasting friendship over the next three years (Brown, 1937).

     During these years the elder Buffington supervised a community Sunday School organized in the white school building where training focused on sharing what you had. Buffington recollected with amazement that the children in the school gave their coins to help pay a Bible teacher’s salary in Africa when they did not have a regular pastor themselves (Buffington, 1942). 

     It was through his study and teaching in this school that the younger Buffington decided to become a minister. According to his interview with Sprinkle (1948), when Buffington confided his career aspiration to others, they were doubtful that he would accomplish his goal because he did not have the skills thought to be necessary for preachers. He was shy, awkward in both speaking and on social occasions, and he had no money to pay for college and seminary (Sprinkle, 1948).  According to the information Buffington shared with Neal (1959) the need for his labor on the farm prevented him from attending high school after completing the seventh grade. His family and his friend, Simpkins, encouraged Buffington to pursue his dream (Sprinkle, 1948).

      According to his autobiographical article (1942), Buffington and the members of his family worked hard on the farm until the boll weevil reduced the cotton production from a bale an acre to two bales from an entire twenty acres planted. When he was twelve years old, at his completion of the seventh grade, Buffington’s family lost their farm; he and his father went to work in a sawmill making a total of $1.25 for their day’s labor. Money was scarce in the rural South during the 1920’s and for the Buffingtons with six children younger than Willie Lee, the sawmill work must have barely kept them from starvation. Throughout the community, impressionable young Buffington saw people helping each other get by (Maynard, 1950). While the life of a sawyer was harsh, it would provide Buffington with knowledge he would need to carry out his dream.


In November, 1925, Willie Lee Buffington left Saluda County for the first time in his life to go to the Martha Berry School in Georgia where he could work his way through high school (Buffington, 1942). Buffington related to Styler in 1947 that it was his father who heard of this school and knowing of his son’s intense desire to learn, the elder Buffington put $3.85 together and sent Willie Lee off. The seventeen year old student worked digging sewer lines at Martha Berry School at first and then he was assigned to driving the school trash wagon. This second job was fortuitous as it gave Buffington opportunity to read the newspaper clippings and old magazines he found in the trash. He even made scrapbooks of the clippings. After the school principal saw the young man reading from the trash, he arranged for him to work as a library assistant. Reading opened the world to Buffington who had little experience aside from the daily struggles of survival. Books granted him access to the wisdom of the ages. In his mind, he contrasted his access to books with that of the people in his home community. A small number of families subscribed to a newspaper (Buffington, 1942). Some families there owned a Bible and some had a copy of Pilgrim’s Progress, and while there were very few books in the white community, Buffington knew there were fewer still in the black community (Styler). Not only did access to books drastically expand Buffington’s world as well as remind him of the lack of opportunity to read afforded his friends and family, but it also was important to his future to know that the library at Martha Berry School was stocked with many used books that had been donated from people around the nation (Neal, 1959).

     During his tenure at Martha Berry School, he received a letter from his father every other week (Buffington, 1942) and monthly letters and a dollar for spending money from his mentor, E. W. Simpkins, who was still teaching in Saluda County where he earned forty dollars per month. This dollar sent out of Simpkins’ monthly paycheck was essentially all the pocket money Buffington had during the time he was at Berry (Neal, 1959). Simpkins encouraged Buffington to live a Christian life, to complete his education, and to remember his desire to be a pastor (Brown, 1937). Buffington admitted that the gift of this mailing from a poor black man to a poor white man changed his life. One of his Berry teachers, Ernest Hall Buell, later wrote that Buffington was hardworking and earnest in pursuing his studies (1937). After two years of constant studying and working at Berry, Buffington became so ill that he was forced to go back home to his family, now living in Ninety-Six, South Carolina. After eight months recuperation, he went to work in a textile mill (Buffington, 1942).

     He moved with his family to Edgefield County and at twenty-three years old, married his childhood sweetheart, Clara Rushton. He worked as a cotton mill doffer, (Department of Commerce--Bureau of the Census, 1930) earning twelve dollars a week and lived with his wife in part of a company house (Buffington, 1942).As a doffer, Buffington’s job was to “change the bobbins on the spinning frames when they were filled” (Carlton, 1982, p. 177). A year or two after moving to Edgefield, Buffington’s long time friend, Simpkins, invited him to tour the new Rosenwald-funded school in the Plum Branch community. While touring the new three-room schoolhouse, Buffington was struck by the fact that there were no books for the three teachers to use. He was pained because he was aware of the differences between the new school facility and the two-room, two-teacher school for white children in the community. He wrote:

      In the Centennial School for white children there were shelves for books and 

      a glass case with a key and lock for books or displays; but in the school of 

      which Mr. Simpkins was so proud, there were no books and no place where 

      books could be placed. It was unbelievable and unthinkable to me that a 

      school should not have any books. I had just read Booker T. Washington’s 

      “Up from Slavery”, and I was ashamed of the unequal opportunities and 

      struggles Negroes encountered. When I asked Mr. Simpkins about his books, 

      he replied that the books will come. “I have faith the books will come. The 

      Lord will provide. (Carr, 1958, pp. 9-10)

     Buffington prayed for a way to help Simpkins and his students. The answer came to him in a dream of a cabin full of books on a familiar spot of ground. Late in 1931, as he continued to wrestle with how to help the black school, Buffington was reminded of his grandmother’s adage, “A little bit, blessed by the Lord, goes a long way, Willie Lee. God makes the miracle” (Buffington, 1942).

The Family Man Prepares for His Life's Work

     In 1932, while working eleven hour shifts in the mill, Buffington, his wife, and infant son were striving to make ends meet on his twelve dollar per week salary (Buffington, 1942). In his interview with Beard, Buffington described the strong call he felt to prepare for the ministry and he knew he had to finish his own education (1933). 

     A labor negotiation shortened his work shift from eleven to eight hours per day and Buffington, twenty-four years old, took advantage of the extra time to return to public high school. Buffington described his educational experiences to Carr in 1958. He attended school in the morning, walked back to his house, ate, and then went to work from 2:00 p.m. until 10:00 p.m. He graduated Saluda High School in 1935 and entered Wofford College because there he could work in a mill while attending classes but the mill work proved to be too much for Buffington to do while attending to the responsibilities of being a student, so he arranged to leave Wofford to attend Furman College in Greenville, South Carolina where he had less demanding work and more financial assistance. He earned a baccalaureate degree in 1938. Buffington then moved his family to Chester, Pennsylvania where he attended Crozer Theological Seminary, served on a church staff, and worked in the shipyard during summers. Buffington’s Crozer tuition was free, his family lived in campus housing for ten dollars per month, he had a $150 annual scholarship, and he received an annual $200 grant from the Phelps-Stokes Fund. He was also paid by the black church where he served as director of Christian education (Beard, 1933). In 1942, Buffington was awarded a Bachelor of Divinity from Crozer and a master’s degree in sociology from the University of Pennsylvania. During the period of 1932-1942, while he worked and attended school, Buffington continued to conduct the Faith Cabin Library project (Carter & Geil, 1943). He asked that books during this time be shipped to his father, M. W. Buffington, in Edgefield (Beard, 1933). 

     Buffington achieved his goal of becoming a minister; he preached his first sermon at Pendleton Street Baptist Church in Greenville, South Carolina during his second year at Furman. After completion of his formal education, he accepted a position as professor of sociology and church history at Benedict College in Columbia, South Carolina, where he was employed when he was interviewed by Carter and Geil in 1943. He taught at this historically black college from 1942 until 1945. The professor and pastor collected books for the Starks School of Theology at Benedict and arranged for the establishment of two other libraries during this time (Carr, 1958). 

     Buffington then moved to Augusta, Georgia to teach sociology at Paine College. He was a pastor affiliated with the North Georgia Conference of the Methodist Church (Sprinkle, 1948). He realized the need for books in rural Georgia was as great as the need in South Carolina so he focused his effort on developing libraries in Georgia. His work load at Paine gradually shifted from teaching to service doing the work of the Faith Cabin Libraries until Faith Cabin Libraries was made an extension of Paine College with support from the Board of Missions of the Methodist Church. Buffington finished his faculty career as Director of the Faith Cabin Library at Paine (Carr, 1958).

Library Organized for Plum Branch Rosenwald School

     By his own admission to Carr in 1958, Buffington was so haunted by the need for books in the new Plum Branch schoolhouse that in late 1931 he acted on impulse in spending the last money in his pocket on five two cent postage stamps. He wrote to five ministers in various parts of the country whose names he gathered from old Sunday School literature. He chose these persons because they had contributed to the writing of the lessons and Buffington reasoned that they might show interest in his appeal. His simple writing style clearly conveyed the need:

     The Negroes here have no books. Good books will help them more than

     anything else and I want to start a library for them. Could you send me a book 

     for it? If you have none to send, would you send me a postage stamp so that I 

     might write to someone else? (Neal, 1959, p. 3) 

     Buffington did not hear from any of the five for a while and never received a response from four of the addressees. An air mail letter arrived two months later from Dr. L. H. King, pastor of St. Mark’s Methodist Episcopal Church, a black congregation in New York City. The letter read:

     I have your letter and I know from experience something of the conditions of 

     which you speak. I have presented your appeal to my people and they are 

     responding splendidly. Over 800 books are on hand, and more are coming in 

     every day. Will make shipment soon. (Buffington 1942, p. 47)

     More than 1000 books were shipped to Buffington from this church congregation in Harlem (Buffington, 1942). The books were shipped in barrels and were a collection of fiction, biography, religion, and textbooks. The number of books proved to be problematic because after selecting books to house in Simpkins’ school, the men had no pragmatic plan to make the books accessible to the community nor could they locate a suitable place to store the remaining books (Carr, 1958). They called a community meeting in the Lockhart Baptist Church, the church where Simpkins taught a Bible class for men (Buffington, n. d.). 

     In an interview, Buffington told Maynard that the books were said to have been stacked all over the sanctuary, up the aisles, on the altar, and on the pews (1950).  Buffington described the overwhelming effect of that scene to Carr (1958):

     You should see a pile of a thousand books some time to realize how 

     impressive books can be; perhaps you can imagine the effect on these people 

     who,’ backwoods’ though one might call them and lacking in formal 

     education as most of them were, they still know the value of books. They were 

     bread and meat to the starving. The lives of people changed that day. 

     At that meeting, it was determined that this African American community would do as they had done in the past, they would work together for the common good. The black community formulated plans to build a log cabin to serve as library.

     The question of what to name the library came up in one of the community meetings that were on-going through the building process. A woman who could neither read nor write suggested “Faith Cabin Library” based on the fact that at the outset of the project, the community had faith but no physical resources to use in building the library (Carr, 1958). The term was also descriptive of the faith that Buffington had that the books would be donated as a result of his five letters. Further, the name reflected the faith that Simpkins had that the community’s Rosenwald school would be fitted with books (Buffington, 1942). Faith Cabin Library named the movement that resulted in thirty such facilities in South Carolina between 1932 and 1943 (Buffington, 1954). 

     The building at Plum Branch was eighteen feet by twenty-two feet with a rock chimney and an open fireplace (Kuyper, 1933).  Farm prices had been low since the early 1920’s and this project was being planned in the midst of the nation’s Great Depression (Buffington, n.d.); these South Carolina tenant farmers had no money to invest in this venture. Some in the community had logs to donate, others worked with Buffington to solicit trees from white landowners in the county, and they cut the trees on the school property. The men in the black community felled the trees and those who had mules and wagons hauled them to the planing mill in the town of Saluda; Buffington’s knowledge of sawmills must have been valuable at this time! The trees were cut into lumber for floors, walls, and ceilings and extra trees were traded to pay for the sawing or sold for cash to buy hardware and windows (Buffington, 1942). The stonemason came from a neighboring community because there was not one in the Plum Branch area. Buffington told Carr (1958) that the community had to pay this artisan for building the fireplace and chimney. There were hundreds of labor hours logged into building the cabin and everyone helped as they could.

     The work had to be done around the crop cycle so the work “bees” were community events. An old piano was converted to serve as a table (Sprinkle, 1948). The black women made chairs for the library out of barrels with cushions covered with a cotton upholstery fabric, cretonnes. It is not a leap to imagine that St. Mark’s Church furnished not only the books for this library but also the barrels for the chairs. The women also sold barbecue hash at the gatherings and put the money in the library fund (Buffington, 1942). 

     The library was located five miles from a power line so the people of the community found kerosene lamps to light the building. Buffington went through the donated books and magazines to cull those he considered “undesirable” (Carr, 1958, p. 15). The criteria used for culling books are not evident. Books were sorted and placed on the shelves according to reader age brackets. There were sections for children’s books, for young people, for adults, and the religious materials were organized conveniently for use by black pastors in the area (Carr). There was a sign in this library and in the successive ones that read “Others” as a reminder to all patrons how the library had come about (Neal, 1959).

     On December 31, 1932 Buffington led the community in dedicating the library to “the glory of God and the uplift of mankind” (Carr, 1958, p. 15). What a celebration this pivotal event must have been as the community reviewed their long hours of labor and looked forward to the promises to come from access to more than a thousand books.  J. B. Felton, the state’s Supervisor of Negro Schools, attended the dedication and made a fifty dollar donation to the library. He described the library as “the rarest spiritual and intellectual institution in America” (p. 15). This quote was then used, according to Buffington, as the library movement’s motto and was printed on the official Faith Cabin Library stationery (Carr).

     A battery operated radio was given by a Pennsylvania woman and school recesses were timed with news broadcasts so that children could learn of current events (Buffington, 1942). There were weekly reading clubs for adults and children alike. Children’s clubs began on Sunday afternoons with prayer and singing before each child talked about the book she was reading (Buffington, 1942). A nickel per week was collected from children who could pay; the money was used to buy books written by African Americans. There was storytelling and Buffington described Sunday afternoons as being particularly busy at the library (Jones, 1937). 

     Books were loaned for three weeks and in Buffington’s assessment, (Beard, 1933) about a third of the books were in use all the time. During the winter, when fieldwork was not demanding, the library was open each evening and open every Saturday and Sunday afternoon. Buffington said the school and community used the library facility virtually every day. They did have subscriptions to two magazines; other papers and magazines were out of date but still widely read (Carr, 1958). One can envision Buffington enjoying access to the materials as much as did the black members of the community.

     Buffington remained active in the life of the library but he lived sixteen miles away from the building so Simpkins was named the superintendent of the library (Beard, 1933). Members of the school staff and the community were appointed to committees to look after all the phases of the library work. During the second year of operation, the Lizzie Koon Unit family focused on beautification of the library grounds with the aim of making the grounds the loveliest school campus in the south. More importantly, during the second year of establishment of the original unit, Buffington, Simpkins, and others leaders began developing plans for expanding the Faith Cabin Library movement to other rural South Carolina communities (Kuyper, 1933).

     It is said that success breeds success and this is highlighted through the phenomenon of the Faith Cabin Libraries. By the end of the first year of its existence, the Plum Branch library had a two thousand volume collection and Buffington’s appeals during the year for books to enlarge the unit had yielded fifteen hundred books for a second library (Buffington, 1942). 

     On August 20, 1933, Simpkins and Buffington met with T. F. Hammond, the Saluda County Jeanes Supervisor, to discuss the establishment of a second library on the Ridge Hill Rosenwald School campus. This was the beginning of Buffington working through county school leaders to ascertain needs for libraries and to identify communities that could pull together to raise the facility (Maynard, 1950).  Buffington told Carr that it was not as complicated to build this library at the Ridge Hill School as it had been to build the Plum Branch cabin because the community donated the lumber, rather than logs, and laborers were paid a dollar per day by the Works Progressive Administration (Carr, 1958). This was probably done through the Civil Works Administration which was funded from late 1933 through 1934. The money provided through this arm of the WPA was used to construct, repair and renovate libraries throughout the southeastern United States (Anders, 1958). 

     To distinguish between two libraries located in the same county, each unit was named. The Lizzie Koon Unit was named for Buffington’s mother who had died in 1910 and the second unit at Ridge Spring was known as the Annie Bodie Unit (Carr, 1958), named for Buffington’s stepmother with whom he had enjoyed a rich relationship. A third library was opened in Newberry at the Drayton Street School. The 2200 volumes housed in a specially planned room in this new high school building were surplus from the Bodie unit. This unit was named after L. H. King, pastor of St. Mark’s Baptist Church in Harlem, who had responded to Buffington’s initial request for books (Plumb, 1938).

The Flame of Library Development Continues to Spread

     The simplicity of operation, the sound method of collecting books, and the magnitude of possibilities that were the basis for the original Faith Cabin Library provided the foundation for establishing twenty-nine more Faith Cabin Libraries in South Carolina over the next decade. Buffington continued his campaign to secure used books by writing letters to friends of friends and to strangers. He explained to Jones that he told his story wherever he had an audience, asking for no monetary contribution aside from shipping donations by prepaid freight or postage stamps to support his letter writing appeals (Jones, 1937). He asked for donations of used but not outdated books and magazines of general interest to both children and adults (Maynard, 1950). The letters of solicitation indicated a strong pay as you go philosophy that was integral to keeping the library development healthy. In his letters, Buffington asked for a stamped, self-addressed envelope to be included in shipments of books for the acknowledgement of the gift (Carter & Geil, 1943).

     As members of other black communities heard about the Faith Cabin Library movement, they contacted Buffington and asked for help in developing community libraries (Sprinkle, 1948). Log cabins were built to house the acquisitions for the first six libraries and the next half dozen were housed in independent structures made of other materials. Most of the later libraries were located in specially designated rooms in the school buildings (Neal, 1959). Table 1 shows the number of libraries in South Carolina that were dedicated from 1932 through 1943.

Table 1

Number of South Carolina Faith Cabin Libraries Dedicated by Year 

1932
1934
1935
1936
1937
1938
1939
1940
1941
1942
1943
Total

1
1
1
2
2
6
1
5
6
4
1
30

     Most of the libraries were stocked with books donated by specific groups and organizations outside the state of South Carolina. These donations came about through articles in magazines and church related materials as well as through the personal appeals from Buffington made through letters and public appearances. Some of the Faith Cabin Libraries had interesting characteristics other than their association with supporting groups. The library at Pendleton, on the campus of the Anderson County Training School (Buffington, 1954), was built on land formerly owned by John C. Calhoun (Buffington, n.d.).  The Abraham Lincoln Unit on the Fountain Inn Negro School in Fountain Inn opened in 1937. The 2800 books in this library were given due to the collection work of Isaac Diller of Springfield, Illinois. The unit was named for the sixteenth president of the United States, according to Buffington, because Diller was the only man known to be living at the time who had been photographed with President Lincoln (Carr, 1958).

     The citizens of Hanover, New Hampshire and students from Dartmouth College joined forces to gather books for the shingled library that matched the teacherage and other buildings on the campus of Simpson Junior High School in Easley (Plumb, 1938). Merchants in Hanover posted signs in their windows and allowed books to be dropped off in their businesses; local Scouts gathered the books daily and delivered them to a central location. The 3000 volume collection was described as “attractive and well balanced, with a wide variety of books, most of them in excellent condition. It is quite apparent that they were chosen with care and thought for their purpose and not merely discarded because one no longer wanted them” (Carr, 1958, p. 27). Included in this collection were 400 textbooks and encyclopedias that were earmarked by the Simpson school principal for adult education courses he planned to conduct for blacks in Easley (Plumb). The people in Hanover and at Dartmouth were assured that the books would be cared for “since they belong uniquely to the people who use them” (Carr, p. 27). The library in Easley was supported by an annual supplement and replacement books both of which were donated by the Hanover and Dartmouth communities (Buffington, 1942).

     The community in Chapman Grove, Greenville County, planned a log building for their Faith Cabin Library. They brought logs for planing into lumber but the desks and blackboards were falling apart in the schoolhouse. Buffington negotiated with the library leaders to use the newly acquired lumber to build new furnishings for the schoolroom and to remodel the old classroom to serve as the library. This pragmatic use of materials and resources yielded the Bessie L. Drew Unit that was dedicated in 1936 (Plumb, 1938). The teacher-librarian at the library in Chapman Grove attended a summer session of library science training at Paine College (Buffington, n.d.). 

      Seneca Institute in Oconee County was founded in 1899. Black male and female students were offered non-denominational Christian education at the Institute until 1926 when the institution began to offer two additional years of educational opportunity. It was renamed Seneca Junior College in May of that year (Seneca Junior College, 1929-1930). This institution was not a recipient of Rosenwald funds but a Faith Cabin Library was established on the campus in 1937. The 4000 books for this unit were donated by students at Oberlin College in Oberlin, Ohio following a personal appeal made on the Oberlin campus by Buffington. Buffington accompanied his lecture with lantern slides while he was a freshman at Furman (Carr, 1958). The library was out of service by 1950 (Buffington, 1954) and could have closed when Seneca Junior College closed in 1939 (Brown, 2004).

     Reverend Caspar C. Garrigues, pastor of First Christian Church and President of the Ministerial Association of Iowa City, Iowa, (Carr, 1958) organized the Faith Cabin Library Club that united members of ten different faith groups and denominations with the Kiwanis, Elks, and Lions and the public library, the University of Iowa library, and The School of Religion in a drive that yielded 6000 books and 1500 magazines for the Iowa City Unit at the Bettis Academy in Trenton, located in Edgefield County, South Carolina, as recounted by  Buffington to Plumb in 1938. This library building was a forty foot square building made of concrete blocks. Located in a sandy region of the state, it was practical for Bettis students to use the sand in the area to make the blocks on site (Buffington, n. d.).

     The Bettis Academy was not a Rosenwald School. It was founded in 1881 by the Reverend Alexander Bettis for the purpose of educating black youths from grammar school through junior college. In addition to intellectual training, spiritual and industrial training were emphasized (Bettis Academy, 1939).  Bettis Academy had an expansive influence on the education of rural South Carolina African Americans in the years following the Civil War. Hortense Woodson reported in 1943 that the institution had 500 students enrolled; 300 of these were boarders and there were 30 faculty members. The Academy’s Independence Day celebration that year drew approximately 10,000 blacks from the area (Woodson, 1943). Following the dedication of the Faith Cabin Library at the institution in 1938, many black students benefited from their accessibility to the large collection of books contributed by the Iowa City coalition.

     The citizens of the Elyria, Ohio community sent a truckload of books, enough to supply the Elyria Unit at Edgefield Academy with 1600 books and the George A. Brown Unit at the Edgefield County Training School in Johnston with an 1800 volume collection. W. E. Parker, (1939) principal of Edgefield Academy, wrote a letter published in the Elyria newspaper which expressed the community’s appreciation for the donation and indicated that four young men were using the new acquisitions to prepare for studying for the ministry. Both of these libraries were dedicated in 1938 (Carr, 1958).

     The Albert Stamm Unit at the Inman Negro School was also dedicated in 1938.

The acquisitions comprised the largest single donation to the Faith Cabin Library effort. Four tons of books were collected by Albert H. Stamm of Stryker, Ohio. Stamm was a disabled World War I veteran who gathered the books from people in four neighboring counties according to Buffington. (Styler, 1947). 

      A Faith Cabin Library was established in 1939 at the Batesburg Negro School with 2000 acquisitions sent from Decatur, Indiana. Mrs. S. D. Beavers, wife of a physician, responded to an article in a religious publication, by soliciting books in her community. This library burned in 1950 and was not rebuilt (Carr, 1958).

     Miss Margaret Hanesfield was in charge of the Mount Gretna Players, a theater troupe who did outdoor summer performances in their Pennsylvania community. The players appealed to their audiences through the summer of 1937 and collected 2400 volumes to send to the Mount Gretna Players, Pennsylvania Unit on the campus of the Saluda Rosenwald School (Carr, 1958).

     Buffington was a guest on Dave Elman’s “Hobby Lobby” radio program in 1939, (Carter & Geil, 1943) a program that featured unusual hobbies. Buffington’s description of his hobby of collecting things for others and his appeal for book donations was heard by people all over the nation (Carter & Geil, 1943). Buffington acknowledged that this appearance in combination with an article published in the Christian Herald at about the same time yielded almost 7500 books which were dispersed to four Faith Cabin Libraries. The Hobby Lobby Unit on the Lexington Rosenwald School campus was not built of logs but of shingles as the pine trees in this part of the state do not grow tall enough to use in a log cabin. This library was also used as a classroom part of the time because the school was overcrowded but Buffington insisted that one corner of the room was always designated as a reading space (Buffington, n.d.). The other libraries that were established through donations made from the radio appeal and the Christian Herald article were the Lucy Harris Unit at Howard High School in Georgetown, the Jamestown Unit at Jamestown Negro School, and the E. W. Simpkins Unit at the Baughnight Negro School in Edgefield County (Carr, 1958).

     Reverend J. Earle Edwards invited Buffington to speak to representatives of churches, clubs, and fraternal organizations at his church in Queens Village, New York. This group developed a community campaign to collect books, entitled “Ten Thousand Books in Ten Weeks” (Buffington, n.d.). These books were placed on the shelves of the Queens Village Unit at the Marlboro County Training School in Bennettsville (Buffington, 1942).

     Buffington reported to Carr (1958) that The Philadelphia Matinee Musical Club donated the volumes to stock the shelves of the Harry A. Mackey Unit in Greenville County. The club was stimulated to become involved in this project from hearing Mrs. Mary Rose Collins, a professor of speech at Crozer and member of the club, talk about Buffington’s work.

     Mrs. Oscar, a member of the Lutheran Church, took an interest in the Faith Cabin Library phenomenon in South Carolina. Her efforts to collect books led to the building of the Rockford (Illinois) Unit in Aiken on the campus of the Aiken Negro School (Buffington, 1954). 

An Uplifting Influence for Thousands

     Faith Cabin Libraries were a step toward the realization of an ideal. Contemporary French theorist, Pierre Bourdieu argues that cultural capital is increased through individual learning and that this self-improvement increases an individual’s power (Swartz, 1997). If reading good books has been the foundation of the development of whites, Kuyper (1933) argued, it is likely even more important to the development of the African American people at this particular time. Establishing libraries in rural southern communities made learning accessible to individuals thereby increasing what Pierre Bourdieu calls cultural capital for blacks. For example, the original unit, the Lizzie Koon Unit, served two thousand blacks (Kuyper, 1933).

     These thirty libraries were modestly built but were very well stocked with books that Buffington considered to have “lasting value” (Sprinkle, 1948, p. 1). “Boys and girls are rejoicing in the opportunity given them for reading” (Beard, 1933, p. 1). Annie, a Faith Cabin patron, wrote, “Our library has made me a better citizen. Teaching me more about the country in which I live. I wish others, all over, could have a library like ours” (Plumb, 1938, p. 53). The woman who initiated the name, Faith Cabin Library for the first unit built in Plum Branch, learned to read in that library (Carr, 1958).

     No one can measure the impact of an ambitious young person reading a book about someone of their own race who achieved success (Kuyper, 1933). Children read books about black leaders who had to overcome great obstacles, i.e., Booker T. Washington and George W. Carver. At one children’s book club meeting early after the Lizzie Koon Unit was opened, a young boy began his report on Russell Conwell’s Acres of Diamonds with this introduction, “I’ve never been out of Saluda County, but this week, I took a trip way up to Philadelphia!” (Buffington, 1942, p. 49). Some of the units were given radios which opened the world of current events where newspapers were unknown (Styler, 1947).

     According to Jones (1937) eighty percent of the eight million blacks in the south still had no access to libraries. The schools were without reference materials and textbooks. It was not uncommon for one student to read from the only textbook aloud while the other students listened. Teachers had no pedagogical materials or guidance for their professional development. The publication of articles about the Faith Cabin Libraries brought attention to the dearth of books and other materials accessible to rural southern blacks of the day. A school trustee was impressed with the orderliness and widespread use of a library. “I’ve taken the Negro schools for granted until now. I’ve just appointed the teachers and let them shift for themselves. From now on I’ll take an active interest” (Buffington, 1942, p. 49).

     Whites and blacks worked together to build the libraries. In many of the communities, a civic organization or church sponsored the building project. This experience of interracial cooperation to battle the inadequate opportunity for literacy for black citizens was enriching for the entire community (Sprinkle, 1948). The voluntary collaborative projects ushered in a new venue for interracial understanding (Beard, 1933). Many of the groups outside of South Carolina who collected and donated books were comprised of white people who had an inaccurate perception of blacks. Participation in the Faith Cabin Library project improved access to education for blacks but it also afforded opportunity to the white donors to gain a deeper understanding of the status of disenfranchised blacks and whites (Jones, 1937). 

     The addition of Faith Cabin Libraries completed the requirements for two schools to meet accreditation standards (Jones, 1937). According to Buffington and reported by Brown (1937), the religious books gathered through church collections were used widely by preachers and church teachers. The contributions from public and college libraries widened the range of books made available through the libraries (Jones, 1937).  Buffington recounted that a pastor in Seneca wrote that one of his teachers sent him to the Oberlin Unit to “dig for gold among the books. I found poetry, history, current events . . . thanks be to God for this gold mine! I can preach better sermons because of it” (Plumb, 1938, p. 18).

     Unforeseen and unplanned side effects of the Faith Cabin Library movement were varied. Buffington’s inspiration to make the libraries community projects helped the citizens realize what they could do when working toward a common cause; the citizens felt the libraries were “peculiarly theirs” (Curtis, n.d, p. 12). Local blacks managed the operation and activities of the library. The libraries served as community centers where black children, teens, and adults could satisfy intellectual needs and participate in social activities (Curtis, n.d.). A school principal described how his community’s library became a community center. “We are attempting to make it the first unit of a little community center. At present we are working on a tennis court” (Plumb, 1938, p. 53). One library devised a way of sharing their books with communities who did not have access. “Ours is known as a traveling library. It has served thousands of boys and girls, men and women, in the county” (Plumb, p. 53).

     The library movement grew to be so popular that there were two communities who had arranged facilities before Buffington could collect books to fill their shelves. He told Plumb (1938) that he received requests for more libraries than he could honor. At one time in 1937, he had appeals from over a hundred communities who wanted libraries. Donors were eager to help. A librarian in a large library wrote Buffington that she had several hundred children’s books to send but had no money to pay to ship the donation.  Buffington did not have the freight money either so he had to refuse the books. The librarian responded that she would arrange to ship the books; this was the first of several shipments from that organization (Buffington, 1942). 

A Little Goes a Long Way

     The story of the man behind the Faith Cabin Library movement in South Carolina is proof that everyone, no matter what their resources, can accomplish good for other people. Buffington overcame the obstacles of having a low socioeconomic status, of growing up in rural South Carolina where Jim Crow was a demanding autocrat, and of beginning his life’s work during the bleak days of the Great Depression, to impact the lives of thousands of people, black and white. The factors that drove this white man’s passion to grow literacy in black communities were instilled in him by his family, his father and grandmother, beginning in his childhood and nurtured by his friendship with Simpkins and with others who crossed his path through his adulthood. The determination which pushed Buffington to take practical steps to alleviate the difficulty of others was deeply embedded as indicated during his early adult years when he was a husband, father, and student, held a part time public job, and yet continued the Faith Cabin Library work.

     Buffington gave three reasons for his advocacy for black library access:

a. Buffington had always been treated kindly by black people in the community where he had grown up (Curtis, n.d.).

b. Buffington did not believe that Christians could harbor ill will towards humanity since all are created by God (Kuyper, 1933).

c. Buffington understood the battle against poverty and wanted every black child to have opportunity to become a successful productive citizen (Beard, 1933).

     Buffington’s explanation of these reasons was made to Kuyper in an interview in 1933 and reveals his empathy for blacks and the passion he felt for his work:

      All of my life I have battled with poverty, want, and need, and I am still of 

     the opinion that the poor are not dishonorable. I know that it is possible to live 

     a noble, sweet, and rich life, and be free of prejudice toward any race of God’s 

     creation-even in a textile center, where the greater percent of ignorance can be 

     found and where racial prejudice probably reaches its highest peak. Therefore, 

     I shall not be satisfied until I am able to render a service to my community 

     that I feel led to render. I have been the favored one upon a thousand

     occasions when I have received kindness and courtesy from large host of 

     Negro friends. It has always puzzled me how any Christian could claim the 

     name of Christ and have ill will or hatred for any part of humanity. I am not a 

     preacher, but I study God’s word and seek to know His will. As a child of 

     God, my duty is to serve Him by helping others. (Kuyper, 1933) 

     Buffington preached in his later years about Jesus’ entire life being one of continuous service to God and to men. In that sermon, he spoke of men who live their faith with conviction and named Father Damien, Martin Luther King, and Albert Schweitzer as exemplifying Jesus’ demand that Christians dedicate themselves to caring for others. He said that the test of commitment to Christ is to determine if faith is passive or active (Buffington Papers). Buffington acted out his faith through establishing libraries for the people that he knew and understood. He said that his work was based on a dime, a bank of faith, and a life of sacrifice and prayer. He had faith in the generosity of humanity and he believed that other people would be stirred to action when they were made aware of the intense need for books.  

     Buffington realized the great human potential that was lost to society in its denial of educational opportunity to blacks. “For too long we have thought of the Negro as a Negro, not as an American who, contributing boundless energy, talents, and religious enthusiasm, is helping shape our [nation’s] destiny” (Buffington, 1942, p. 49). He was zealous in providing books to be a springboard for individual blacks to contribute to America’s life. Buffington accepted his responsibility in the building of this library phenomenon, believing his grandmother’s teaching, “God makes the miracle, Willie” (Buffington, 1942, p. 49). He had a deep and abiding faith in God and His love for all people. He felt that God had called him to do the library work that was his avocation at first but evolved into his vocation.

Examination of Buffington’s Purpose

     There is no evidence brought to light through this study that specifically addresses Buffington’s purpose in establishing libraries for rural southern blacks. Clearly his motivation was based on his perception of God’s “call” to relieve the distress of the oppressed. In using a biographical approach to analyze purpose, the researcher has “a unique lens through which one can assess the relative power of political, economic, cultural, social, and generational processes on the life chances of individuals. . . .” (Finkelstein, 1998, p. 44).

     Buffington had direct control of the libraries and the acquisitions of each. He sorted the books and culled those he considered “undesirable” (Carr, 1958, p. 15). While no evidence surfaced in this study that defined the criteria Buffington used to sort acquisitions, it can be surmised that the books placed in the library were books that supported Christian values and traditions. Additionally, most of the donated volumes probably were written by whites embracing white traditions.  

     Books pass on what is legitimate to know; they set a cultural standard of what should be passed on (Apple, 1988). According to Bourdieu, the cultural capital of the dominant culture is considered the most elite knowledge (Swartz, 1997). As such, Buffington’s weeding of the libraries’ collections was an avenue of ensuring that the religious and cultural values that were meaningful to him were reproduced in the African Americans who used the books.

Conclusion

Buffington was a practical man. Poverty had taught him how to do a lot with a little and how to appreciate what he had. His experiences as a farmer, library assistant, student, sawyer, and mill worker prepared him to work with what was obtainable and to have reasonable expectations. Growing up in poverty made Buffington an earnest worker willing to take on tasks and to embrace the value of work. It also taught him to make the most of every available resource.

     Living in the country as a sharecropper’s child had shown him that he was not different from his black sharecropping neighbors and in fact he shared with them the experiences that came from striving for survival. His life on the farm gave him a contrasting perspective to the life he had as a mill worker where his time was spent with white people. The contrast focused on the fact that despite their poverty in common with blacks, the white mill workers thought they were members of a higher social order than blacks. Diane McWhorten (2001) in Carry Me Home: Birmingham, Alabama calls this social attitude “narcissism of small differences;” the closer one is in socioeconomic status, the more one homes in on small differences. Buffington was able to use the white privilege with which he had been born to further the nurture of literacy for disfranchised blacks.

     The rural south was insulating through its isolation. Buffington had little access to books and newspapers through his early years; his knowledge of the world’s events was limited due to the inaccessibility of the outside world.  His involvement in a black community when he was a boy and his immersion as a young adult in the mill society that was rife with prejudice towards poor and black people formed a dichotomy with his expectation that his original five requests for books would actually generate contributions. His naïveté in sending these requests to people who had written for church literature indicates the depth of his childlike faith in God and in his fellow Christians. 

     While no evidence of southern white opposition specifically towards the Faith Cabin Library movement has come to light through the present study, it can be presumed that there was white resistance. The interracial cooperation appears to have been primarily between blacks in the recipient community and the book donors. The donors did not challenge segregation per se, nor does it appear that Buffington confronted South Carolina’s political system which supported the system of dual institutions. It appears that those involved with providing Faith Cabin Libraries to rural communities were primarily concerned that isolated, poor African Americans should have access to books that would  in turn enble them to achieve their own religious, moral, and educational uplift. 

     The tradition of denying education to blacks through inequitable funding and access to facilities are the barriers that Buffington opposed. The Rosenwald Fund stipulation that local school authorities would equip and staff the school (Embree & Waxman, 1949) was seemingly not clearly defined enough to overcome the inequalities of school funding under Jim Crow. 

     Meanwhile, rural blacks were forced to take from meager annual incomes and 

     contribute money to the construction and maintenance of public schools for 

     black children because southern state and local governments refused to accept 

     responsibility for black public education. (Anderson,., 1988, p. 176)

     The libraries established through Buffington’s efforts are proof that big sums of money are not necessary to achieve one’s goals. His realization of racial injustice in his home community, his desire for better interracial relationships, and his deep love for God and his fellow citizens motivated Buffington to attack his plan for educational uplift with the zeal of a missionary (Jones, 1937). 

     Buffington and his work with the Faith Cabin Libraries was a paver in the road to full physical access to libraries and schools for rural southern blacks. The work pushed ahead the development of African Americans as a people. While the books in the libraries reflected the white culture, Buffington did make efforts to provide books written by blacks. The libraries’ acquisitions were chosen because of their support of the Christian faith and depending on the individual reader’s ability to grapple  with this perspective, the dominant culture was reinforced.       
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