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A Library Is People 

A LIBRARY is people. People borrowing books, people help-
/ - \ \ ing with the use of books, people donating books. And 

-A. )V books are people too: "True friends that will never 
flatter or dissemble." 

This issue of the COLUMNS is about three Columbia Library 
people. James Hulme Canfield was a Director who infected the 
Columbia Libraries with a passion for democracy. Isadore Mudge 
was a Reference Librarian who stamped her personality so in­
delibly on her field that reference work became known to a 
generation of students as "mudging." Alexander Gumby was a 
collector whose whole lifework is bound within the covers of 
his several hundred scrapbooks on the American Negro, now in 
the Library. 

None of these three are to be found today working on Morning-
side Heights, but in the articles which follow their personalities 
come vividly before the eye of the reader. That is well, because 
as the years pass the library buildings become larger, the staff 
more numerous—faces dissolve in the crowd. 

In spite of bigness, of success, the Columbia Library is still a 
friendly place. In that labyrinth of steel and concrete there are 
warm personalities still. They still smile when you borrow a 
book. 

A library is people. 



A Librarian's Creed: 
James Hulme Canfield 

DOROTHY CANFIELD FISHER 

BEFORE coming to Columbia at the turn of the century, my 
Vermont-and-New York father had long and variously 
served the life of the intelligence in our nation. He had 

been for many years professor of history and economics (he 
always said that there he occupied a settee, not a Chair) at the 
State University of Kansas; from there he went to be Chancellor 
of the University of Nebraska; thence to be President of the Ohio 
State University; and then—even his fabulous vitality beginning 
to show signs of wear—he returned, at the invitation of President 
Seth Low who was a lifetime friend of his, to spend the last decade 
of his Ufe in his boyhood home town of New York. 

Of his years in Nebraska, Alvin Johnson (of the New School 
for Social Research) speaks thus in his recently published auto­
biography: "At the top was the Chancellor. A mighty man was 
he, drawing a salary said to be the largest in the state. W e adored 
Chancellor Canfield. We regarded him not only as a shining 
representative of the world of culture, but as a true democrat, 
who used all his influence to abate the snobbishness of the stu­
dents from the families composing the rising middle-class—that 
the university might not be cursed with caste formation." 

That passage gave me joy. Exactly so would my father wish 
to be remembered by one of his old students. He was a Vermonter, 
and an intensely democratic spirit has been part of the tradition of 
Vermont ever since the settlement of the state in 1764, when my 
father's Canfield forebears came into the Green Mountains. 

But in Vermont, as everywhere else, there are many kinds of 
personalities. Some have enough passivity in their make-up to feel 
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at ease in the status quo, wherever they go. Not an ounce of 
passivity in James Hulme Canfield. He felt ardently about every­
thing, and he burned with zeal about advancing the cause of 
democracy. 

Do you ask—a good many people did wonderingly put this 
question to my father—"But what's a man doing as Librarian in an 
institution of learning, if what he wants is to advance the cause of 
democracy?" 

I only wish my father were here to answer—once again—that 
question. From long practice, he could do it much better than I. 
But the echo of his answers, of his vibrant, persuasive, extremely 
audible voice is still in my ears, and speaks on this page. 

Squaring his powerful shoulders, his brilliant black eyes shining, 
he carried the war with flame and sword into the enemy's terri­
tory, about like this:—"The implication in your question is that 
there is an innate contradiction between scholarly learning and de­
mocracy. Never, never, never! That idea—that scholarly learning 
can exist only, or exist better, where there are upper and lower 
classes—came from the Dark Ages, crossed the Atlantic as a stow­
away, and never should have been allowed to land. 'A gentletnan 
and a scholar'! Nonsense! The gentry make very poor scholars. 
They're brought up to ease. Other people do their work for them. 
You can't be a scholar without the ability to work hard and long. 
Scholars are needed in a democracy, and they need a democracy 
to live in. A library, particularly, perhaps, a great University 
library, is a front-line post in the battle to preserve and give value 
to the democratic way of life. Only if that way of life survives, 
will true scholars have a life worth an honest man's bothering with. 

"Why do we have institutions of learning anyhow? It is a 
horror to think—let the thought be ever so secret and unavowed— 
that they exist to help a part of the younger generation get into a 
class which thinks itself socially superior." Flames of scorn leaped 
sulphurously out from the word "socially" when my father pro­
nounced it in speaking of its vulgar presumption in pushing its 
way into the world of the intellect. 
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Thus had my Vermont father, for all the years of his life, risen in 
defense of higher education for everybody, when—by implication 
—he saw it, as so often in our nation, in any nation, being slyly 
pushed back on the shelf where only the white, the male, the well-
to-do, the well-dressed and the socially acceptable could reach 
it. Fifty years before President Conant used the phrase, James 
Hulme Canfield used it as part of his constant militant effort to 
keep the doors of learning wide open,—"What our nation must 
have is not a classless but a casteless society." 

It goes without saying that my father always stood firm against 
special favors for men students as against women, for white stu­
dents as against Negroes. What burned in his mind was not the in­
justice to the excluded, but the danger to the nation, which needed 
every single one of its brainy straight-fibred citizens or there would 
just not be enough superior people to go around. "No superior 
class, only superior individuals," was his slogan, and he could never 
see that it did not apply to the world of scholarly learning as much 
as to any other milieu. In fact more there than elsewhere, because 
he thought the intellectual world the most important, and also be­
cause it was at that spot on the battle-front that fervor for the good 
cause was apt to flag. 

It was sixty, seventy, almost eighty years ago that he spoke 
thus about the new universities of the West where he was pro­
fessor and president. It was fifty years ago that, stepping up his 
tempo a little to drown out a new kind of opposition, he spoke out 
for the libraries of Columbia. 

Before I set down another word, I should underline the half-
century which has gone by since my father went to Columbia, 
and remind you that the library world has changed beyond recog­
nition in those fifty years. My father's attitude, radical then, is 
taken for granted now. What happiness it would give him if he 
could think that he had helped along this transformation of moral 
atmosphere! 

I should also say, to begin with, that it was not at Columbia 
that he encountered opposition from the odd kind of intellectual 
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"vested interests," who felt that the prestige of scholarliness would 
be heightened, if members of the common herd were excluded 
from it for other reasons than their intellectual calibre. Nobody 
as late in American history as that actually voiced such an idea, 
you must understand. They just acted on it— with a silent smother­
ing weight of conservative precedent. There was little of this at 
Columbia. At least little felt by my father. Seth Low and he were 
always close friends, had been from their school days. When my 
father was on his death-bed, Seth Low, then an old man too, came 
to say good-bye to him, and received one of his last warm smiles. 
From the time he became President, the then young Nicholas 
Murray Butler showed to the Librarian of Columbia, his intimate 
and comrade, a side of his nature which few people saw, unguessed 
by those who knew him only during the later period of his life— 
a side idealistic, sensitive, uncertain. 

T o the experienced older man who loved and esteemed him, and 
who had twice been through the ordeal into which Dr. Butler was 
stepping—the incredibly complicated position of President of a 
great university—Dr. Butler could speak from an open heart of the 
double-and-twisted tortuous problems in which he was involved, 
and of his uneasy wonder at seeing that job from the inside. Dr. 
Butler told me once, when he was as old as my father was in those 
years, "It was your father's gift of humor as much even as his first­
hand acquaintance with what I was going through, that used to 
heave me out of the Slough of Despond. I remember one story he 
told me at a time when I was deeply troubled by the clashing con­
flicts between trustees, faculty, students, and alumni. How could I 
serve the best interests of all of them? I was bitterly attacked by 
the other three whenever I acted to help one of the four. Late on 
a winter evening, alone with your father in his ofiice, I was talking 
of all this, sure of his understanding, as of no other man's. He 
interrupted me to say 'When I was first become a University 
President, the great Dr. Eliot was President of Harvard. Talking 
with him once, I said a little of what you are now saying. He 
answered me as judiciously as if he were explaining the law of 
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gravity, that such was the nature of the position. "You'll find, 
Canfield, that whatever decision you take, some of your faculty 
will think you a liar."' Your father said he was shocked at the 
idea in connection with such a mighty figure and protested 'But 
President Eliot, yoiir faculty doesn't think that of you!' 

"The Harvard President answered coolly, 'No, they don't think 
it. They know it. '" 

Long after my father's death, I went down to New York to 
receive an honorary degree from Columbia. Of Dr. Butler's ci­
tation I heard only the first phrase, ". . . , Bearer of a name very 
dear to us here . . ." The words took me back so vividly into the 
loving (the word is not too colorful) relation between those two 
men of power and heart, that I heard no more. 

It was not only through the two Presidents who were two old 
friends that my father's Columbia decade was brightened. From 
the staff he secured warm, animated cooperation, not at all by 
iron discipline, but because he felt with such a hearty sincerity the 
importance of the service they were all giving to young Americans 
in the process of becoming superior members of our nation's 
intellectual life. He was always poised, so to speak, ready to spring 
forward to help clear away barriers to any student-like efforts. 
Having, as University President, elsewhere, served a long and 
often hard apprenticeship at helping non-student-like efforts, 
such as football, cane-sprees and proms, he thankfully left those 
to the President. It was one of his joys in his Columbia years that 
he had there no responsibility for anything save to further intel­
lectual development as far as that could be done by means of 
books. How reverently he pronounced that great word "books." 
He carried the staff with him in ardor for this responsibility. 
Luckily ardor is as infectious a quality as apathy and cynicism, 
although rather more rare. A yawn can dampen the will-to-act 
of a whole roomful of people; but a hearty, "Come along, every­
body! Now's the day and now's the hour!" can bring them to 
their feet. Everybody who worked at the library, the janitors too, 


