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Santa
From page 1A

Buddy knew that when she got
a little older, she might realize
that other children’s Christmas
gifts were a lot nicer than hers.
He didn’t want her to feel
less loved or less important
than anybody.
“That broke my heart. I
just said ‘That’s not going to
happen,’” Buddy said.
So he went out to the
stores and found the biggest
boxed doll he could find.
On Christmas Eve that
year, he drove his red Jeep truck
down a bumpy dirt driveway
off Ambler School Road to a
cabin that looked like it was
“about to fall in.”
“She was out there and met
me on the porch. She had no
idea,” he said. “It was my first
year, first trip, first delivery. But
I made sure that doll was in that
bag.”
Thus was born the legend
of Country Santa, a downhome, down-South version of
the magical old fellow from the
North Pole.
Every year since then —
for 44 years now — Country
Santa and his helpers have been
spreading the love of Jesus to
children of the Upstate who
otherwise might have had nothing under the Christmas tree, if
they had a tree.
Mary Ann took that great
big doll to school with her after
Christmas that year and introduced all her friends to it. She
sat it in her desk beside her and
beamed with joy.
“The teacher said that kid
changed,” Buddy said. “She
was happy and interactive
then.”
The joy and transformation Buddy saw in Mary Ann
sparked a movement that in
the decades since has touched
the lives of untold thousands
of children in five counties
and brought probably almost
an equal amount of joy to the
thousands of volunteers who
have taken part in the Country
Santa program each year since
then.

Count
From page 1A

checked before entering. Face
coverings are recommended,
but not required.
The deliveries this year will
be limited to about 1,500 to
1,700 children in Pickens County families rather than reaching
the five-county area the program usually does.
For more information, go
to countrysanta.org or call (864)
878-1131.

The Country Santa book
It’s a story that has touched
hearts all across America, and
even beyond. My friend and
former colleague Lyn Riddle
wrote a piece for the New York
Times in 1992 that got picked
up by the newswires and was
run by newspapers across the
country.
And now, the story has
been retold in detail with a sensitivity that only one who lived
it could bring to it. Buddy’s
wife, Nelle Cox, a recently
retired English teacher, has
written a book, just released,
titled “With Love from Jesus
and Country Santa.”
It’s available on Amazon
in hardcover, paperback and
Kindle. With artwork by a Cox
granddaughter.
The first part of the book
tells about Buddy growing up
in the 1950s in rural Laurens
County — and in a family situation that taught him about helping those in need, while living in
meager circumstances himself.
There are stories like how
he would trap a possum for
a family who couldn’t afford
meat from the grocery store.
And how, growing up without a
father from age 10, he went to
work when he was 12 or 13 at a
grocery store, working 12 hours
a day for 50 cents a day to help
his mom provide for the family.
Nelle said she thought it
was important for the book
to show how his childhood
developed him into the man he
became.
“What I mainly wanted to
do was to tell the truth,” she
said. “He said ‘Make sure you
don’t make me too shiny or
glorify me.’”
Buddy wasn’t all that
keen on Nelle writing a book,
because despite his legendary
role each Christmas, he prefers
to keep a low profile. He even
tries to disguise himself when
he goes out shopping, he said,
to avoid attention.
Most of the credit for
Country Santa’s incredible success, both Nelle and Buddy say,
goes to the numerous supporters and volunteers who have
helped over the years.
“I’ve got the greatest band
of brothers and sisters in this
program that you could pull
together,” Buddy said.
And if you’ve been a
regular participant in the annual
exercise in extravagant gener-

osity that the Country Santa
program has become, you could
be in the book.
Ever faithful ‘elves’
Nelle tells about many of
the stalwart volunteers who do
most of the work: buying loads
of gifts; transporting gifts from
drop boxes to the Country
Santa building on the Coxes’
property near Pumpkintown;
bagging up those gifts for the
various families on the list for
delivery; and who, on Christmas
Eve, line up in cars and trucks
all the way down the 1,000-foot
driveway — some of them
arriving hours before daybreak
to be in front of the line — to
deliver the packages of Christmas cheer.
For example, there’s Tim
Scully, a retiree who worked
tirelessly, down on his arthritic
knees, for about eight hours
a day and, despite being hard
of hearing, joyfully interacted
with all the “elves” who helped
Country Santa each year.
His death during the past
year is what, in part, prompted
Nelle to write the book now.
She wanted to give some of the
“aging elves” their due while
they’re still around to enjoy it.
Some of the volunteers
have been faithfully giving up
a big chunk of their holiday
season each year for decades.
Like Bob Spalding, a 38year veteran of the program
whose main job is the continuous hauling of bags of toys
from the Country Santa building to a shed that serves as the
distribution point.
Then there’s Tandy Collier,
who buys toys by the carload
for distribution and works in
the Country Santa building
checking bags, stocking toys
and numerous other chores,
even when she had a broken
foot one year.
There are too many stories
of dedicated volunteers to relate here — and even too many
for just one book, according to
Nelle. She’s already writing a
second one, to be titled, “Share
a Smile with a Child: More Stories of Country Santa.”

in jail in California wrote a letter to Buddy asking if Country Santa could deliver some
Christmas gifts to his two girls.
Buddy gets a lot of mail
and hadn’t had a chance to read
that one until Christmas Eve,
after all the elves had gone on
their way to make their deliveries.
Even though it was about
dark in South Carolina, it was
still afternoon in California, so
Buddy decided to take a crack
at fulfilling this man’s request.
He went down to the
Pickens Police Department and
got the dispatcher to patch him
through to the jail in California.
He got through to the jailer
and made arrangements for a
delivery to the man’s house, via
police officers.
That’s the kind of Christmas magic Country Santa is
known for.
“There’s no greater gift
than to give,” Buddy said.
Yogi Berra couldn’t have
said it better.
“And faith without works
is dead,” he added. “That’s
scripture.”
Amen to that.
There’s also more in the
first Country Santa book to the
story about Mary Ann, the little
girl who inspired the whole
thing, but I’m not going to give
it away. For that, you’ll have to
read the book.
44 and counting…
After 44 years, it’s hard to
say how many more there will
be for Country Santa. Nelle
said she’s not sure it would be
the same if it was headquartered anywhere besides the
Santa Building, watched over by
angels on the Coxes’ hallowed
property off Miracle Hill Road.
“This whole land area was
prayed for, prayed over and
blessed. And God has continued to bless it. So that’s why
it works where it is,” she said.
“And if we get to a point where
we can’t do it anymore, and it
had to move, I’m not sure it
could work in the same way.
“So we may see a time
when it can’t happen again. But
until that time, we’re going to
enjoy doing it.”
Here’s hoping Country
Santa will keep on doing it for
many more Christmases — at
least for as long as there’s a
Mary Ann out there who needs
him.

A - Brothers Remodeling
Sneak preview
Here’s one story Nelle told
me that might give you a sneak
peek into the second book.
One year, after People
magazine ran a story about
Country Santa, a man who was

Phone: 864-301 8440
Ben Cade, Licensed Optician
Fax: 864-301-8470
www.foothillfamilyoptical.com
Email: info@foothillsfamilyoptical.com 404 Johnson St. Suite B Pickens SC 29671

