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			John Bevis is a writer and book-lover on an eccentric quest: to obtain a membership card from every library authority in England.

			In a ten-year mission criss-crossing the country – from Solihull to Slough, from Cleveland to Cornwall – he enrols at libraries of all shapes and sizes: monuments to Art Deco or Brutalism; a converted corset factory; one even shaped like a pork pie.

			With the architectural eye of Pevsner and the eavesdropping ear of Bill Bryson, he engages us at every step with anecdotes and aperçus about the role of the public library in our national life, while ruing its decline in the age of austerity.

			As interested in the people he finds as he is in the buildings and their history, he is a humane, witty and erudite guide. The result is a book to be treasured by anyone who has ever used a library.

            
              ‘An eloquent gazetteer of contemporary intellectual and political failure. Essential reading’

              KEN WORPOLE

            

            
              ‘A hymn of praise to the library. Absolutely exquisite’

              IAN McMILLAN

            

		

	
		
			JOHN BEVIS has spent most of his working life with books: designing, printing and publishing them at Coracle Press; typesetting and proof-reading them at the Victoria and Albert Museum; retailing them at the Whitechapel Art Gallery bookshop; and purchasing them for a library agency. Among his publications are collections of poetry; artist’s books, cards, prints and printed objects; catalogue essays; critical studies; true crime stories and biographies. Previous books include Aaaaw to Zzzzzd: The Words of Birds, and The Keartons: Inventing Nature Photography. He divides his time between Ironbridge in Shropshire and London.
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			What a sad want I am in of libraries, of books to gather facts from! Why is there not a Majesty’s library in every county town? There is a Majesty’s jail and gallows in every one.

			THOMAS CARLYLE, DIARY ENTRY, 18 MAY 1832

		

	
		
			for Linda

		

	
		
			INTRODUCTION

			It was just after breakfast one Sunday morning in December 1962, a few weeks short of my ninth birthday, when the phone rang. Back then any unexpected call, especially on a Sunday morning, could only mean bad news. The house went quiet as my father picked up the receiver. It was a friend of my older brother’s, calling to say he could see smoke and flames rising from their school, Guildford Royal Grammar. The fire brigade was on the scene, but an appeal was going out for everyone – pupils, families and friends – to help out.

			My brother, sister and I went along, to find a crowd gathered around the rear of the school. Two large rooms in ‘the old building’, which dates from the sixteenth century, were affected: on the first floor the original assembly hall, known as Big School; and beneath it the library. By the time we arrived, the fire crew had done their job and the blaze was under control, but the water they’d played over the roof and in the upper windows was working its way down through the building and threatening to ruin the books in the library. A rescue was being masterminded by the urbane head of the art department, Ron Smoothey. At one point he emerged from the library with blood streaming down his face, an overhead light fitting having filled with water and crashed down on his head.

			I soon found myself part of a human chain stretching the width of the school grounds, from the library to the most distant outbuilding, the old gym. Books were passed hand to hand, or rather between cradled arms, four or five at a time, the strength of a human chain being that of its youngest and smallest link. I do not remember how many hours we worked, but the effort seemed absolutely endless. ‘I never knew there were so many books in the world, let alone in one library.’ ‘They’re not going to run short of reading.’ ‘I could swear there’s someone round the other side sneaking books back in.’

			At some point word came down the line to stand down: the books remaining on the shelves were too damaged by water or smoke to be salvageable. But all the books that had passed through our hands – many of them donations from past pupils and teachers, some I would read myself a few years later – were saved. There was a whiff of the parable, the instructive moral tale, about the whole thing. A library at the centre of a crisis; community action, in which each book was handled, and saved, by each participant; books as the priceless guarantee of knowledge. It could have been staged for a corporate teambuilding exercise, or a wartime propaganda film. Thought for the Day, minus the religion. Or rather, in place of religion, reverence: for books, and for libraries.

			Paradoxically, what may have been uppermost in the minds of many who had turned out was not this library, or its books. The old school building is a hollow square built around an interior quadrangle, with Big School and the school library occupying the south elevation. On the north side, in a remote upper room, is another library, which escaped the fire. Smaller, older, irreplaceable, the Guildford RGS Chained Library is one of a handful intact in the British Isles. (Others include the ecclesiastical depositories of Hereford, Wells and Wimborne. A fifth, the 1598 Francis Trigge Chained Library at St Wulfram’s Parish Church, Grantham, is the country’s oldest public reference library).

			I attended the school for seven years and remember being allowed to visit its chained library twice, on an induction day and a parents’ evening. Otherwise it was strictly off-limits and under lock and key. A shame to think the message this gave was that it was valued more as historic curiosity than educational resource. This immensely impressive room held books that were massive by today’s standards, their scarcity reflected in how few they were in number, their value evident in the chains and ringlets and iron keepers that allowed the books to be lifted from their shelves and placed for reading on wooden lecterns, but not, strictly not, removed from the room itself. The oldest book in the library was printed in Venice around 1480, while its earliest English publication, dating from about 1500, bears the imprint of England’s first typographer, Wynkyn de Worde. The school itself was founded about the same time, in 1509, and the old building in which the library is housed was constructed after the grant of a royal charter from Edward VI in 1552.

			But how did we get from there to what we have now? How did we advance the hundred metres or so along Guildford Upper High Street, from the exclusive, scholarly, chained library to the children’s and adults’ lending rooms of the municipal public library?

			The first lending libraries began to appear around the country in the eighteenth century – the oldest, Leadhills Miners’ Library in Lanarkshire, dates from 1741 – and were run independently and operated on a subscription basis. They were housed in often lovely premises, many of those remaining being listed buildings. Some were adjuncts to museums, such as the Whitby Museum Library and Archive; or else provided ‘for public enlightenment’ where there was no institutional library, as at Bishopsgate. A number owe their origins to influential individuals, including Thomas Carlyle (the London Library) and Archbishop Robert Leighton (the Leighton Library in Dunblane). Britain’s only residential library, Gladstone’s Library (formerly St Deiniol’s) was founded in 1894 as a study and meeting place at Hawarden, Flintshire, by Prime Minister WE Gladstone, in his eighty-fifth year. With shades of the operations to salvage books from fire and water in Guildford, Gladstone, his daughter and a valet carted more than 30,000 donated books three-quarters of a mile, from his home to the library building, in a wheelbarrow.

			In some towns, including Bath, Highgate and Newcastle, libraries were attached to scientific or literary institutions or, as was the case at Guildford, provided by trades’ foundations. The Guildford Institute (Guildford Mechanics’ Institute, as it was then called) opened its library near the corner of Ward Street and North Street in 1892, offering a reading room and a ladies’ room, and a stock of around 10,000 volumes. With its substantial archive, and the lending library that continues to be available to members, it is now one of the country’s prime surviving independent libraries and one of thirty or so constituting the Independent Libraries Association. (The reason I find it useful to keep banging on about Guildford – apart from it being my place of birth – is that it conveniently gave home to libraries of all the varieties mentioned in this introduction. Not so much special; more exemplary.)

			Larger chains of commercial circulating libraries were set up from the 1720s, often by publishers of popular novels such as William Lane’s Minerva Press. By 1770, circulating libraries were taking little short of half of a typical novel’s initial print run of 1,000 copies, gaining them influence not only on what got published, but in promoting the three-volume novel to create higher revenue from a single title. By the second half of the nineteenth century, nearly all new fiction other than Dickens and Thackeray was published first in ‘three-decker’ format for circulating libraries. The largest of these, Mudie’s Select Library, ran for nearly a hundred years from 1842, and was ‘known for offering a large selection of books which had been screened, or selected, for their adherence to Victorian morals’. A more positive and significant impact was in promoting the work of women authors, and circulating books for women.

			Mudie’s operated from central premises in London, sending out boxes of books to subscribers by van within the capital and by train to the provinces. Harrods and The Times ran libraries of their own following a similar pattern. But the principal rival to Mudie’s was WH Smith & Son’s Railway Circulating Library, established in 1860 as part of the expanding business of its railway station bookstalls. I cannot find what facilities Smith’s offered in Guildford, but since at its peak around 1911 it had over 900 library branches, it is likely that books could be borrowed and returned to Smith’s bookstall in Station Approach, outside Guildford main station.

			In 1898, Boots the Chemist set up the Boots Book Lending Service (undercutting its rivals with a subscription fee of ‘less than three farthings a week’ at its outset), and five years later around half of its 300 shops included a Booklovers’ Library. According to one report, they were ‘fitted with wooden bookshelves, window seats, chairs, tables and sofas and even notepaper and fresh flowers’. And it will come as no surprise to learn that there was a branch in Guildford, at  3 Chapel Street. One advantage of these library chains was that subscribers could withdraw books from, and return them to, any outlet in the country, invaluable for holidaymakers and the increasingly mobile workforce of contractors and salesmen (reflected in the names publishers gave to some of their collections, such as the Traveller’s Library, the Seaside Library for Rovers, and the Railway Library). The number of subscribers reached a peak of more than one million during the Second World War. Post-war, among the many accelerating changes in technology and social conditions, it was above all television, the availability of cheap paperbacks and improvements to the public library service which made subscription libraries a thing of the past. WH Smith closed their libraries in 1961, and Boots followed suit four years later.

			Smaller libraries were set up on a local basis, often by booksellers and stationers. Thorp’s, Guildford’s cherished second-hand bookseller (fondly remembered for the ramshackle book warren with creaking floors and leaking roof that was its home in Constitution Hall until 2003) ran its own circulating library from earlier premises at 109–110 High Street. Stent’s, publisher of the Surrey Standard, had a library within its offices at 32 High Street. Smaller still were what became known as Tuppenny Libraries, which spread rapidly from their beginnings in London in the 1920s. Graham Watson, writing in the Spectator in 1935, peered down at them from on high, describing them as run by ‘those of the semi-educated lower middle class’ for the benefit of ‘a public which was largely State-educated, which had only just “discovered” books, a public which wanted popular, very popular, fiction’. Named for the fees levied per volume, rather than by subscription, they were typically set up by individuals with a few hundred books and run out of parlours and glory holes for the immediate community. There was one located in a small house at 7a Madrid Road, Guildford, run by HM Turner up until the early 1960s; another, on the edge of Guildford at Burpham, operated from Arthur Manfield’s confectioner, tobacconist and newsagent shop. Curiously, Alan Bennett described (in the London Review of Books, 28 July 2011) how as a boy he had borrowed books from a similar establishment in Guildford (though one apparently run on a subscription basis) when his family briefly decamped from Leeds in 1944: ‘I don’t remember ever finding the public library, but this was because a few doors down from the butcher’s shop where Dad worked there was a little private library, costing 6d a week, which in the children’s section had a whole run of Richmal Crompton’s William books.’

			But what people really wanted – and had wanted right from the early nineteenth century, when books were getting cheaper, titles more numerous, and literacy on the up – was a free public lending library service. The first specific legislation, the 1850 Public Libraries Act, gave any borough with a population of more than 10,000 the power (but not the obligation) to levy a tax for library buildings, furnishings and salaries (but not for the books themselves, which for the first five years were expected to be donated by members of the public). Improvement boards and parish vestries were later granted powers similar to the boroughs, while the population requirement came down to 5,000, resulting in a half-hearted, patchwork library provision, with none at all in many areas. An attempt to lay a ground plan for the first time of an inclusive national network of library authorities came in 1888, as a responsibility endowed on the new county and borough councils established in that year in England and Wales.

			If we look at what happened in our case study, Guildford, we can see that this fell well short of enabling access for all. Guildford appears to have been fairly typical in the size and demands of its population, its municipal coffers as well filled as most. We might have expected that it would want to advertise its prosperity and tutelage in a flagship public library, perhaps even one of the first in the country. Not a bit of it. In Guildford, as in so many towns across the land, county and borough councils competed to be absolved of the responsibility, each arguing that the other should foot the bill; or else borough resented county muscling in on its patch. For many years, nothing was resolved.

			Guildford’s apparent affluence, and sense of civic pride, may well have cost it an early chance to acquire a library. Andrew Carnegie was a Scottish-American businessman whose expansion of the American steel industry made him one of the richest men ever to walk the earth. He became also, in later life, the godfather of public libraries, whose charitable foundation eventually built more than 2,500 libraries worldwide, including 660 in the British Isles. Carnegie libraries were typically provided to poorer districts; was it this that ruled Guildford out, or did the council decide against applying because Guildford, our Guildford, could not countenance the shame of begging for charity? Whatever, the borough missed the boat.

			But it was Carnegie more than anybody who pushed for change. A Report on Library Provision & Policy, submitted to the Carnegie Trustees by WGS Adams in 1915, found that while nearly 80 per cent of the urban population had access to a library service, in rural areas it was as low as 2.5 per cent. Disputes between councils had excused much inaction since 1888, and clearly new legislation was needed if an inclusive library service was to be realised. Carnegie proposed a moratorium on library grants, a shock-therapy that had the desired effect of provoking a new Public Libraries Act being passed in 1919, giving county councils priority over borough councils to run public libraries. This was adopted by all but five of sixty-two counties between 1920 and 1926, but went down badly with Guildford Municipal Borough Council, which ‘did not favour Surrey County Council coming in and setting up a public library, but did not want to open a library itself’.

			The borough, looking for the cheapest option, remembered that the town already had a functioning, centrally located library in the Guildford Institute. To cut corners and reduce their investment they negotiated a deal in 1924, by which they would set up a reference library in a rented corner of the Institute premises. In the words of local historian and librarian Russell Chamberlin: ‘The embryonic public library was a meagre, haphazard collection of books, run on the barest possible minimum of money which later was made to provide for an even less enthusiastic lending library.’ Chamberlin, who helped revive the Guildford Institute in the 1970s, found that in 1935 the council made a move to muscle in on the Institute, with a proposal to take over its buildings and library, with no compensation paid, ‘for the good of the town’. The crass tactics of the borough’s dogsbodies met with fierce opposition and the council was forced to back down.

			And so it was that, ninety-two years after the first Public Libraries Act, Guildford finally opened its first true public library in 1942, initially in temporary huts in London Road, and by 1950 at 187 Upper High Street. During the Fifties, further branches were established in Guildford’s suburbs of Stoughton, at Worplesdon Road, and Onslow Village, at Wilderness Road. The obligation on local authorities to provide a ‘comprehensive and efficient’ library service for ‘all people that would like to use it’ finally became legally binding under the Public Libraries & Museums Act of 1964. But, as we shall see, the exact conditions of its implementation remained open to interpretation.

			The Guildford Upper High Street library, a stretch of less than ten minutes from where we lived in London Road, was the one we visited when I was young. A low-slung, panelled building in rose-pink, it looked more like a seaside chalet, although I sometimes imagined cowboys tethering their horses outside. It sat awkwardly in a tooth-gap between Lloyds Bank and Tiley & Brown’s hardware shop, like a prefab in a bomb site (which perhaps it was). The sense that it was not meant to be there, that it had been beamed down from somewhere else, made it feel as though you were already stepping into a story.

			What you noticed on entering was that this was a library not only of books, but of smells: furniture polish, the forest-floor toadstool waft of old books, and a specialist librarianship smell that had to do with how new books were prepared, or old ones repaired, with tape or binding glue. In winter there was a woolly laundry fug from visitors’ gloves and scarfs, draped – with permission – to dry on the cast-iron radiators (in my memory, it was always dark and wet when we went).

			And then there were the books. We had books at home, of course: the typical late Fifties, early Sixties middle-class child’s fare of Beatrix Potter, Thomas the Tank Engine, AA Milne, Rupert Bear, CS Lewis, The Wind in the Willows and, at some point, the new territory of Tove Jansson’s Moominland. I remember looking at the same pages again and again until there was nothing more for the memory to absorb, until the books were hardwired in the mind.

			But library books were different. They had the cold air of outside on their pages, pages that were peopled with strangers. The idiom had to be learnt, the unfamiliar use of language, of sentences and phrases and even single extraordinary words whose meaning might solve a puzzle if only it could be understood. This discovery was so exciting, that in books the illusion was real that more could be said, and much more meant, than appeared on the page.

			So choosing a book was a serious business. I would put mastering the art of browsing a bookshelf on a par with learning to swim or ride a bike. Those alphabetical sections of the shelves where a new title from a favourite author might pop up were always worth checking out. But it was more daring to take an intuitive leap in the dark, to pick out a book, without looking inside, because something rang true in the name of the author, or the title, or the colour and layout of the cover.

			As much as anything else I loved the ritual. Once you had chosen your books, there was the business of queueing at the ‘Out’ desk, assembling your library tickets – squarish manila card pockets with your name and address written on the front – and opening the books at the flyleaf with the pasted-in date label. The librarian would remove an identifying ticket from inside the front cover of the book, and slot it into your library card (keen borrowers learnt to do this themselves). The book was stamped with the return due date, and while waiting you could get a pretty good idea of how popular, or undiscovered, your books were by checking the intervals at which they had been taken out by previous borrowers. The books duly stamped, and their covers snapped shut, the librarian would file card and ticket together in a long, narrow wooden tray. When you returned the book at the ‘In’ counter, they would check the return date, and pick through the relevant section of the tray with an awesome blur of fingers, until card and ticket were located. You got your card back, while the ticket went inside the book, which was placed on a wooden trolley to be returned to the shelves.

			This whole one-to-one transaction with the librarian was perhaps the most adult task one was entrusted to at that age. In fact, I would say I felt the sensation of growing up more keenly here in the library than anywhere, at school or at play. We visited as a family once a week, a ritual after school on Fridays, and like countless others, I would value that early intimacy with language, the act of reading and handling the serious weight of books, among the most precious of childhood influences.

			And of course what I really loved, what everybody loved, was the whole amazing concept of what a library was and how it worked. The idea was extraordinary that there was a place that allowed you to borrow a book, any book you wanted, or more than one book, and take it home with you. And when you had had enough of it, simply take it back and swap it for another. All for free. Christmas, birthdays, and now libraries. Magic.

			One of the quirks of the old Guildford library was a chirpy pair of caged budgies, which we used to peek at round the door of the adult lending library. In 1962 the budgies took up residence in a new, purpose-built Central Library opened by Guildford Borough Council at 77 North Street. The design, with its high façade, pale colours and subtly contoured walls, recalls on a smaller scale the Queen Elizabeth Hall on the South Bank. Coincidentally or not, the library occupies a plot diagonally across the road from Ward Street, in perpetual stand-off, or perhaps truce, with the Guildford Institute. I regularly used the children’s, and later adults’, libraries here from their opening until I left Guildford ten years later. An impressive building, it was well stocked and well used, and a personal triumph for Miss MD Liggett, Guildford’s Chief Librarian, whose name was spoken in awe (and, usually, in a whisper).

			It is more than forty years before I return to Guildford Library. I am curious to see what, if anything, has changed. As it turns out, I am in for a shock. The entrance lobby, which had previously held an information desk and a comfortable ‘news room’, a newspaper and magazine lounge that had been especially popular on rainy days, now has the makeshift look of a polling station, the booths being ‘self-service points’ for the return or renewal of books. The children’s library, once an adult library in miniature, with central lending desk and a seemingly inexhaustible stock of books on apparently endless shelves, now resembles a playpen, with an afterthought of books on trolley shelves. There does not seem to be much for older children. Upstairs, the adult lending library has lost not only the budgies but its reference desk, rows of catalogue card files and comfortable seating. Instead, there is rather a lot of bare space; in fact, on the non-fiction mezzanine floor, every other bookcase has been removed. Overall, the stock appears to be down to about 60 per cent of its previous level. An anteroom has been turned into a ‘bookshop’, actually a clearance sale of unwanted stock going for 50p or £1. The reference library on the top floor is still more depleted, with the bookcases on its own mezzanine completely bare, and I am unable to find any of the books I came here to consult. The library that was always so busy has no more than a dozen users in the time I am here.

			I am reminded of other empty bookshelves in Guildford. But what has happened here is not the consequence of fire, or smoke or water. It is the result of some other order of catastrophe.

		

	
		
			ONE

			When I got my library card, that’s when my life began

			RITA MAE BROWN
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			Denman Public Library, Retford

		

	
		
			Telford & Wrekin

			May 2010

			Newport, Shropshire. I’m a few weeks into recuperating from an operation, and under doctor’s orders not to lift anything much heavier than a paperback. With the day job on hold, writing has changed from being a hobby to a full-time occupation, and I’ve been trying to fill my time wrapping up some unfinished projects. But somehow writing at home, all day long, is harder than cramming it into stolen moments before or after work. I feel dulled by the spare-bedroom-turned-office atmosphere, the stifling stillness, as if the house was a fitfully sleeping toddler and I’m having to tiptoe around trying not to wake it. The lack of distraction is the worst of distractions. I’m gagging to phone someone, nip down the road for a newspaper, grab another cup of tea. Or I was. That was before I thought up my brilliant exit plan.

			I like Newport. It’s only fifteen miles or so from our Shropshire home, and we come here once in a while for a drink or to look around the antiques centre. Ozzy Osbourne owned a wine bar down the road. ‘All day long I think of things but nothing seems to satisfy,’ he sang. Not just me, then. Walking down the High Street I spot the library across the road, the public areas on the ground floor, a modern generic fit-out whose glass curtain walls extend the width of two shopfronts. But the upper storeys are a family at war: the left-hand building stolid in its plain stay-at-home neo-Georgian brick, while to the right is the crazy cousin, a Gothic stone archway with castellated battlements. Not a militia barracks it turns out, but all that’s left of an eighteenth-century folly that housed a wool merchant and draper. This library is a building of three halves.

			Inside, one alcove is given over to some large study tables with half a dozen chairs at each. I stake my claim on one with notebook and pencils and set to. Result! The sounds of people talking or moving about, the swoosh of the automatic entrance doors opening and closing, noises that might have been intrusive and distracting, come together to create the low-level buzz of activity I’ve been starved of. Jeanette Winterson, writing of her childhood haunt, Accrington Public Library, described the ‘sense of energetic quiet’. And the feeling I have of somebody, some spirit of composition, invigilating over my shoulder encourages me to concentrate and to persist. At home, an osmosis between the roles of writer and househusband leaches the best of whatever each has to offer.

			To the side of the room, other visitors are sitting at a rank of desks with computers. I prefer drafting in pencil on paper, but at some point everything gets transcribed to digital, and it could be useful to do that now, rather than wait till I get home. I ask a librarian at the enquiries desk if I can use one of the PCs. I’m told I have to be a member, and if I want to join she will need to see two forms of ID, with my Shropshire address. I have my driving licence, and by chance had put that morning’s post, including a utility bill, into my bag. So, with a little form-filling, I become the possessor of my first public library membership card since 1975, when I moved to London and joined Maida Vale library. In my memory, the card they issued me then was a cardboard sleeve with plastic punch cards to be handed over each time you withdrew a book, a relic from a clunky age of mechanical data processing. This new one looks like a credit card, with a bar code, serial number and signature strip.

			I type up my notes and edit them, go online, check my inbox, then email my day’s work to myself. Sorted. And the great thing is, I can now walk into any Shropshire library, on any single day, and have an hour’s access to a computer. Very useful, except that most of the time I am not going to be in Shropshire. I am going to be all over the place.

			Which is where the second half of my escape plan comes in. The work my wife, Linda, has been doing – cycles of research, interviews, and report writing – takes her on trips of a day or two at a time, sometimes several in a week, anywhere in the country. A schedule of long hours and hard graft, the driving only adding to the stress. So we’ve agreed that I’ll take over the driving. Drop her off wherever she has to go, then while she’s at work, I’ll head for the nearest library to write. On – now I know about them – library PCs. The perfect solution.

			The sticking point is that they told me I had to become a member to use Shropshire library computers, and I had to be local to become a member. What I’m going to need, so that I can join libraries wherever I happen to be, where I am not living, where I am not local, is some way of sidestepping the system. A way of making the extraordinary fortune that is the public library a nationwide, rather than municipal, resource. As I believe it should be. With the useful bonus that I could be, as any of us could be, a writer with offices across the country.

            
              Isle of Wight

              June 2010

              Two days after I got my Telford & Wrekin card, the country went to the polls in a general election that was all about the three Rs: recession, recession, recession. A lukewarm mandate for the Tories gave David Cameron and George Osborne the platform to roll out a new economic model to kick-start the economy. It is meant to boost business, but that can only happen at the expense of social investment. Hospitals and education are surely where the cuts will strike hardest, although the chances are all services are going to have to tighten their belts. It’s not looking good for public libraries.

            

			But a week later, here we are on the Isle of Wight. Happy days! My father’s family were from the island, and we used to come here for summer holidays. Shanklin, Freshwater and Cowes I remember in a golden haze. I buy myself a ‘Six Wonders of the Isle of Wight’ mug, for old times’ sake (for the record, those ‘wonders’ include Ryde where you walk, Needles you cannot thread, and similarly wonderful let-downs).

			Tucked away in a back street I find another proof that architecturally there is no such thing as a typical library. This is the dark, forbidding Victorian former Methodist chapel that goes for the public library in West Cowes (Cowes you cannot milk, of course). I step into the gloom and feel my way to the information desk (I think the official term is ‘reference’ desk, but information, research, help, issue or enquiries each have their fanbase). I have rehearsed my opening ploy.

			‘Hello, I’m interested in joining the library, although I’m not a resident.’ The way the librarian follows the line of this sentence is as if performing it in mime. On the triggers interested and joining, his expression brightens, his body swivels, his hands move towards the library card stock drawer. But then he freezes on the turn, on the although; and with not a resident ringing his alarm bell, the action runs backwards, the hands, the body, the visage, disengaging before my eyes. He squares up to me and, switching to voice mode, begins to recite, wearily, as though he’s done it a zillion times before, a rote from rules and regulations, a demand that applicants for library membership show proof they are living, working, or studying on the Isle of Wight. I have nothing, and in the heat of the moment can think of nothing persuasive. I sit down at a table and labour over my notebook, slightly miffed every time a bona fide library user breezes in and commandeers a computer.

			How could I have got it so wrong? It was as though I had applied to join the fire service ‘although I am a convicted arsonist’. I had made myself ineligible and marked out as an awkward customer. So I left without a card, and on my next few visits to libraries made no attempt to join. Stuff it, I thought, if that’s their attitude. Why should I bother? Instead I would simply ask if I might use a PC. Sometimes the answer was no, sometimes they would permit me as a temporary member, or allow me in under the radar as a casual visitor. In this way I passed up the opportunity to join libraries in Exeter, Sheerness and Bolton. But before long, it began to bug me that I was becoming a second-class library user and serial nuisance. The time had come to take a stand, to do the job properly, and that meant registering, getting a card and with it the right to rock up to a library and sit myself down at a computer without having to go on bended knee to the assistant each time.

			I try out my new strategy on our next visit to the Isle of Wight, where I drop my wife at her place of work and head into Newport (you cannot bottle). It feels auspicious that my first library card having been acquired at one Newport Library, here I am at another.

			‘Good morning, I’m interested in joining the library.’ Being so used to the response across any reception desk a glib ‘No problem at all!’, I wonder if I have said something inappropriate when the librarian replies, ‘Oh erm, right. OK.’ But my plan seems to be holding up: I wait for him to find a rubber-banded bundle of blank library cards, call up an application form on his screen, and get to the point of starting to take some personal details and asking for ID until letting on that I am not a resident, ‘but’, before he can object, ‘my wife has a contract to work locally and I always come with her so I’m here on the Isle of Wight on a regular basis.’

			I cannot say he is exactly buzzing, but at least he supposes that in that case it will probably be all right. I get my card, my second card. With it, I have cracked what must surely be one of England’s toughest library estates, the transmarine territory of Vectis, the Shangri-La in the Solent that is the Isle of Wight. And done it brazenly, in full daylight, as what my grandparents used to call an overner – an outsider, a non-resident for heaven’s sake. Nothing is going to stop me now.

            
              Shropshire 

              July 2010

              I have a little local history research to do, and find our nearest reference library in a lovely old building in Shrewsbury, where I am able to acquire a new Shropshire library card. It looks nothing like my Isle of Wight card, but so very like the Telford & Wrekin card I got at Newport a couple of months ago that the one can only have been cribbed from the other. Council name and bar code on the front, name and signature on the back, all the same format. The identical five rules and regulations. Except that Telford & Wrekin call it a library ticket, Shropshire a library card. So whoever copied it must have deliberately changed the wording.

            

			I wonder who that might have been? Whether it was a Shropshire librarian who reached for the blue pencil on discovering Telford’s little error in using the term ‘library ticket’, which was, I’m sorry, not acceptable. It’s a library card. There, much better. Or was it Telford, who couldn’t believe it, the way Shropshire were so up themselves, literally too posh for their own good, and who did they think they were, with their la-di-da ‘library card’? Because, let’s face it, nobody round here calls it a library card. It’s a ticket, innit?

            
              Bedfordshire; Luton

              August 2010

              We drive out from London into Bedfordshire. Bedford has always meant John Bunyan to me, especially since my dad’s death a couple of years ago. Knowing he didn’t have long, he planned his own funeral (well he would, being a vicar), choosing passages for my brother, sister and me to read. Mine was from The Pilgrim’s Progress. ‘Death, where is thy sting?’ etc. I would have rehearsed it with him, except that would have felt too weird. Perhaps I should have done because, as I found, the nuances of meaning vary depending on whether you stress the ‘where’, the ‘is’, the ‘thy’ or the ‘sting’. It’s usually read with the emphasis on sting; but I think it more likely that, realising that the anticipated sting is not there, you would call to Death: Where is thy sting? That’s how I read it at Dad’s funeral. Would he have agreed? It would have been good to have had that conversation.

            

			I drop my wife at the first of her two appointments, and head to the nearest library, in Barton-le-Clay. Plenty going on here: today it is Knit and Knatter, but if you are not much of a knitter or knatterer, you might prefer to wait for the chance to test out your spelling at Scrabble club, later in the week. Or else choose from adult colouring, board games, local history, or book club, or just pop in for the coffee morning. Not to mention the one-off craft events that tie in with seasonal events and cultural celebrations, when you can join in making a wall display, or a mask, or a kite. The library itself may not be big, but it clearly has a big part in the lives of the community it serves.

			Back to pick my wife up, and we head into Luton for lunch and her afternoon appointment. My destination is Luton Central Library, which could be Guildford’s big sister, its first and second floors a pale floating box that reaches stumpy peg-leg pillars down to touch earth, seemingly compressing the ground floor, so that one expects to have to stoop at the entrance. Its bright, spacious interior shows the influence of contemporary Scandinavian design, and this library building was itself influential on English librarians and planners who flocked to see it for themselves when it opened in the same year as Guildford’s: 1962.

			The problem of older libraries is spelt out in Luton, which for more than fifty years was served by a Carnegie building unveiled in 1910 jointly by the American Ambassador, the Hon. Whitelaw Reid, and Andrew Carnegie himself. But the population it was designed to serve at the time, 40,000, had by the late 1950s trebled in size. In the same period the number of library staff mushroomed from six to forty,  and the stock of books from 8,300 to more than 170,000, with 100,000 housed inside the central library building. Across the borough, the number of books issued annually grew from 78,000, in 1910, to one and a half million fifty years later. So busy had the Central Library become that a national record was set at this time when it issued more than 6,000 books on a single day. And so the Carnegie Library, handsome, well-constructed and well maintained as it might have been, found itself so overstaffed, overstocked and overbusy that it threatened to burst at the seams. It had to go.



OEBPS/image/retford.jpg





OEBPS/image/An-English-Library-Journey-cover.jpg
AN

ENGLISH LIBRARY

WITH DETOURS TO
WALES AND NORTHERN IRELAND

LIBRARY
LIBRARY
l LIBRARY
&
- g mn of praise
\Q) Atgythe litf;rpar)c

Absolutely exquisite’

7\ "'
]
"‘.

b





OEBPS/image/title-page.jpg
AN
ENGLISH LIBRARY
JOURNEY

WITH DETOURS TO WALES & NORTHERN IRELAND

JOHN BEVIS

®

EYE BOOKS





