Blazing the Way: The WPA Library Service
Demonstration Project in South Carolina

Robert M. Gorman

In 1935 the Works Progress Administration (WPA) began sponsoring
nationwide library demonstration projects designed to encourage the de-
velopment of library service to underserved populations while simultane-
ously providing temporary work for the unemployed. This paper reviews
the WPA'’s statewide library program in South Carolina and analyzes the
impact it had on public library development in the state. Prior to the WPA,
South Carolina had no funded state library agency and only three of forty-
six counties had countywide library service. Although the statewide library
demonstration project was not entirely successful in all of its activities, the
WPA project greatly improved public library conditions in the state. Li-
braries were started or expanded, bookmobile service was initiated, and
library service to rural and African-American citizens was enhanced. When
the project ended in 1943, South Carolina had twelve publicly funded
county libraries, one regional library, and a funded state library agency.

The Works Progress Administration, later renamed the Work Projects
Administration, was the largest emergency work relief program in the
history of the United States. Created by President Franklin Roosevelt in
1935 at the height of the Great Depression, the WPA, a program steeped
in controversy from the very beginning, was designed to provide tem-
porary work for millions of Americans left unemployed by the nation’s
economic collapse. Both men and women were employed in hundreds of
projects ranging from road and building construction to education, art,
and music programs. Of direct benefit to libraries was a series of library
demonstration projects sponsored by the WPA. The nature of these pro-
jects varied from state to state, but most were concerned with extending
library service to rural and other underserved populations and with pro-
viding library workers for clerical, cataloging, indexing, circulation, book
binding and repair, and bookmobile activities. Although small in com-
parison to other WPA activities, the library demonstration projects had
an enormous impact on libraries.! Perhaps in no case was this truer than
in the South, especially in South Carolina.
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The South, traditionally one of the poorest regions of the country, was
devastated by the Great Depression. Referred to by President Roosevelt
as “‘the nation’s No. 1 economic problem,” the predominantly rural and
agricultural South saw its per capita income decline to $252 in 1933, the
lowest in the nation. The economic conditions were aggravated by deep
racial divisions in the region. Nearly two-thirds of all African Americans
lived in the South, comprising nearly a third of the population of the
region. Customs, practices, and laws dictating separate, but not equal,
facilities and services for Blacks and Whites placed additional financial
burdens on an area with very limited economic resources.’

The status of libraries in the South reflected these conditions. A 1935
study found that two-thirds of the population in the thirteen southern
states had no public library service. Expenditures for southern libraries
averaged eight cents per capita, compared to a national average of thirty-
seven cents. Library conditions in South Carolina were among the worst
in the nation. At the beginning of the Depression, the state ranked forty-
sixth nationally in library development. A 1933 report on South Carolina
libraries revealed that of the state’s forty-six counties, only three, Green-
ville, Richland (Columbia), and Charleston, had libraries that came even
close to providing countywide service.?

Service for the state’s African-American citizens was almost nonexist-
ent. Of the fifty-six public libraries in South Carolina, only four offered
service to Blacks. Although private activities such as the Faith Cabin
library movement, which created a number of small libraries comprised
of donated books, attempted to address these gross inequalities, only 15
percent of the state’s African-American population received any type of
library service. One critic contended that these library inequities ‘‘nul-
lif[ied] the Negro’s full civil rights which the Fourteenth Amendment
attempted to guarantee him.”*

As daunting as library conditions were in South Carolina prior to 1935
when the WPA library demonstration project began in the state, there
were some positive signs for the development of public library service.
Beginning in 1915 the South Carolina General Assembly passed a series
of library acts that eventually enabled the creation of countywide and
regional (multicounty) library systems. A related act in 1929 created
the South Carolina State Public Library Association, governed by a
five-member state library board appointed by the governor. South Car-
olina was the last of the southern states to create such a state library
agency. Sadly, the general assembly did not fund the new agency, the
only southern state other than Alabama not to do so.’

In 1930 money was secured from a private educational foundation, the
Julius Rosenwald Fund, to hire Parmalee Cheves, a professional librar-
ian, as the first South Carolina state library field agent. Cheves served
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in this capacity, promoting public library development throughout the
state, until funding ended in March 1932. She worked with Winthrop
College professor and library advocate Mary Frayser to conduct a survey
of school and public libraries. The resulting report provided the first
accurate picture of the deplorable status of library resources in the state.
This document also served as the basis for future library development.’

Other events in the state lay the foundation for the significant library
development that would occur under the WPA. In 1929 the Julius
Rosenwald Fund, as part of its commitment to educational development
for both Blacks and Whites in the South, funded eleven public library
demonstration projects in seven southern states. These projects were to
extend library service to Black as well as White citizens. Two counties
in South Carolina, Richland (Columbia) and Charleston, received fund-
ing under this project. The two projects in South Carolina were of lim-
ited success but did demonstrate the need and desire for expanded public
library service in the state and did increase service for African
Americans.”

Public sentiment in favor of public library development in the state
was growing. A Citizens’ Library Association was formed in 1930 to stim-
ulate interest and support for public libraries. In early 1934 Clemson
College president Dr. E. W. Sikes, the state library board, and the South
Carolina Library Association convened the first Citizen’s Conference to
discuss the status of libraries in the state. The conferees were unsuc-
cessful in their primary objective of securing public funding for the state
library agency, but they did serve as a core of library advocates and
leaders within South Carolina.?

By 1935, then, the stage was set for a significant improvement in the
status of public library service in South Carolina. All that was needed
was a galvanizing force that could provide funds and central leadership.
That force would come from the WPA.

The Organization of the WPA

Although it was the largest and most significant of the New Deal work
relief efforts, the WPA was not the first federal program to impact library
development and extension. Early Roosevelt relief programs such as the
Federal Emergency Relief Administration (FERA), the Civil Works Ad-
ministration (CWA), and the Civil Works Service (CWS) provided lim-
ited funding of library projects. These hastily planned and executed
programs did not result in significant public library development, but
they established the precedent of federal funding of library activities.
They paved the way for the WPA, a much better organized and longer
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term program, and aroused the library community to the possibilities of
federal involvement with libraries.’

By 1934 it became abundantly clear to many in the Roosevelt admin-
istration that stop-gap work relief programs such as FERA, CWA, and
CWS were insufficient to meet the economic crisis. Many believed public
assistance would need to continue indefinitely. As a result, more durable
solutions had to be found.™ The creation of the WPA was a partial an-
swer to these concerns.

Administratively, the WPA functioned at four levels: the central ad-
ministration in Washington, regional offices throughout the nation, state
administrations, and district offices within each state. The head of the
WPA was the Commissioner of Work Projects. Within the central ad-
ministration were a number of divisions concerned with such WPA op-
erations as training, employment, construction projects, and service
projects. The state offices were responsible for the overall supervision
and administration of the WPA program within the state and for secur-
ing federal approval and funding for work projects within the state. The
state district offices were responsible for direct management and over-
sight of WPA projects and for working with local sponsors.

All work projects receiving WPA funding had to be formally proposed
and sponsored by a public agency. Although many projects were spon-
sored by state agencies, the majority were sponsored by county or city
governments and their agencies. Sponsors agreed to pay a portion of
project costs and to complete a project if for any reason it was not com-
pleted by the WPA. All completed projects belonged to the sponsor.

The National Library Service Program

The WPA's Division of Service Projects, originally called the Division
of Women'’s and Professional Projects, was responsible for work projects
employing clerical, professional, white-collar, and women workers. The
national library service project was part of this division. Initially, there
was no formal “unit” or “section,” or official administrator at the na-
tional level to coordinate and direct library projects under the WPA. The
WPA did bring in two librarians as temporary advisors on library projects
and sought the advice of the American Library Association concerning
activities appropriate for funding.** Edward Chapman, who became di-
rector of what was to be the Library Service Section, observed that during
this early stage, library projects were “a multitude of separate and un-
related local projects approved only for the purpose of giving employ-
ment to needy people and without specific reference to acceptable
operating plans.”*?
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By 1938 it was apparent that a more defined structure and organiza-
tion was needed to better coordinate library activities and to ensure
greater efficiency and effectiveness. In February 1938 the Library Service
Section was set up under the Division of Service Projects. Chapman, who
had been the assistant librarian at the Indiana State Library, was ap-
pointed the first, and only, director of this section.

The primary functions of the Library Service Section, according to
Chapman, included “coordination of all WPA project activity in libraries;
the designation of governing objectives and policies[;] and the prepara-
tion of official operating instructions and technical procedures.”
Furthermore, the section’s field services provided a “‘supply of profes-
sional advice and interpretation of administrative requirements to pro-
ject supervisors, sponsors and other qualified persons participating in
project operation.”*?

Even under this more formalized structure, the various state library
projects remained autonomous. As long as the states met WPA guide-
lines and requirements governing employment, expenditures, and re-
lated matters, the states were free to define their own library service
activities. The numerous statewide library projects “adapt[ed] policies
and procedures set forth by the Library Service Section, at the Federal
level,” Chapman wrote, ‘‘not as operating controls per se but as uniform
approaches to a common job with common problems and objectives.”*

Library projects funded under the WPA had two overriding and often
conflicting goals. First and foremost, library projects, as with all WPA-
funded activities, had to provide work for the unemployed. Any gains in
library service achieved as a result of these projects, Chapman surmised,
“had to be by-products of employing people as a primary function.”*
Over 90 percent of the workers, mostly semi-skilled and unskilled labor-
ers, had to come from the public relief rolls. Only 5 percent of all em-
ployees on library projects could be professional supervisory personnel
not on relief.*® Consequently, most workers supplied by the WPA did not
have a formal library education. Even with the on-the-job training pro-
vided by the WPA, these workers would never be able to provide the level
and quality of service that could be provided by professional librarians.
They were unfamiliar with library operations and untrained in the prin-
ciples of librarianship. From a library development perspective, this re-
quirement was one of the weakest aspects of the WPA library
demonstration project.

After providing employment, the secondary goal of the library projects
was to demonstrate “logical plans of service over wide areas to the end
that permanent development, through the stimulation of local and state
funds for library service, [would] result.”*” To achieve this end, projects
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were first to extend library services, primarily to rural areas, and then
to enhance existing services and resources.*®

As was the case with the Rosenwald program, WPA library projects
were to be ““‘demonstration” in nature. They were not to be a substitution
for permanent library service funded by local and state sources. Chapman
believed the “‘project demonstration unit merely was a device, strictly tem-
porary in nature, to stimulate local responsibility for the demonstrated
service.”* Nor were they to compete with existing programs and ser-
vices. “The statewide service project is a means to an end and not the
end itself. There is no desire on the part of the state Works Project [sic]
Administrations,” Chapman argued, ‘“‘to set up an independent or rival
system of service . . "%

The South Carolina Library Service Demonstration Project

The heart and soul of WPA library activities were the multitude of
statewide library service demonstration projects throughout the country.
By the end of 1939 forty such projects were in operation. Two more came
into existence before the WPA ceased activities in 1943. Only Maine,
Delaware, Utah, Nevada, New Mexico, and Idaho failed to initiate state-
wide projects.?

Although in most cases WPA library project funds were distributed in
proportion to the total population of the individual states, South Caro-
lina actually received far greater project assistance than it would have
received based strictly on its population.? This distribution, however, was
not based on the library needs of the individual states, with those states
with the most need getting the greater proportion of the funding. In
fact, when viewed regionally, the Southeast received only a fourth of total
library assistance provided by the WPA, even though more than a third
of the nation’s unserved population resided in this region. Based on a
“Suggested Federal Grants” for libraries formula developed in 1938, the
Southeast received nearly $5,000,000 less than it should have under
the formula, while the Midwest received over $4,000,000 more, and the
Northeast nearly $2,000,000 more. Although the distribution of assis-
tance was inequitable from a library need perspective, it did reflect the
work relief mission of the WPA. Like other WPA projects, assistance
under the library demonstration project was distributed mainly on dif-
ferences in population and work relief loads.*

The WPA began operations in South Carolina on 31 August 1935,
when thirty-one projects employing 1,734 persons were initiated under
the direction of Lawrence M. Pinckney, South Carolina WPA State Ad-
ministrator. Within six months, 36,531 persons were employed on WPA
projects, 96.6 percent of whom were from the public relief rolls.?*
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While most South Carolinians seemed to readily accept WPA assis-
tance in the state,” such was not always the case in other areas of the
South. In Georgia, for example, many residents viewed New Deal pro-
grams like the WPA with suspicion, seeing them as a threat to states’
rights and the racial conventions of the region. This opposition was most
pronounced during the governorship of Eugene Talmadge (1933-1937,
1941-1943), a virulent racist and vocal opponent of Franklin Roosevelt.
Even some southern librarians, in spite of their philosophical support of
federal aid, resented the intrusion of outsiders into their domains or
feared the new federal library program might somehow damage the
hard-won gains they had so recently achieved in their states. To assuage
these concerns, WPA library officials attempted to work closely with state
library agencies and with local library leaders.?®

Columbia was the site of state headquarters for WPA operations in
South Carolina. Pinckney divided the state into four districts: Charles-
ton, covering nine counties; Columbia, with fourteen counties; Florence,
encompassing nine counties; and Greenville, comprising fourteen coun-
ties. Each district was supervised by a district manager. Initially, Pinck-
ney created four divisions within the state office in the areas of
operations, finance, employment, and women’s work. Margaret Davies
was appointed head of the Women’s and Professional Projects Division,
the unit responsible for library and other service and professional pro-
jects. Each of the district offices also had the same divisions.?’

State library leaders immediately began to lobby for projects under
the WPA. Shortly after her appointment as head of the Women'’s Divi-
sion, Davies was contacted by Fanny Taber, librarian at the Greenville
Public Library and then president of the South Carolina Library Asso-
ciation, about possible WPA funding for library activities. Davies, being
favorably disposed toward the idea, asked Taber to recommend someone
to organize and help initiate library projects throughout the state. Taber
suggested Ida Belle Entrekin, a professional member of the Greenville
Public Library staff.?® Entrekin, noted for “her tact, professional ability,
and her sympathy for WPA objectives,”? traveled throughout the state,
visiting with county leaders and influential citizens and organizing citi-
zens library organizations. Within six weeks of her appointment in the
fall of 1935, she had established her office and laid the foundation for
library projects across the state.

The primary goals of the library service demonstration project were
established early on, remaining essentially the same throughout the ex-
istence of the program. First, according to Entrekin, the project was “‘to
extend the service of school and public libraries already established.”
Second, the project was “‘to give demonstrations of books service in areas
hitherto unprovided for with the expectation that such areas will
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continue the service with adequate financial support.” And finally, the
project was “to crystalize library sentiment in the state and to develop
the individual workers on the projects.””*

Public support on behalf of the WPA'’s library efforts was essential if
the library service demonstration project was to achieve its most impor-
tant goal, the creation of permanent, publicly funded county libraries
in South Carolina. “Thus the purpose of the demonstration,” Edward
Chapman concluded,

is to so prove the need and value of library service to local taxpayers
that at the end of the demonstration period they will vote to retain
the demonstrated service as a permanent, local, public utility; the
demonstration is to help people to decide whether or not library
service has a place in their everyday living.*

To this end, the WPA staff worked tirelessly in arousing public interest
and creating citizens’ library organizations.

Typically, project staff visited the counties to determine whether in-
terest and support existed for new or expanded library service. Local
librarians, organizations, and other interested individuals were con-
tacted. If there was interest in a project, a sponsor was found and plans
were developed. All WPA-funded projects had to have public sponsors
who agreed to share some of the costs involved. Since South Carolina
lacked a funded state library agency, local county boards of education
often sponsored the projects under the authority of the State Depart-
ment of Education. Other local sponsors included local library boards
and organizations such as the Grange, the Farm Women’s Council,
women’s clubs, citizens’ library committees, and other civic clubs.®

A contractual agreement was written outlining the responsibilities and
obligations of the parties involved. The WPA supplied personnel and
some books; the sponsors provided suitable quarters for the service, sup-
plies and equipment, and funds for the purchase of books and magazines.
Other items such as the rental of bookmobiles might also be part of the
agreement. Usually the agreement was for a specified period of time,
often one year.*

WPA personnel also assisted with the formation of citizens’ library
associations within the counties. These groups were not designed to re-
place local friends of the library organizations. Rather, Chapman di-
rected, they were formed to

recognize and publicize the need for adequate and permanent li-
brary service; be temporarily responsible for the partial financial
support of the demonstration and make a concentrated effort
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toward securing local tax support; and further assist by expressing
and representing particular community library service needs, and
by securing community participation.®*

A second Citizens’ Conference on the Library Needs of South Carolina,
held at the University of South Carolina on 8 January 1936, comple-
mented the work of WPA personnel in arousing public interest in library
development. Private citizens, educators, and librarians gathered to-
gether to discuss library conditions within the state, the activities of the
WPA library service demonstration project, and steps needed to improve
library service. The conference concluded with a resolution urging the
general assembly to provide the state library board with funds *‘sufficient
for it to carry out its purpose of stimulating public library service for all
of the people of the state.”® Although the resolution did not result in
state funding for the state library board, the conference did help keep
the issue of library development before the public.

By 1 March 1936, $188,000 was secured from the WPA for book bind-
ing and library extension work in South Carolina. Sponsors provided
$15,275 in cash in addition to in-kind contributions. Because the De-
partment of Education was the state’s official sponsor of the library dem-
onstration project, much of this and future funding was used for school
library projects as well as public library projects.®® Although many of the
early projects involved the repair and binding of school textbooks and
library books, a concerted effort was made to initiate countywide library
service throughout the state. By early 1936 public, subscription, and pri-
vate libraries in twenty-two counties were sharing books, magazines, and
other materials as the first step toward full county service.*

The backbone of countywide service in South Carolina was the library
bookmobile, a truck converted to carry library materials to rural resi-
dents of the state. The WPA agreed early on to rent cabs and chassis for
a county if the local project sponsor supplied the body. This rental agree-
ment was usually for no more than one year, after which the county was
expected to assume the full cost of the truck. These trucks traveled
across the back roads of the state. They would leave books at deposit
drops, usually a school, or stop at crossroads, community centers, grocery
stores, filling stations, and other gathering spots. By mid-1937 the WPA
library project’s twenty-three bookmobiles stopped at over 1,200 sta-
tions.®® It was unquestionably one of the most popular features of the
library service demonstration project.

By early 1936, 734 women were employed by the WPA in various li-
brary-related projects ranging from book binding and repair to assisting
with circulation services, staffing longer library hours, compiling bibli-
ographies and lists of special materials, and organizing story hours for
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On May 18, 1937, Daisy Browning, driver (), and LaVerne McLane, bookmobile librarian
(r), prepare for the maiden journey of the WPA-funded Chester County Library bookmobile.
Courtesy of Nichols’ Studio of Chester and the Chester County Library.

children. These women were sometimes assigned duties such as opening
and staffing branch reading rooms.*

One of the more important programs initiated in the early days of the
library demonstration project was a cooperative cataloging service for
school libraries. The service was begun in early 1936 in order to help the
high schools of the state meet accreditation standards mandated by the
Southern Association of Secondary Schools and Colleges, the regional
accrediting body. South Carolina high schools were directed to have their
library collections cataloged by 1941. A cataloging unit was set up at the
University of South Carolina under the direction of professionally trained
staff. The State Department of Education supplied the materials; the
WPA funded the staff.*’

Titles cataloged were limited to specific standard lists approved by the
State Department of Education. This requirement had the effect of forc-
ing schools to weed their collections of outdated and questionable ma-
terials and to purchase materials recognized for their quality. The unit
maintained a catalog of all items processed, listing on the back of each
card the school or schools owning that item. Thus the nucleus of a union
catalog for the state was developed. Libraries unable to answer reference
questions locally sent them to this unit to be handled.**
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This service was so well organized and executed that it served as an
example for other states wishing to develop their own cataloging project.
In fact, the South Carolina experience was the basis for a technical cir-
cular on centralized cataloging services issued by the Library Service
Section in Washington.*?

The cataloging unit also was responsible for processing books pur-
chased by the state WPA for demonstration purposes. These books
formed a core collection of materials used by the library service dem-
onstration project to stimulate interest in and support for local library
collections. When a project was begun in a county, a portion of these
books was loaned to the county on a temporary basis. They were not a
substitute for local collections; rather, they were to capture the public’s
imagination on the importance and need for good library collections.
These materials were moved from county to county as the local com-
munity either began funding libraries on their own or letting the project
expire. By 1943 there were over 25,000 books in this collection.*®

Restructuring the Library Project

On 1 January 1938 all the WPA-funded library projects were brought
together administratively into one statewide project. Prior to this date,
projects operated on the county level with little concern for duplication
of effort. It quickly became apparent that a more formal structure and
tighter organization at the state level was needed to maximize efficiency
and effectiveness and to provide a better sense of direction and purpose.
Emphasis was placed on worker training and the development of state-
wide standards of service.

Under the new statewide structure, the state library supervisor was
administratively and technically responsible for all aspects of the project
and for the worker training program. Agnes Crawford was the state li-
brary supervisor when the restructuring took place. Crawford, who ear-
lier had conducted a survey on library work with African Americans in
South Carolina, had been appointed state supervisor when Ida Belle
Entrekin resigned in mid-1937. Crawford was assisted by the four district
supervisors who were administratively responsible for library activities
within their districts. Each district had four assistant district supervisors
who handled the technical aspects of book repair and binding, publicity,
extension service, and training workers in the use of library materials
and resources. Each county was headed by a unit supervisor, later called
area supervisor, administratively responsible for the county activities.
The assistant district supervisors and the unit supervisors were directly
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responsible for the individual worker. Because of restrictions on the num-
ber of non-relief personnel allowed, many of these supervisory positions
were either unfilled, or the same individual served in two positions at
once.* Consequently, the statewide project was limited in the amount
of supervision and direction it could provide the local operations.

To improve the skills and work habits of WPA library employees, most
of them unskilled or semi-skilled female workers, and to help prepare
them for eventual private employment, the statewide library project
mandated formal monthly training courses. According to Crawford, these
training courses were designed

first to improve his [the worker’s] moral[e], that is to teach self-
assurance and self-reliance; second, to teach thriftiness in the use
of tools and in the use of free and inexpensive material; third, to
teach the correct use of tools used in daily work; and lastly, simple
hygiene or neatness in person and work.*®

Library topics included arrangement and classification, circulation sys-
tems, basic reference tools, the card catalog, publicity, bookmobile ser-
vice and operation, and the mending and binding of all types of library
materials.*® Since the library projects were dependent upon these work-
ers, training them was a perennial concern. In counties with existing
programs, many of these individuals worked under the supervision of a
trained librarian. In counties without a librarian, these women worked
under the direction of library project personnel. In no case were these
workers to replace existing employees.*’

According to reports from the field, these training courses did result
in improved skills and a greater satisfaction with the individual worker.
Because the WPA limited employment to eighteen months in most cases,
the constant turnover in workers resulted in some inefficiency and loss
of continuity that the training program helped address. The library pro-
ject had only limited success in placing workers in private employment.*®

Patterns of Library Development

By 1938 the basic structure and direction of the South Carolina library
service demonstration project was set. The orientation was toward coun-
tywide library service for every county in the state. By mid-year, thirty-
two countywide projects were in operation. Bookmobiles were making
nearly 1,900 stops serving 62,529 borrowers. Circulation from these
trucks was nearly one million items, averaging over fifteen books per
patron. The bookmobile experiment was so successful that nineteen of
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the twenty-eight counties using the service assumed full funding for the
trucks.*

In counties with existing libraries, the WPA supplied workers to ex-
tend service to the entire county and to free permanent staff from more
routine duties. These workers were used to extend hours, to assist with
clerical duties, to help with bookmobile operations, and to perform other
support duties. In Charleston, for example, WPA workers were used to
open new branch libraries that were later run by employees of the
Charleston Free Library. The project also maintained a mending unit to
repair books for the public and school libraries of Charleston, as it did
with many other county library projects throughout the state.’® WPA
employees were used in a similar capacity in many school libraries.

In counties with little or no existing public library service, the WPA
assistance was more basic. WPA library-trained workers often performed
the many functions usually handled by professional librarians. A case in
point was in Chesterfield County in the northeastern part of the state.
The Chesterfield County Board of Commissioners and the local Council
of Farm Women sponsored the demonstration project which began op-
eration in 1937. A bookmobile was rented with WPA assistance, and
reading rooms were established in the towns of Chesterfield, Cheraw,
Pageland, McBee, Ruby, and Jefferson. In 1938 the county assumed full
operation of the bookmobile.>

At the same time, the town of Cheraw in Chesterfield County asked
for assistance in opening its own public library. A small subscription
library, which had closed in July 1938 due to lack of funding, served as
the basis for the new public library. The building in which it was housed
was in need of repair, the books were worn and damaged, and there were
few furnishings. Two civic organizations agreed to establish a book fund,
the town council provided money for the repair of the books and building
and provided equipment and furnishings, and the WPA supplied a de-
posit from its own book collection, cleaned and repaired the existing
collection, processed the new books, and assigned two workers to run the
library. The Cheraw Public Library opened its doors on 4 November
1938. Within a short period, the library registered over 700 borrowers
and circulated over 2,000 volumes a month.>

A third pattern of library development in South Carolina emerged in
early 1937 when libraries in Colleton and Dorchester counties combined
to share library services, thus becoming the first regional library system
in the state. This event underscored the growing realization among li-
brary leaders that it made better financial and administrative sense for
small counties in a poor rural state like South Carolina to share limited
resources rather than attempt to maintain individual county libraries.
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Although a relatively new concept of library governance, the regional
library idea was not unknown in South Carolina or the South as a whole.
An American Library Association preconference meeting of southern li-
brary leaders in New Orleans in 1932 endorsed the regional library struc-
ture, and Tommie Dora Barker, the ALA’s southern field representative,
was active in promoting the concept. In the mid-1930s, regional libraries
were created in Tennessee under the aegis of the Tennessee Valley Au-
thority and the direction of Mary Rothrock, the TVA library coordinator.
These projects were a good example of the regional concept in practice.
In fact, by the mid-1930s ten of thirteen southern state library plans,
including South Carolina’s, supported the creation of regional libraries.*
South Carolina had made legal provision for regional libraries with a
change in the state library law in 1934. All of these events were part of
a national trend that began earlier in the century with a move away
from municipal libraries to countywide libraries as more effective and
efficient. Regional libraries were the next logical step in this develop-
ment. Still, the county form of government was near and dear to the
hearts of most southerners.> As a result, regional libraries that crossed
county lines would be more the exception than the rule, at least for the
time being.

The Colleton-Dorchester library was governed by an eight-person
board comprised of four representatives from each county. Bookmobile
service was begun in April 1938 when the WPA loaned the system a
confiscated automobile. It initially made stops at fifty stations in the two
counties. With the assistance of the WPA, a regular bookmobile was
acquired in late 1939.%° Service to African-American citizens in the two
counties was begun for the first time as a result of WPA support and the
donation of 5,000 books in late 1938 and early 1939 by Harvey D. Kelsey,
a Black philanthropist from Washington, D.C. The WPA processed the
materials and made them available through the Black schools in the
bicounty area.*®

This first state experiment in regional library service was never ade-
quately supported by the local communities. In 1939 each county appro-
priated only $300 for library services. When WPA funding ceased,
Dorchester County withdrew from the system. Although the regional
library system did not survive, it did serve as an early example of how
smaller counties could share limited resources and funds.*’

A second, better planned multicounty system began in November 1940
when the counties of Georgetown, Horry, and Marion formed a tricounty
regional library. A tricounty library board was created, and a formal
agreement between the WPA and the three counties was drafted. The
counties agreed to share existing library resources, to provide $1,000
each for the purchase of books, and to work toward the development of
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permanent regional library service. The WPA lent the project 1,200
books, provided a trained librarian to supervise the regional library, em-
ployed workers, and assisted with the rental of a third bookmobile to
serve the three counties.*®

Unfortunately, this second experiment in regional library service did
not survive either. The project suffered greatly when Margaret D.
Hedbring, the WPA-funded librarian in charge of the regional library,
resigned in June 1941. Because a 37 percent reduction in the quota of
WPA workers in the statewide library project had been implemented, a
replacement could not be secured. Eventually the system was dissolved
when the WPA ceased funding in 1942.%°

A third, ultimately successful regional system was begun in March
1941 when Allendale, Hampton, and Barnwell counties agreed to insti-
tute cooperative library service. The WPA supplied workers, books, and
a bookmobile. When WPA funding ceased the following year, Barnwell
County withdrew from the system. However, Allendale and Hampton
continued to work together, mainly on the strength of a small appropri-
ation from each county and the dedication and volunteer help of inter-
ested citizens in the area. In 1947 Jasper County joined with Allendale
and Hampton to form a tricounty regional library. Thus, one of the three
attempts by the WPA to develop regional library service did eventually
become permanent.®°

Finally, in addition to supporting the development of county and re-
gional library service, the WPA in South Carolina made a concerted, if
limited, effort to provide expanded service to Black residents. Early in
the project, the WPA trained and placed African-American workers as
library aides in a number of Black schools in the state. In 1937 it funded
the first bookmobile to provide direct service entirely to Blacks. Oper-
ating in Greenville County, this truck was stocked with books loaned by
the WPA. A second WPA-funded bookmobile served Blacks in Calhoun
County through deposits left at Black schools and other sites throughout
the county. This service was supplemented by an African-American
teacher who delivered books in her car. By mid-1938 the WPA reported
a circulation of 158,528 books to 5,819 African-Americans.®*

The WPA also established separate libraries and branches of White
public libraries to serve African Americans. Agnes Crawford found the
WPA's efforts in this arena to be “hard up-hill work in South Carolina.
It is not only because of the high percentage of illiterates within this
race, but also due to lack of real leadership within the communities that
can afford a library.”®® In other words, most Whites were not interested
in funding efforts to expand library service to Blacks. In spite of these
roadblocks, by 1939 the WPA supported twenty-nine separate li-
braries, most in Black schools which also served the general Black public.
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African-American library workers operated twenty-four of these libraries.
Out of a bookstock of 32,238 titles available for use by Blacks (as com-
pared to 252,387 titles for Whites), 20,022 African Americans borrowed
157,110 items.®® By early 1940 thirty WPA-funded libraries made 42,893
titles available to Blacks, an increase of 10,000 titles over the previous
year. Unfortunately, quota reductions in the number of WPA workers
allowed reduced the number of libraries to nineteen later in 1940.%

In no sense were WPA library activities in support of Blacks equivalent
to that provided to Whites. The number of book titles available was
considerably smaller, and the number of projects funded significantly
fewer. In some cases, as with the Tri-County Regional Library experi-
ment in Horry, Marion, and Georgetown counties, the WPA avoided the
issue of library service for Blacks because of White opposition.®® Still,
library service for Blacks under the WPA was a considerable improve-
ment over what had existed previously, and WPA efforts did pave the
way for future development.

Activities of the State Library Board

Because the South Carolina State Library Board was not funded, the
WPA statewide library service demonstration project during its existence
was to all intents and purposes the state library agency for South Caro-
lina. Only it had the financial resources and staffing to carry out the
duties performed by library agencies in other states. This situation did
not mean, however, that the state library board was inactive.

Marion Wright, attorney and chair of the state library board, and li-
brary activists such as Mary Frayser sacrificed time and money to pro-
mote public libraries. They were active in speaking to civic and
educational organizations and in lobbying the general assembly for state
funding for public libraries. In late 1938 the board secured a grant from
the state to hire Dr. Helen Stewart, a renowned Canadian librarian and
acting director of the library school at Louisiana State University, to
assist in the reorganization of the Citizens’ Library Association formed
in 1930.

The impetus for Dr. Stewart’s consultation was a series of reports
issued by President Roosevelt’s Advisory Committee on Education. These
reports covered all aspects of education, including library service, and
focused on the need for federal aid to education. As a result, several bills
for federal aid to schools and libraries were introduced in the U.S.
Congress in 1938. One aspect of this proposed legislation was that a
state would receive federal aid for libraries only if it had a funded state
library agency. Thus, Dr. Stewart’s visit was designed to achieve this end
by arousing public support through the Citizens’ Library Association.®®
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The state library board organized a meeting on 16 November 1938 to
discuss the status of libraries in the state, the role of the Citizens’ Li-
brary Association in library development, and the possible goals and ac-
tivities of a funded state library board. Dr. Stewart spoke at this meeting.
The Citizens’ Library Association was reorganized with a state commit-
tee at the head. Committees at the county and local levels were also
created to involve as many local citizens as possible. Dr. Stewart was
charged with visiting each county in the state to help organize these
county committees. She assisted in the development of twenty-eight
county citizens’ library organizations.®” Mary Frayser identified the goals
of the Citizens’ Library Association as being threefold: “to arouse and
mobilize public opinion in support of a state-wide program sponsored by
the State; to take advantage of the opportunity for federal aid; to work
out with the State Board, plans for each local district.”®®

As a consultant, Dr. Stewart advocated regional tax-supported public
libraries as the most cost effective and efficient structure, an indication
of the growing recognition that in the mostly rural South a multicounty
structure was a more financially viable alternative for many of the
smaller counties. She recommended that the state library board, if
funded, should perform three functions initially. First, it should acquire
a collection of books which would be loaned to local libraries to supple-
ment their collections. Second, the state library board should create a
union catalog of the library resources in the state to allow libraries to
locate and lend books to each other. Finally, the board should assist local
libraries through grants and library planning.®

Unfortunately, none of the proposed federal aid for education and
libraries was funded by Congress. Nor was the South Carolina Citizens’
Library Association successful in securing funding for the state library
board. Dr. Stewart’s ideas would not be implemented until a state-
supported library board was created years later. In the meantime, inter-
ested parties such as the Citizens’ Library Association continued to serve
as advocates for public library development.

Zenith of the Statewide Library Project

In 1939 Agnes Crawford was appointed as an assistant director of the
Library Service Section in Washington, D.C. Roberta O’Hear Bonnoit, a
librarian at the Charleston Free Library, was selected as her successor
to head the South Carolina statewide library service demonstration
project. By this time, the project had achieved some very real successes.
Six former WPA county demonstration projects (Aiken, Darlington,
Greenwood, Lancaster, Orangeburg, and Sumter counties) now had per-
manent tax-supported county libraries, bringing the total number of
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county library systems to ten. In addition, the statewide project was
providing assistance in all but four of the state’s forty-six counties. The
cooperative cataloging service had cataloged thousands of school li-
brary books in its effort to help the high schools meet accreditation stan-
dards. Seventy high schools had availed themselves of this service. The
number of registered borrowers had reached 189,040, nearly twice the
number as had registered the year before. These patrons borrowed over
4,000,000 books, accounting for an average circulation of 20.6 items per
borrower.™

Although library service in South Carolina continued to rank among
the lowest in the country, a committee of educators appointed to review
WPA education programs statewide found the library service demonstra-
tion project to be one of the most successful WPA activities being con-
ducted in the state. “Probably no other project of the W.P.A. will, in the
long run, be of so much benefit in raising the educational and cultural
level of so many people as the Statewide library project,” the committee
concluded. “These effects promise to a great extent to be enduring.”
The committee found that the WPA had “blazed the way” in demon-
strating the importance and effectiveness of countywide public library
service in South Carolina.”

Early 1940 saw the statewide project at its height. Nancy C. Blair,
head of the county department of the Richland County Public Library,
was appointed state supervisor of the project when Roberta Bonnoit re-
signed to become a WPA district supervisor in charge of extension ser-
vices. Blair remained as supervisor until 1943, when the WPA ceased
operations. Seven professional librarians and thirteen district and assis-
tant district supervisors provided supervision and training throughout
the state. There were also up to twenty unit or area supervisors in charge
at the county level. Manuals on library procedures, extension services,
publicity, and book repair had been written to ensure uniformity of ser-
vice and policies.” There were now eleven counties with permanent pub-
licly funded county library systems. The WPA funded twenty-five projects
in the remaining thirty-five counties. Cash contributions from sponsors
had reached a high of $66,367, over four times what it had been in 1936.
Thirty-one bookmobiles were totally owned by the counties; the statewide
project assisted in the rental of just two.”

In addition to its cataloging service, in February 1940 the statewide
project began offering a book selection service for libraries throughout
the state. Interested librarians indicated the amount of funds they
wanted to spend for books and how they wanted it allocated between
fiction and non-fiction and adult and children’s books. The project pre-
pared a list of appropriate titles chosen from various standard book
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Nancy Blair, state supervisor of the South Carolina library project (1940-1943), inspects a
model of the bookmobile used to provide countywide library service in South Carolina. Cour-
tesy of the South Carolina State Library.

selection aids. The requesting library used the lists to assist with book
selection. In its first six months, the project compiled lists for eleven
public libraries.™

The statewide project in South Carolina gained attention within the
library profession in mid-1940 when an exhibit on its activities and pro-
gress was prepared and displayed at the American Library Association
annual conference held in Cincinnati, Ohio. “W.P.A. Rural Library Ser-
vice in South Carolina,” a motion picture about project activities and
services in the state, and a miniature bookmobile were included in the
exhibit. The film was later loaned to other states.”

End of the WPA

By 1940 the WPA nationwide was beginning its final phase. A growing
improvement in the U.S. economy resulted in reduced appropriations for
WPA activities and a drastic reduction in worker quotas. At the same
time, the nation became more concerned with national defense issues as
war in Europe and Asia broke out. The WPA began a shift toward de-
fense-related projects. South Carolina was not immune to these changes.
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By June 1941, 63.4 percent of all WPA employment in the state was for
national defense projects.”

Reductions in the number of WPA workers allowed had a direct impact
on the statewide library service demonstration project. The project re-
sponded by curtailing some activities and consolidating some of its op-
erations. Book repair and hinding services were centralized in the
counties to reduce duplication and improve the quality of work per-
formed. In most counties there was now only one mending unit; in some
cases a unit served more than one county.’’

A visit by Agnes Crawford, in her capacity as an assistant director of the
Library Service Section, resulted in a recommendation for further con-
solidation and centralization of the statewide library project. Crawford
found the project to be “hampered by the lack of professional supervisors
on a district level” and by a reduction in WPA library workers. To ad-
dress these reductions, Crawford recommended a reorganization of the
statewide library project administrative structure so that the project
would require fewer supervisors, a further centralization of the book re-
pair program so that there would be just one unit per district, and “the
culmination of a few of the areawide demonstration systems now being
operated by the project.”’®

America’s entry into the World War 1l marked the beginning of the
end of the WPA. With the economy booming because of war-related
industrial expansion, thousands of men being drafted into the military,
and federal funds being directed toward defense activities, the WPA'’s
funding and reasons for existence disappeared. Although the WPA con-
tinued to fund library activities, most of its projects from 1942 onward
were redirected toward the war effort. The national WPA library pro-
gram was absorbed into a larger consolidated project known as War Ser-
vices. In South Carolina only those libraries in defense areas, such as
those with military bases, received WPA support. Demonstration projects
in seventeen counties were discontinued.”

Finally, on 4 December 1942 President Roosevelt gave the WPA an
“honorable discharge,” decreeing that WPA activities would cease as of
30 June 1943.%2° When word came from Washington that the South Car-
olina statewide library project would end operations on 1 March 1943,
state library leaders worried about the future of the library programs
begun under the WPA. South Carolina had become very dependent upon
the WPA for funding and directing basic library operations. When the
project came to a close, South Carolina was the only southern state and
one of just two states nationwide without a state-funded library agency.
Unless this situation changed, the progress and success in library service
achieved under the WPA would disappear.
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With the end of the WPA in sight, library advocates in South Carolina
redoubled their efforts to secure funding for the state library board.
Throughout the winter of 1942-1943, individuals and state organizations
such as the Federation of Women’s Clubs, the Congress of Parent-
Teachers, and the Federation of Business and Professional Women'’s
Clubs, contacted and met with public officials responsible for appropri-
ating state funds. Early in 1943 their efforts paid off. The State Budget
Commission allocated $1,000 for the extension work of the state library
board. At the same time, the general assembly approved $2,000 from the
State Emergency Fund to support the state library board through the
remainder of the fiscal year ending 30 June 1943. Finally in the spring
of 1943, the general assembly appropriated $15,000 for use by the state
library board during fiscal year 1943-1944. The board itself was reor-
ganized with Mary Frayser appointed chair. At long last, South Carolina
had a fully constituted and publicly funded state library agency.®*

The amount initially appropriated was certainly minuscule in compar-
ison to amounts expended in neighboring states. Georgia, for example,
allocated $100,000 for library services, and North Carolina received
$250,000 in state funds. It was considerably less than the $480,000 ex-
pended by the WPA for South Carolina libraries during the previous
fiscal year. Regardless of the amount, it was the first real commitment
by the state government to support statewide library development.®?

When the WPA statewide library project ended, there were twelve
publicly funded county libraries in the state under the supervision of
professional librarians. There were fourteen other WPA demonstration
county libraries and one regional system not permanently established
operating under the supervision of former WPA-trained library workers.
Four other counties maintained libraries at the county seat but could
not afford to continue bookmobile service to the rest of the county.
Residents of these counties, however, were permitted to come to the
library itself. The remaining fourteen counties were unable to continue
county library service in any form. Thus, the state library board’s first
goal was to devise a system to support and encourage the continued
develgg)ment of countywide and regional library service throughout the
state.

One of the first acts of the state library board was to hire Nancy Blair,
the former WPA statewide library supervisor, as executive secretary and
field representative of the board. Her job was to assist the board in
organizing a plan for state aid to the counties and to oversee the con-
tinued development of countywide and regional library systems. Based
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on Dr. Stewart’s earlier recommendations, a formal framework for state
aid was developed.

First, a central collection of books was established in Columbia to be
loaned to libraries and individuals throughout the state. The core of this
collection was the nearly 26,000 WPA-owned books which had been
turned over to the state library board by the state board of education.
During its first full year of operation, the state library board added 3,677
more books.®*

To encourage the development of countywide and regional library sys-
tems, the board set aside funds to be used by these systems for book
purchases. To qualify for this aid, a county had to have a county library
board which agreed to work toward increased support for the library, to
provide countywide service, and to hire a professional librarian as quickly
as possible. In return, the county could submit book orders to the board
totaling $200. In actuality, because many counties did not meet state
requirements the first year, each that did qualify received $300 worth of
books. The board ordered, processed, and returned the books to the qual-
ifying county. The board retained ownership of these books in the event
the county stopped supporting the library system. Counties combining
to form a regional system would receive a bonus of $50 per county for
book purchases. During the first year, twenty-three counties and two
regional systems, Allendale-Hampton and Abbeville-Greenwood, shared
in this state aid.®* In addition, the board provided counties with advice
and consultation in planning and developing library services. It held con-
ferences in thirty-seven counties the first year and provided assistance
with preparing book orders, weeding collections, cataloging, and budget
preparation.®®

Thus, by the end of its first full year of operation, the state library
board had established itself as the leader in public library development
in South Carolina. Even with limited funds, it had successfully replaced
the WPA statewide project as the primary agent in extending library
service to all residents of the state. The course was set; there would be
no turning back.

Conclusions

The WPA was one of the most controversial programs of the Roosevelt
administration. Critics often characterized it as a giant boondoggle, an
agency dedicated to wasting taxpayer money on useless projects. One
common image advanced by detractors was that of the lazy ditch digger
lounging on the side of the road: ‘“‘Here we stand asleep all day/While
F.D. shooes the flies away/We just wake up to get our pay/What for? For
leaning on a shovel!”®
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Undoubtedly, some WPA projects were poorly conceived and executed.
The WPA was, after all, a program begun quickly to address the most
harrowing economic crisis in the history of the United States. However,
it was successful in putting millions of Americans back to work and in
injecting billions of dollars into an ailing economy. Many of its projects
continued to have an impact long after the demise of the agency.

The South Carolina library service demonstration project was a prime
example of the WPA at its best. Prior to 1935, there were only three
countywide library systems in the state. The remainder of libraries were
local operations serving a limited number of residents. By the end of the
WPA project, four times as many countywide and one struggling bicounty
system had been created, and an equal number of counties were well on
their way to permanently establishing their county libraries. Much re-
mained to be done, but the WPA had forced a quantum leap in the
development of library service in the state.

This is not to say the South Carolina project was perfect. One critic
faulted the statewide program for attempting to demonstrate service in
all counties rather than putting its limited resources into a few select
county or regional projects. Consequently, many counties that began pro-
jects with WPA funding could not afford to continue countywide library
services once federal funding was withdrawn. In these counties the WPA
failed ““to provide a strong basis for a permanent, efficient, independent
library system.”®® However valid this criticism may be, the social and
political realities dictated the form the project would take. With the
state’s library advocates oriented toward developing countywide service
for every county in the state, with the South’s general orientation toward
the county as the most appropriate form of local government, with no
central direction from an active state library agency, and with local pol-
iticians and citizens actively lobbying for all the WPA aid they could get,
it was inevitable that the statewide project would attempt to serve every
county. Eventually, library leaders recognized that the small counties
could not sustain a county system and began encouraging the develop-
ment of regional systems in which limited resources were shared. Fur-
thermore, dependence on unskilled labor diminished the impact of the
demonstration projects. These workers, no matter how enthusiastic or
willing to learn, were not adequate substitutes for professional librarians.
The quality of the services suffered as a result.

Nonetheless, during its existence the WPA statewide project was the
state library agency for South Carolina. It supplied the leadership and
direction necessary to demonstrate the importance, need, and demand
for better public libraries. The growth in borrowers, circulation, services,
and collections provided a testimony to its success. Without the WPA'’s
example, it is doubtful that the state library board would have been
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funded so early. Public pressure and concern over the loss of library
service initiated under the WPA forced the state to assume responsibility
for funding a state library agency. The state library board, once per-
manently funded, used the WPA experience to build its program of state
aid to libraries.

Finally, the WPA library project did have limited success in addressing
the library needs of Black South Carolinians. In the opinion of Edward
Chapman, national director of the WPA's Library Service Section, among
the southern states South Carolina was second only to North Carolina
in expanding services to Blacks.®® New library programs were started for
African Americans, although certainly not at the level of service offered
to Whites. Racism and the desire to avoid conflict over racial issues pre-
determined that the project would not accomplish as much in this area.
It would be years before Blacks were allowed equal access to resources
and services.

If not for the WPA, statewide library service in South Carolina prob-
ably would have been delayed until well after World War Il. The WPA
statewide library project had indeed “blazed the way” for the rapid de-
velopment of public library service in the state.
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