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A History of the Public Library in Gainesville and Alachua County, Florida 1903-1991

1903

Like many others, our library began in the Women’s Club movement that swept the country around the turn of the century.  America owes those groups of civic-minded women a huge debt:  they founded thousands of libraries.

Following that trend, in 1903, a group of Gainesville women organized a literary society called the Twentieth Century Club (forerunner of the Gainesville Woman’s Club) and issued a call for donated books and money to start the town’s first library.

1905

Two years later, Gainesville had not one but two libraries, but like most libraries at the time, neither one was a free public service.  They were “subscription libraries”—members paid an annual fee.

In January, Nora Norton opened the Gainesville Circulating Library in the office of the Gainesville Sewing Machine company.  She charged borrowers $5.00 a year.  In March, the Twentieth Century Club opened their library in the Miller Law Exchange with 200 donated books.  They charged only $2.00 a year—perhaps competition was already bringing the price down.

1906

On January 8, a newly formed Library Association opened the Gainesville Public Library on West Liberty Street. The 800-book collection combined the Twentieth Century Club’s books and the library of the East Florida Seminary.  In March, C.W. Chase bought Miss Norton’s 200-book collection and donated it to the new library, bringing all local libraries together under one roof.

Hours were 2 to 5 Monday to Saturday.  Membership still cost $2.00 a year.

1914

After relocating several times since 1906, the Library moved to a small building owned by Attorney B.A. Thrasher next to Holy Trinity Church.  A subscription still cost $2.00 but Library hours were up to 15 a week.

1915

The Library Association approached the City Council and the Carnegie Corporation about building a free public library.  To get Carnegie funds, the City had to provide a site and $1,000 per year—a lot of money in those days.  The Council deeded a site at 419 East University Avenue and on October 13 (by City Ordinance No. 323) established the Gainesville Public Library.

The first Library Board was:  Dr. A.A. Murphree, Captain C.R. Layton, Hon. W.M. Pepper, Hon. George P. Morris, and Dr. H.W. Cox.  

On October 15, the city held a referendum on a Library property tax of up to 1/3 mill.  The vote was for the library, 200; against, 85; spoiled votes, 7.  There were 6,522 Gainesville residents—but of course only men could vote.
1916

The City signed a contract with the Carnegie Corporation and received $10,000 for a Library, but several changes in the choice of an architect caused delays in completing the building.  Mrs. Jessie S. White was appointed Librarian.

1918

On February 25, the new Gainesville Public Library opened at 419 East University Avenue with 1,588 volumes.  It was (at last!) a free library.  People only had to give their name and address to get a card.

In the first year the Library circulated 10,788 books to 991 borrowers.  Story hours for children were started by a volunteer, Mrs. E.C. Beck, who taught a storytelling course at the University of Florida.

1920

Library problems in 1920 were very similar to those of today.  Two years after World War I, the book collection (2,360 volumes) was declared “entirely inadequate.”  A year later, at the urging of Librarian Jessie White, the Chamber of Commerce asked the City Council for a bigger Library appropriation.

1924

The 7-year-old Gainesville Public Library had grown to a whopping 5,189 books, 4,600 borrowers, and a circulation of 24,000 a year.

1925

Jessie White retired and Miss Mary B. Swinney was named Librarian.

Two-thirds of the way through the Roaring Twenties, the Library budget was $8,750, the collection numbered 8.041 and circulation was up to 50,000 a year.

1928

Mrs. C.A. “Annie” Pound was first appointed to the Library Board—she was to serve a record term of more than 40 years.

1929

The 11-year-old Library building was renovated to handle heavier use.  A second staff member, Miss Mabel Blackburn, was hired as Miss Swinney’s assistant and library hours were extended to include two evenings a week plus Sunday afternoons.

1930

The Library boasted 12,575 volumes.  Public schools didn’t yet have libraries so students were encouraged to use the Public Library.  The Library served them whether they were Gainesville residents or not, but suggested that, just possibly, the County ought to contribute to library funding, too.

1936

During the Depression library use boomed nationwide, both because people had no money for other entertainment and because reading was a refuge from hard times.  In Gainesville, annual library circulation went up to 72,951 and the City had to finance still more improvements to the building.

1943

World War II brought a decline in library use.  Miss Swinney’s annual report said, “Adults read less, preoccupied with Red Cross or other war work and with the difficulties of business and housekeeping under war conditions.  Lack of transportation makes it difficult for many readers to get to the library.”
Circulation was only 68,917—quite a drop from 1936.  The City’s budget for the library was $4,800 (down from the $8,750 in the boom year of 1927) and there were fewer books—only 10,588, compared to 12,575 back in 1930.

1945

The war must have delayed needed library repairs, because Miss Swinney fell into a hole in the library floor and broke her hip.  Mabel Blackwell, the library assistant, became Librarian.  Circulation was down to 49,462.

1949

Best sellers popular with Gainesville readers included “The Big Fisherman” by Lloyd Douglas, “Crusade in Europe” by Dwight D. Eisenhower, and “The Naked and the Dead” by Norman Mailer.  Western novels were popular with men but the Librarian reported that too few were published to meet demand.

The Library became a department of the City of Gainesville and the Library Board was replaced by a five member Library Advisory Board to advise the City Manager and Commission.

1950

Circulation was up slightly to 57,761 from a collection of 13,276 volumes.

1952

A group from the Twentieth Century Club, led by Mrs. Ida K. Cresap and Mrs. F.W. Kokomoor, started a campaign to upgrade the 34-year-old library building.  They studied the situation along with the Library Board and proposed dramatic changes:  a $100,000, 4,000 sq. ft. addition, an operating budget of $18,000 a year (about four times the existing budget) and a staff of five to allow 12 hours of service daily.  The City Commission committed itself to looking for more funding, but in October they decided that building an addition would require a bond issue.

1953

The Twentieth Century Club kept lobbying for a new library to house at least 50,000 books, since the library’s 16,000 volumes were far below the 54,000 minimum recommended by the American Library Association for a city of 27,000 people.  By now, the 1918 building was so crowded that books had squeezed out all but two tables, made browsing impossible and even jammed window sills.

The Carver Branch Library for colored people opened at 536 N.W. 1st Street.

Mabel Blackburn who had worked at the Library for 24 years, died, and Miss Emily Johnson was made Interim Librarian.  In September, Virginia Grazier became the library’s first director with a degree in library science. 

1954

The City Commission earmarked $50,000 for the Library.  Architect Myrl Hanes recommended that the Carnegie building not be remodeled.  Instead, a new library would be built on the site of the old one.  

A children’s room was finally opened when the Junior Welfare League donated 600 books, increasing the children’s collection by 50%.  Story hour was again offered by a volunteer, Barbara Webb Larkin, a librarian at the University of Florida.  Summer reading program was begun and 250 children participated.  

The City Commission approved a bid of $68.771 for the new building.  While it was being built, the library temporarily moved to a house at 411 N.E. 7th Street.

The Gainesville Friends of the Library was organized and held their first book sale to raise money for books for the new library.

1955

After two openings of the new building were postponed, the temporary library finally closed in December for the move.

1956

The new 6,000 sq. ft. library (beside Sweetwater Branch at 419 E. University Avenue) opened on January 6.  The Library had a budget of $25,850 and 20,000 books.  Library hours included one evening a week and Saturdays.

Library use immediately zoomed:  circulation went from 56,872 in 1955 to 86,434 in 1956.  Volunteers from the University provided story hours for children.

1957

Because 35% of Gainesville Public Library users now lived outside city limits, the city began charging non-residents a $2 per year fee.  That finally sparked interest in county-wide library service.  In November, City and County Commissioners and citizens attended a workshop featuring a bookmobile and a talk about federal grants for rural library services.

Volunteer Thelma Ford presented afternoon story hours at the main library and the Carver Branch.

1958

The Gainesville Sun added a column entitled “In the Book” that covered library news and new books.  Since the 2-year-old new building was already crowded, the Sun suggested starting a branch or expanding the existing library.

County-wide service to all residents began October 1 by agreement between City and County Commissioners.  Two County representatives joined the Library Advisory Board, the County contributed $15,402 for library services, and $10,517 was provided by a federal grant.  Residents of High Springs, Micanopy and Hawthorne began planning library buildings.

1959

The High Springs, Hawthorne and Micanopy Branch libraries opened and the library’s first bookmobile was dedicated in April.

In September, Bradford County joined Alachua County to create a regional system:  the Santa Fe Regional Library.  Bradford had a branch in Starke and also received bookmobile service from Gainesville.

Library use grew dramatically in the late 50’s.  Circulation in 1956 was 91,218.  By 1959 it rose to 130,215, including the four branches and the bookmobile.  The library budget was $55,000, county population was 90,000, there were 10,000 registered borrowers and the library owned 27,000 books.

1960

In January, a tiny 540 square foot building for the Micanopy Branch was dedicated (it housed 3,000 books) and a workroom was added to the overcrowded Gainesville library.  The Hawthorne Branch was relocated to the Hawthorne Women’s Club building.

1961

After seven and a half years, Virginia Grazier resigned and Beth Daane was appointed Library Director.

1962

On October 1, Union County joined the Santa Fe Regional Library system on a two year trial basis.

There were now 42,732 books in the collection and the building was very crowded (again!).  The Library Advisory Board proposed a $126,000 addition to the Library in 1962 and another $185,600 addition in 1965 to keep pace with growing population.  The City Commission took no action on this proposal although the library was still under par:  it had 2 books and $1.25 per capita funding, far below the American Library Association standard of 4 books and $4.00 per capita.

1964

On February 11, citizens approved a bond referendum that included $250,000 for a 10,000 sq. ft. addition to the 6,200 sq. ft. Library.  The City also applied for a $175,000 federal grant for the library project.

An editorial in the Gainesville Sun on May 10th suggested a study of whether to expand the existing building or construct a new building, called for increased operating funds for the library system and challenged Alachua County (which was contributing less than half a mill) to match Union and Bradford County’s one mill.

1965

The City Commission decided to build a completely new main library.

1966

From 1965 to 1968 the Library project was constantly revised to conform with bond funds available and spiraling costs.  Many delays slowed construction.  Worse, the Library building plan was reduced from a 40,000 sq. ft. building to only 17,500 sq. ft.  The Junior Woman’s Club of Gainesville donated $2,500 to furnish the children’s wing in the new building.  In June, children’s story hours moved next door to the American Legion building because the library was so crowded.

Annual book checkout was up to 390,000.

1967

A new $22,478 bookmobile began serving the Alachua-Bradford-Union circuit in May, but in July Bradford County withdrew from the Santa Fe Regional Library system, deciding to fund its own library in Starke and to do without bookmobile services.

1968

Library service to the Alachua County Detention Center began with twice a month Bookmobile stops.

Library Consultant Louis Nourse, hired by the Friends of the Library to study the library situation, proposed increasing the local funding of $1.75 per capita to the minimum Florida standard of $5.00 per capita, transferring the library from the City to Alachua County (if the County could provide adequate funding) and doubling the size of the new building (still under construction) as soon as possible.

The new $439,293 Library at 222 East University Avenue opened December 9.  Only 17,500 sq. ft. and with a book capacity of 88,000 volumes, it was already crowded when it opened.  The public complained about insufficient parking.

A new record collection was initiated with the opening of the building.

1969

Library Director Beth Daane resigned in September.  Gainesville schools were being desegregated, so Lilly Carter, Acting Director, quietly closed Carver Branch, the Negro branch just a few blocks from the main library.  There was no announcement:  the branch was simply “closed temporarily for repairs” and not reopened when there was no public outcry about blacks using the main library.  For the first time, the library served all citizens equally.

A 3,000 sq. ft. Hawthorne Branch Library building was completed.  Library service to nursing homes began.

Union County withdrew from the Santa Fe Regional Library system because their Commission decided they could not afford library service.  (In 1990, after 21 years without library service, Union county finally got its own library.)

1970

Jane Patton, hired as Director in late 1969, resigned in May and Director Thomas E. O’Malley arrived in October.  

Mr. O’Malley’s goals for the library were:  (1) increase service hours from 54 to 68 hours a week including Sunday hours; (2) expand the collection of 82,000 books; and (3) immediately plan for an expanded main library, a High Springs Branch and branches inside the City of Gainesville.

1972

Bookmobile service to low income neighborhoods in east Gainesville was dropped for lack of money.  One bookmobile continued to serve communities outside Gainesville.

Since the 1968 building was overcrowded, the Library Advisory board proposed:  (1) taking over the old library building down by the creek to expand library collections and services and (2) including a neighborhood branch in planning for a northeast neighborhood center.  Neither proposal was approved.

1973

Bookmobile service to east Gainesville resumed in February.

Library Director O’Malley recommended constructing a 40,000 sq. ft. facility to replace the 17,500 sq. ft. building built in 1968.  By this time there were 87,000 volumes in the collection and an annual circulation of about 440,000 books, so more space was sorely needed.  Gainesville and Alachua County were now splitting library funding:  In 1973, Gainesville paid $180,600 and Alachua County $121,000.

1974

Library service to the homebound and handicapped was started. In August, bookmobile stops were cancelled because of the demise of the old bookmobile shortly before the arrival of its $39,500 replacement, bought with a federal grant.

The 70th birthday of the Gainesville Public Library was celebrated October 30.  One of the special honorees was the venerable Mrs. Annie C. Pound, who had served on the Library Advisory Board from 1928 to 1969.
1975

A second new bookmobile was bought for $36,000 from a state grant, so January saw the reinstatement of two bookmobiles serving Gainesville and Alachua County.

A plan for downtown redevelopment included a new main library just west of City Hall.  The library was quickly dropped from the plan.  In February, budget cuts required dropping two of the four weekly story times at the main library.

In November, the library sponsored a Festival of Children’s Books at the Gainesville Women’s Club.  Many authors and illustrators of children’s books autographed books and the children’s staff provided puppet shows.

1976

In February, a branch library opened in the new Alachua County Adult Detention Center.  It was staffed by trustees and stocked by the main library.  After years of fund raising by community organizations in High Springs, ground was broken for a new 3,000 sq. ft. High Springs branch in May.

1977

Library Director Thomas O’Malley died in January and Thomas E. Meyers was appointed the new Director.

The new High Springs branch opened January 3rd, with a collection of 6,500 books.  High Springs’ children moved the book collection from the old library to the new with a block-long human chain.

The Micanopy Branch moved into the first floor of the renovated historic school building which also housed the Micanopy City Hall.

The Main library closed from January 3-9 to conduct the first complete inventory of the library collection ever made.  When the library reopened, a new $12,000 security system purchased by the Friends of the Library prevented book theft.

A survey in 1977 showed 58% of library users were residents of Gainesville, 37% residents of Alachua County outside Gainesville, and 5% from out of the County.  The survey was the result of the search for more equitable City-County funding of the library.  After years of annual budget arguments, the City funded library services fully in FY 76-77, while the County funded Transit fully to avoid double taxation.  

The County funded the library through its general revenue from 1977 to 1980.  From then until 1986, they used a new taxing mechanism, the Municipal Services Taxing Unit (MSTU), a property tax on the residents of the unincorporated areas of the County.  This meant that the smaller cities in the County were not contributing to operating the branches, bookmobiles and the main library (except that the cities of Hawthorne, High Springs and Micanopy provided maintenance of their library buildings) so equitable funding was still not a reality.

1978

Overdue fines were eliminated after a study showed that handling the $13,000 annual income from fines cost the library $21,000 in staff time.  As predicted, eliminating fines did not cause any substantial change in the number of books returned.

1979

Two new children’s programs were added:  a toddler story time for children 18 months to three years and an evening family story hour attended by kids in pajamas.

The library budget was $614,521 and annual circulation was up to 619,000.

A library building consultant and architect were hired to study building space needs.  Their report recommended a new main library of 71,250 sq. ft. at an estimated cost of $5,072,000.

1981

In February, Thomas Meyers resigned as Library Director and Assistant Director Loretta Flowers was named Acting Director.

On April 20th a new service began:  Bookmobile III, a mini bookmobile designed to serve the homebound and small rural communities in the County which had been dropped from service in 1978 when rising gas prices made them inefficient for the two larger vehicles.  Bookmobile circulation had reached 120,000 books a year and circulation was 725,000 system-wide.  

1982
In February, Loretta L. Flowers resigned, and Ann Williams was named Acting Director.

Citizens in the City of Alachua opened a volunteer library on February 20th in a loaned trailer.  An Alachua Library Board and Friends of the Library group spearheaded efforts to make it a branch of the Santa Fe Regional Library.

The Alachua City Library was not funded by the County as part of the library system.  County staff proposed criteria for branch libraries, and there was a public hearing on the issue but the criteria were not adopted. Eventually, the County funded a book budget for Alachua but not operating costs or staff.

Mary (Polly) J. Coe became Library Director in May.

In the fall, the City Commission established a committee to study and recommend expanding or replacing the very crowded main library building.

1983

The Library undertook the American Library Association’s planning Process for Public Libraries, which included studies of other library resources in the area and surveys of library users and nonusers.  The result was the Library’s first five year plan for development.

The City Commission held several hearings on space needs for the main library and a new site, finally settling on the original site of the Carnegie library building across University Avenue from the 1968 building.  They also selected an architectural team consisting of Gainesville architects William Hunter and R.A. McKellips, plus William Turnbull of San Francisco.

The City and County Commissions also named a citizens committee to study Library funding options. The Committee recommended establishing an independent taxing district to finance and govern library service county-wide.

1984

The City and County Commissions and the Library Advisory Board drafted several versions of legislation for a library taxing district.

At the American Library Association’s annual conference, the Library’s branch in the County Jail and library service to the homebound won two out of five awards given for innovative outreach services.

In November, the first automated library system was installed to provide much needed circulation control and to replace the card catalog with an on-line catalog.

In the fall, the Santa Fe Regional Library initiated the first reciprocal borrowing agreement in the state, with the Putnam County Library System.  This agreement allowed residents of Alachua and Putnam counties free access to both library systems.

In December, after considerable public debate (particularly in the area of censorship of potentially controversial books) the library materials selections policy was officially approved by the City commission for the first time.  

1985

The City and County Commissions were discussing a library taxing district but had not reached a consensus so State Representative Sidney Martin, with the support of other local delegation members, submitted legislation for the Alachua County Library District to the state Legislature.  It was passed.

On October 15, the citizens of Alachua County approved the library taxing district in a special referendum by a vote of 63% in favor, 37% opposed.  There was a low voter turnout—only 10% of registered voters—but the nearly two-to-one margin was a strong vote for a tax increase to finance better library service.

In October, a new weekly library column “Off the Shelf,” written by Carol Hole, began in the Gainesville Sun.  The column discussed interesting library books and used humor to make the library un-intimidating and understandable to citizens.

1986

In March, Alachua County Commissioners signed agreements to turn the Santa Fe Regional Library over to the special Library District.

The city agreed to rent the 1968 building to the new Library District and also sell the library the site for a new library.  The City and County sold the library system’s books and other property to the new District for $2.

On April 1, the Santa Fe Regional Library became the Alachua County Library District.

The library district’s governing board—City Commissioners Gary Gordon and Jean Chalmers and County Commissioners Tom Coward, Leveda Brown and Jane Walker—named the first Board of Trustees:  Thomas Rider, Martha J. Weismantel, Gustave Harrer, Cornelius Bonner, Arthur Marshall, Nicole Whitney and Victory Ramey.

In July, the library started issuing new library cards with “bar code labels” for the new computer system and on December 15 the library introduced the first on-line computer catalog.

1987

Library Director Mary “Polly” Coe resigned effective January 16.  In March, thanks to a $25,000 donation from Huntley-Jiffy, Inc., the Library District bought an old store in the City of Alachua to house an Alachua branch.

After some debate, the cities of Hawthorne and High Springs voted to donate their branch library buildings to the new Library district.

Cox Cable’s 1st Annual Lap for the Library was held.  “The Lap” was a one block walk, jog, or run around the library block to raise funds for a video collection.

After two stints as acting director, Ann Williams was named the new Library Director in May.

In August, the library got its first tractor-trailer bookmobile which was not only much larger than the previous one, but was low to the ground for accessibility by the elderly and handicapped.  

On September 15, Alachua County voters approved a $19 million bond issue for a new main library and four branches.  Turnout for the special election was 11.7%, with 56% voting for, 44% against.

For the first time, the Library provided a paid librarian at the Jail Branch.

In November, the new branch library in the city of Alachua opened. Residents had been without a library for a year after fire inspectors closed the old trailer because it did not have adequate fire safety.

1988

Ground breaking at the new main library site was postponed until August 6 because of asbestos in old buildings on the site.  The cancer-causing asbestos had to be removed before the buildings could be demolished.

The Library’s inter-office computer network was begun with the purchase of several Macintosh computers.  This allowed instantaneous communication with the branches fore the first time.

1989

Construction of the new 78,000 sq. ft. main library—four times larger than the 1968 building—was underway.

The Library District purchased a site for the Archer Branch Library in Archer, a site for the Northwest Branch on NW 43rd Street, and a site on Tower Road for the Southwest Branch.

A second tractor-trailer bookmobile was bought to handle heavy circulation.  The District established a second reciprocal borrowing agreement, this time with Columbia County.

In September, the Governing Board unanimously approved its tentative budget for 1989-90 in a public hearing that lasted only 22 minutes.  (This is probably some kind of record for American Public Libraries!)  The proposed budget was $3.7 million.

1990

Construction of the new Headquarters library proceeded on schedule, much to the relief of library staff and patrons. The old building was so crammed with books, furniture, computers, papers and people that it had become difficult for either patrons or staff to function.

Plans were drawn for new 15,000 square foot branches in Northwest and Southwest Gainesville.  The District bought a site for a branch in Newberry.

The Hawthorne and High Springs branches were closed for several months while they were completely renovated and expanded from 3,000 to 5,000 sq. ft.  Systemwide circulation missed topping a million only because of the temporary closing of Hawthorne and High Springs.

In December, the main library closed for the move to the new building.

1991  

The new Headquarters opened, giving the library a really adequate building for the first time in its history.

Hunter McKellips Associates, Architects

William Turnbull Associates, Design Consultant

The design of the New Main Library in Gainesville, Florida uses the 78,000 square foot facility to reinforce the cityscape with a tower fronting onto University Avenue, marking the entry.  The building’s two wings form a courtyard, opening out to a view of a creek and oak trees.

The octagonal tower contains the entry and circulation desk on the main level, making arriving at the new library a very special event.  Atop the tower is the large meeting room, with a balcony overlook into the reading room below, and views out to the city.

From the mid-level entry, the adult public functions are upstairs under a big roof within which special places for reading, study, stacks, and information are created.

The staff and children are downstairs edging the courtyard with the opportunity to move special functions out of doors.  The library design uses its massing to create a marker for the town, but then inside it turns its focus to the pastoral creek view. 

A Few Facts

Construction

Total project cost:  $11,033,751.64 (includes site costs, professional fees, construction, furniture, and equipment).

Total Building cost:  $7,868,055.93

Charles R. Perry Construction, Inc., General Contractor.

30 firms built and supplied services in 24 months.

150 workers were on-site at the height of construction.

Total site area is 152,000 square feet or 3.5 acres.

Total building area is 85,000 square feet.

There are 210 windows, 154 doors, 240 steps, and 32 security cameras.

9550 carpet squares cover the floors.

4672 cubic yards or 18,000,360 pounds or 9000 tons of concrete were poured.

There are 40,000 square feet of clay roof tiles.

105,000 linear feet of conduit with approximately 420,000 linear feet of wire which equals 79.5 miles were installed.

Service Improvement

The new Headquarters Library is four times larger than the current building.

Public seating capacity will increase from 97 to 240 in the reading rooms and study areas.

There is 7,619 additional linear feet of book shelving in the new Headquarters.  (Total volumes held by the Alachua County Library District as of October 1990 is 316,375.)

Parking for library users will increase from 2 dedicated spaces to 53.

A separate audio visual area will be established and for the first time video tapes will be available for check-out.

Public meeting rooms will be available in the Headquarters Library for the first time in approximately eight years.

Book drops allowing for direct deposit of books into book returns in the building and one “drive-up” and one walk-up drop at the front of the building will be available.

103 employees will work in the new Headquarters Library.

Friends of the Alachua County Library District, Inc.
The Gainesville Friends of the Library was formed in 1954 to wake up the community to the need for improved library funding and services.  As with most successful organizations, the story of FOL begins with a seminal idea that took firm root and blossomed in all sorts of unexpected ways.

In the Beginning…

Early in June 1954, Adelaide (Mrs. Robert J.) Harris asked several people to help organize a Friends of the Library group.  After several informal meetings, a Provisional Central Committee was selected.

Throughout that summer, the founders worked diligently, and by the end of September counted a membership of 563.  On September 30, over 100 persons attended the first annual meeting held at J.J. Finley School.  The speaker was St. Petersburg’s Thomas Drier, whose subject was “Dream the Finest Library You Can and Believe that You Can Materialize Your Dream.”  Bylaws were adopted and permanent officers elected.  

Within a year, the energetic Friends had held two book sales, increased their membership to 886, published two newsletters, provided 12 regular volunteers, plus others, to the Library, participated in the “new” Library ground-breaking, and donated $898.75 to the library.

Over the next years, FOL built on those early successes and expanded their service.  The Friends lobbied, for example, at local, state, and national levels for increased appropriations and library improvements.  They held workshops to acquaint the public with library services.  They observed National Library Week with activities ranging from a youth “pop” party to a morning coffee-break at the Library for businessmen, and participated each year in Friends & Trustees meetings around the state.  They also helped to establish other regional FOL groups.

In the community…

FOL sponsored essay contests, hi-fi record concerts, and a radio book review program.  For four years Friends sponsored or coordinated the city Christmas-tree lighting ceremony, and in 1966 had a float in the Christmas parade.  FOL has often donated books to such worthy local causes as Shands and Alachua General Hospitals, Ronald McDonald House and Hope Lodge, to the Junior Woman’s Club for a children’s book exchange and to the Hippodrome Theater for stage props.  In recent years, Friends have been involved in the Gainesville Sun Literacy Festival.

FOL’s activities have led to a number of awards, including the League of Women Voters’ award for Outstanding Citizenship, the Gainesville Rotary club and VAC’s Volunteer of the Year Award (culture category), two beautification awards, and the county’s Certificate of Appreciation for support of the Equal Opportunity Program.  Nationally, Friends placed among the top five in the “most money raised” contest sponsored by Friends of Libraries USA.

Through Friends-sponsored programs and annual meetings, community members have heard a large number of outstanding authors and speakers, including Marjorie Stoneman Douglas, novelist Sloan Wilson, Congressman D.R. Billy Mathews, ornithologist Oliver Austin, and story-teller Thelma Boltin.  To the delight of children of all ages, FOL has helped bring Trina Shart Hyman, Kathy Fink, Jim Trelease, Molly Bang, Avi, Ashley Bryan, Ellin Greene and others to the Children’s Literature Festival.

Since 1986, the annual Area Author’s Evening has provided a public forum for the many excellent local writers who meet for readings and entertainment.

At the Library…

The Friends primary way to be of help, however, is with funds for needs not otherwise covered in the Library’s budget.  From the very first gift of folding doors for the Children’s Room, through furniture and art works and rainy-day book bags, to the Library’s first small computer, FOL has given almost $400,000 to the Library.  That’s almost three-quarters of a million dollars in current purchasing power!  Book purchase is a favorite area of giving, as well as strong support for the children’s program.  Through the Educational Assistance Fund, FOL has also given thousands of dollars to support Library staff as they have returned to school for further education.

The big book sale…

While FOL has sold tee-shirts and book bags, and once sponsored a fund-raising hat show, the primary source of income from the beginning has been the popular annual book sale.  At the first sale in 1954, Friends worked for week, and about 200 books were sold for a total of $84; at the most recent sale (1990) Friends worked year-round, and hundreds of thousands of books were sold for well over $71,500.  Through the years, book sales have grossed over $480,000.

As the sales grew in size, it became ever more difficult to find an adequate sale location.  Until the fall of 1984, the Friends sorted donated books in the basement of the library, but then space reorganization for the Library’s new main-frame computer sent FOL looking for a home of its own.  While an extensive and often-frustrating search for a permanent location continued, a small rented building at 423 NW 10th Avenue served for four years as the first Friends of the Library Bookhouse.
At last, a permanent home…

On May 24, 1989, FOL made a major commitment to the future of the organization and entered into partnership with the Junior League of Gainesville, Inc. to purchase the former Eli Witt building at 420 N. Main Street in downtown Gainesville.  After renovation of the building by its owner, McGurn Investments, the Friends moved in on August 26, completed the purchase on September 11, and celebrated with a ribbon cutting ceremony on September 19 and a “Fun(d)raising Party” on October 26.

The public responded with monetary contributions and a deluge of donated books.  After two highly successful book sales in the new location (and a one-day paperback sale), FOL now plans two major sales each year.  The mortgage will soon be retired, and support of the Library in its new location can continue and increase.

In the beginning…

The FOL logo depicts in part a tree growing out of the open pages of a book.  With hundreds of dedicated volunteers to nourish its growth, it is a tree that is sure to blossom in many more unexpected ways.

