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Grimm, the latter well-named, as I look back on it, many of their




ONE PATRON'S MEMORIES OF:F;; ISHPEMING CARNECIE PUBLIC LIBRARY
(ON ITYS 75TH ANNIVERSARY)

One of my earliest memories is of almost daily trotting from

my house on Barnum street to visit the "new" Carnegie public library

only a block away. While I probably couldn't have explained it in

those days, my house lay exactly one block west of the new library,

also on a southwest corner, with but four other houses intervening

between my home and that impressive new corner building with those

majestic reddish pillars standing out in front and all those excit-

ing books waiting inside.

In those days the children's section was still on the main

floor, to the right of the entrance, and there I'd crouch for hours

poring over such treasures as the illustrated "Brownie" books or

the long-vanished St, Nicholas magazine, so filled with absorbing

tales and rhymes and hand-drawn pictures, besides all the other

children's books and magazines I can no longer recall,

When, with their great help I finally learned to read I moved

on to the thrilling fairy tales of Hans Andersen and the brothers

Grimm, the latter well-named, as I look back on it, many of their




yarns making today's TV violence look almost tame. I can even recall

some of the tenser dialogue from one of my favorite tales, "Little

Red Ridinghood", or at least I think I can: "What nice long white

teeth you have, Grandmama," said Little Red Ridinghood.

"All the better to gat you with, my dear," hissed the wicked

wolf disguised as the child's grandmother, widening its slavering
jaws.

After that it was almost with relief that I turned to the Horatio
Alger books, an endless series evidently devoted to the proposition
that the one sure road to success for any boy invariably lay either
in shining shoes or peddling newspapers, rather discouraging news
to a local lad who had only four stoves to take care of in winter
and his only peddling route being confined to that of delivering
tin cans of fresh milk around the neighborhood.

Next came the Tom Swift books, an early series about the hero's
endless adventures with all the latest inventions and gadgets,
such as "Tom Swift and his Motorcycle"”, a kind of early introduction
to modern science-fiction, I'd guess. Then there were the three plucky
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Rover boys, who names I can't ever forget (though I sometimes fail




to remember the names of characters in my own books), Tom, Dick and
"fun-loving" Sam, Then came the exciting Tarzan tales (can I really
still recall that the lion was called Simba?) swiftly followed by

Kipling's Jungle Book, in which I seem to recall there was a little

boy called Mowgli, by which time I was such a confirmed and hopeless

and Tl

literary soak--ever reading, reading, reading--that the namesAbegin

to blur,

But I shall never forget the librarian who ruled the roost
during those earlier years, Nellie Brayton, widowed sister of the
wife of Doctor George G. Barnett, who helped usher me into the world,
himself the father of my boyhood friend and schoblmate, Kenneth
Barnett, who (small-town memories are so interwoven) played the
part of my father in our high school's senior c¢lass play...

But I'm neglecting Nellie Brayton, who'd frown on that, Nellie
of the small rimless pince nez eyeglasses forever tightly clasped to
her already deeply furrowed aquiline nose, Nellie of the jet black
hair which she invariably wore so closely curled and imprisoned by

so many jewelled clasps and assorted gleaming hairpins that my main




recollection is one of perceiving occasional protruding tufts and

wads of black hair as though viewed through a wire cage ( though I

don't think she wore a hair net, so popular at the time), Nellie

of the imperious mien who could by a single frowning glare impose

absolute silence on whole regiments of naughty whispering juveniles.

I guess I was far too young to get to know Nellie very well, I regret

to say, as I suspect that beneath her rather forbidding queenly

exterior dwelt an interesting, humorous and independent spirit; in

any case I've never forgotten her.

Nellie at her peak had two assistants, Flossie Randall and Ursula

Ropes ( of the old "gold mine" family) who, able as they were,lacked

Nellie's hypnotic stare and consequently were reduced to rapping

the front desk to impose their discipline, a staccato effect which

on bad days could rival Cene Krupa himself taking off on his druums,

sometimes in extreme cases, as I recall, the ladies having to transfer

their rappings to the offender's knuckles.

It must have been near the end of Nellie's era--I almost wrote

reign--that the staff was joined by a gentle young woman called




Ruby Vernquist, who retired not too many years ago, meanwhile

establishing some sort of local record for continuous library service,

I think, though I've not checked it since I'm not writing history but

trying to confine myself to early memories and impressions.

When Margaret Dundon (whom I first remembered as a girl taking

music lessons from my mother) became librarian she was assisted, if

my memory serves, by Miss Vernquist and Miss Betty West, daughter of

the effervescent barber, Art West, often called Eddie by his friends,

who periodically used to hin my hair before nature graciously took

over that chore free of charge, and by Betty Sjolander, later Betty

Anderson, whose father ran my favorite candy store when I was a boy

("jawbreakers™, 10 for a penny}) and who later herself succeeded

Margaret Dundon as librarian until in turn succeeded upon her own

retirement by our present librarian, Linda Peterson., This makes but

four librarians, I believe, over a period of seventy-odd years, quite

a testimonial both to the library and to their own graciousness and

professional competence in an exacting and responsible job--one of




the main ones in my view being the guidance and awakening of
juvenile minds.

But I cannot neglect kindly red-headed Jeff Charles, who lived
out near distant Deer Lake and kept a talking parrot, library
janitor back in the days when janitors were still called janitors

il . i 1) -
rather than building custodians. Back in those days janitors
N\
really janitored, and one of my main memories of Jeff is his softly
sweeping his way around the library, armed with an enormous push
broom, occasionally pausing to spread a little more of a mysterious

aromatic reddish powder before him before finally entrapping and

emptying that particular round's accumulation of wadded gum

wrappers (Yucatan, Spearmint, or Juicy Fruit, five whole sticks

for a nickel!).

In winter, evidently under a royal edict from Nellie Brayton,

we kids upon entering were obliged to leave our usually wet and

snowy rubber boots or buckled galoshes (in those days called either

goldseals or artics, long before the invention of ‘zippers) and

outer garments piled in the entrance hall near a tall ever-clanking




radiator which even Nellie couldn't silence. This was the season

when Jeff Charles often doubled as juvenile wardrobe custodian,

patiently sorting out and wrestling us back into the steaming

tangle of assorted woolen scarves and caps and boots and leggings

upon our departure. (I wonder whether, to help prevent their loss,

children's mittens are still attached to long cords that run

through the sleeves of the child's coat?).

These are a few of the many memories I have of our local library

when I was growing up, including some humorous ones of Jeff Charles

breaking up sudden juvenile skirmishes between say, members of the

Cleveland location gang and my own Barnum street "Irish" gang, to

which of course Johnny "™cVoelker™ naturally belonged by birth, or

of Jeff either trying to awaken or quiet down an absent-minded

fugitive from the downtown saloon district who had wandered in from

the cold or, almost daily it seemed, trying to round up some tiny

patron's overzealous dog that had somehow slipped in and was, to

the consternation of the front desk, momentarily confusing the

latest best-seller with a best-smeller...




I am glad to report that our three daughters followed in their

father's footsteps in beating a daily path to the very same library

when they too were growing up on Barnum street, Today Julie and

Oracie are teachers (like their paternal grandmother), Julie also

specializing in library work, while our oldest daughter Elizabeth

is, we hear, a dedicated and hard-working member of the library

board in downstate Petoskey, so possibly the public library bug is

catching.

As I look back on my own seventy-odd years of visiting the

local Carnegie library more and more I feel that it was one of the

most important--if not the most important link--in the continuous

chain of such learning as I possess. For not only did it help

mightily in my own learning to read but it provided most of the

books that I could read, thus unlocking that vast storehouse of

accumulated lore where the great bulk of the world's culture lies.




The great genius and strength of all local public libraries

might be summed up in three words: storage, propinquity and oppor-

tunity., For books aren't much good unless the people are able

readily not only to reach but to read them. This is precisely the

great service a public library provides, a place to store and keep

track of these vast reservoirs of knowledge; near enough to be
5 ] S

reached by rich or poor alike; and the opportunity given either

to linger and read those books in quiet pleasant surroundings or

to take them home and read them at leisure.

This golden opportunity, sounding so simple that orators

seldom bother to mention it, may be one of the great unsung strengths

of that ancient dream called democracy. At least one old library

fan feels that way, and I cannot end these passing reminiscences

without expressing my heartfelt thanks and deep gratitude to my old

library in Ishpeming for the large part it played in opening one

child's eyes to the magic world of books.

John Voelker

Spring 1979
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