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T h e  L a y  o f  a L a y  L ib r a r ia n

J E A N N E T T E  H Y D E  E Y E R L Y
Som e years ago, w hile  be ing  in te rv iew ed  o n  a local rad io  

sta tion , I w as asked  w h y  a character in  one  of m y  books h a d  
behaved  in  a certain  w ay. M y rep ly  tu rn e d  o u t to  be m ore 
technical th an  I in ten d ed , a n d  I conc luded  by  say ing , " I 'm  
afraid I w en t in to  th a t a b it deep ly , b u t you  see, I am  a lay 
psych ia tris t."

M y in terv iew er, w h o se  in te res t h a d  seem ed  to  be lagging, 
looked at m e w ith  n ew  respec t a n d  said  b righ tly , "A re  you  
really?"

In the  sam e jocular vein  I m igh t say  th a t I am  also a lay 
librarian. The h a p p ie s t even t of m y  ch ildhood  w as the  bu ild ing  
of a b ranch  library  a few  blocks from  m y h om e, a n d  th e  b es t job 
I ever h ad  w as at the  D es M oines Public L ibrary. I really  d id n 't  
have a title, b u t today  one w o u ld  say I w as a public  rela tions 
specialist. I d id  all k inds of in te restin g  th ings. W hat I en joyed  
m ost w as m y w eekly  half-hour rad io  p ro g ram  over W H O  
w here  I rev iew ed  books, rep o rted  n ew s from  Publishers Weekly 
an d  library jou rnals, a n d  a n n o u n ced  u p com ing  even ts  a t the  
m ain  library  a n d  its branches. T hat I w as on  friend ly  term s w ith  
the rad io  s ta tio n 's  y o u n g  a n n o u n cer a d d e d  to m y  p leasu re  
a lthough  I h a d  no  w ay  of kno w in g  th a t one d ay  h e  w o u ld  be 
the fortie th  p res id en t of the  U n ited  States.

M y fu tu re  h u sb a n d  tu rn e d  o u t to  be a m an  w h o  loves books 
an d  libraries as m uch  as I do , is also the  fastest rea d e r in  the  
w orld , an d  can read  type  u p s id e  d o w n  an d  in  reverse.

W ith th is b ackg round  it is n o t su rp ris in g  th a t o u r first child , 
Jane, a t n ine  m o n th s  ate  m y  library  card , th u s  b eg in n in g  a n ew  
genera tion  of card-carry ing  lib rary  lovers. It m ay  even  have  
been  responsib le  for h e r becom ing  a w riter, w h ich  she  is today . 
I do know  th a t m y library backg round , p lu s  the  encou ragem en t 
of m y E nglish p rofessors a t The U niversity  of Iow a, particu larly
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John  T ow ner Frederick , w ere  the  m o st im p o rtan t factors in 
sh ap in g  m y  o w n  literary  career, w h ich  began  at age e igh t w hen  
I h a d  a p o em  p u b lish ed  in  the  o ld  Des Moines Capital.

It w as th e n  th e  d ie w as cast. I w as going  to be an  au tho r. T hat 
w as it.

I w ro te  vo lum inously  all th ro u g h  h igh  school a n d  con tinued  
d o ing  so in  college w h ere  I m et a h an d so m e  y o u n g  n ew sp ap er 
rep o rte r  n a m e d  F rank  Eyerly, w h o m  I later m arried .

It w as as a y o u n g  m atro n  I fell in to  m y w onderfu l job at the 
D es M oines Public L ibrary, w ork ing  u n d e r  the  d irection  of 
Forrest S pau ld ing , one of the  m ost respec ted  librarians in the 
coun try .

This gave m e the  b es t of b o th  possib le  w orlds, allow ing m e 
to  w ork  at the  lib rary  in  th e  m orn ings w hile m y h u sb an d  w as 
sleeping , a n d  to  w rite  half the  n ig h t w hile  he  w as a t w ork  on  
the  Des Moines Register. I w ro te  sh o rt stories th a t d id n 't  sell and  
articles th a t read  like sh o rt stories th a t d id . I h a d  th ree  regular 
no m  de  p lum es. For lig h th earted , frivolous pieces I w as L inda 
Lee. For m ore  serious m atte rs  I w as M iriam  Carlock, m y great­
g ra n d m o th e r 's  m aid en  nam e, a n d  w h e n  I n eed ed  a m ale 
v iew p o in t I becam e S andy  M cTavish.

Being asked  to teach  a creative w riting  class (creative I w as if 
n o th in g  else) in sp ired  m e to  m ake one m ore a ttem p t to break  
in to  the  fiction m arke t th a t h a d  so far e lu d ed  m e. O verlooking 
the  ru le  th a t only  m em bers of the  w ork ing  p ress could  contrib­
u te  to  a m agazine  called Newspaper M an, I s igned  m y h u sb a n d 's  
nam e  to  a story , g iv ing  h is n e w sp a p e r 's  add ress , a n d  sat back 
to  w ait for h is su rp rise  w h e n  he  received  a rejection slip. 
In stead , several w eeks later m y  h u sb a n d  called from  work. 
"G u ess  w h a t?"  h e  said. " I ju s t so ld  a sto ry  for 50 bucks and  
th ey  w a n t m y p ictu re  a n d  a brief b iographical sketch ."

A fter th is  I w ro te  w ith  even  m ore zeal, p u ttin g  in  long hours 
each even ing  after o u r tw o  sm all d au g h te rs  w ere in  bed. 
B orrow ing on  the  experiences of an  o lder friend  w hose  h u s ­
b an d  h a d  d ied , I a ssu m ed  a n ew  p e rso n a —Alice L an n e r—and  
w ro te  "W h a t It M eans to  Be a W idow ."  O n  its tw en tie th  trip , 
it so ld  to a na tiona l m agazine. The ed ito rs  loved  it, p a id  $500— 
a fan tastic  sum  in  those  d a y s —an d  p rom ptly  req u ested  th a t I 
w rite  a sto ry  to be called " I 'm  G lad I G ot M y D ivorce." T hough
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happ ily  m arried  I obliged, u sin g  as a fram ew ork  the  experi­
ences of a friend  w h o  h a d  divorced  a w o rth less  fellow  a n d  w as 
strugg ling  to  raise tw o  sm all ch ild ren . A lth o u g h  I ch an g ed  h e r 
ex h u sb an d 's  em p loym en t (actually he  d id n 't  have  any), the  sex 
of h e r ch ild ren  a n d  every th ing  else I could  th in k  of, a n d  signed  
the  piece ''A n o n y m o u s ,'' th e  day  after the  m agazine  ap p eared  
m y friend  w ired  m e from  N ew  York w h ere  sh e 'd  gone to seek 
h e r fortune: " I 'm  n ever going  to  tell y o u  an y th in g  again  as long  
as I live ."  (She has.)

The ed ito rs loved  the  n ew  "con fession"  so m uch  th a t several 
m o n th s  later th ey  w ere  a t m e again , th is tim e w ith  a req u es t to 
w rite " I 'm  Sorry I G ot M y D ivorce." This tim e I in v en te d  from  
scratch a sto ry  abou t a w o m an  for w h o m  divorce p ro v ed  n o t to 
be the  solution. Both articles w ere  en thusiastica lly  received  an d  
p ro m p ted  m any  le tters  from  readers. O f the  m an y  se n t on  to 
m e, one read  som eth ing  like this: "M y dear: do  n o t be so rry  for 
one m inu te  you  go t y o u r divorce. Just be g lad  you  are  rid  of the  
sk u n k ."

The m agaz ine 's  next req u es t w as for a sto ry  to be called "I 
N eglected  M y P a ren ts"  a n d  w as su p p o se d  to  be w ritten  from  a 
m ale v iew poin t. For th is I in te rv iew ed  n o  one, sim ply  concoct­
ing the  tale of a too success-orien ted  b u s in essm an  w h o  could  
never find  the  tim e to  visit h is po o r o ld  m o th e r a n d  fa th e r— 
until it w as too late. I w as later to ld  th a t th e  d ay  th e  m an u scrip t 
arrived  in  the  ed ito r 's  office there  w a s n 't  a d ry  eye in  the  place.

Articles such  as these, a n d  sim ilar a ssignm en ts , d e m a n d e d  
im aginative ra th e r th a n  rep o rtin g  skills a n d  p ro v ed  to  be a 
usefu l tran sition  to  the  y o u n g  a d u lt novels I beg an  w riting  in  
the  early  1960s w h e n  the  m arke t for sh o rt stories a n d  articles 
began  to dw ind le .

In sp ired  in  p a rt by  m y d a u g h te rs ' rem arks ab o u t the  " g u m ­
d ro p "  novels of their h igh  school years, w h ich  invariably  
en d ed  w h e n  the  yo u n g  hero ine  cap tu red  the  boy  of h e r 
dream s, I w a n te d  to w rite  ab o u t real k ids in  real life situations. 
This I accom plished  w ith  Drop Out. P ub lished  in  1963 a n d  in  
p rin t in  h a rd  cover a n d  paperback  ed itions for m ore  th a n  20 
years, th is book  is o ften  cited as the  tu rn in g  p o in t b e tw een  the  
"g u m d ro p "  a n d  the  "an y th in g  g oes"  of to d ay 's  novels for the  
adolescent.
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But ev en  w ith  the  success of Drop Out a n d  o th er novels tha t 
succeeded  it, I soon  lea rn ed  th a t in  the  eyes of m ost people, 
sw itch ing  from  a d u lt to juven ile  w riting  w as a defin ite  step 
down, a n d  th a t a certain  a m o u n t of condescension  is likely to be 
found . In  fact, after a g lance at m y  w h ite  locks a n d  a g uarded  
inqu iry  as to  w h e th e r  I am  " still w ritin g ,"  acquain tances are 
likely to  tell m e: “ You k now , m y d a u g h te r (or niece, or 
g ran d d au g h te r)  ju s t h a p p e n e d  to  have  one of yo u r books lying 
a ro u n d  a n d  o u t of curiosity  I read  it. I really  en joyed  it. In  fact, 
I c o u ld n 't p u t  it dow n!"

In  such  cases, I keep  m y peace b u t am  often  tem p ted  to 
rep ly , "O f course , a n d  w h y  not? I t's  good! W hy sh o u ld n 't I — 
I, w h o  have  b een  w id o w ed , d ivorced , rem arried , neg lected  m y 
p a ren ts , b een  a n e w sp a p e rm a n  a n d  G od know s w h a t e lse— 
w h y  s h o u ld n 't  I be able to  w rite  an  in te restin g  novel about 
a lm ost a n y th in g —an d  certain ly  w rite  one abou t kids w ith

A selection of books by Jeannette Eyerly. In addition to many books, the 
University Libraries also have manuscripts of the author.
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w hom  in  one w ay  or an o th e r, I 've  sp e n t th e  b es t years  of m y 
life?"

A ch ild ren 's  book  sh o u ld  be as good  or be tte r, its characters 
as believable a n d  as carefully  p lo tted  a n d  w ritten , as an y  of its 
adu lt coun terparts. If it does all of these  th in g s w ell, it w ill have  
a h ap p ie r a n d  longer life an d  exert g rea ter in fluence th a n  m any  
ad u lt novels. C ertain ly , few  ch ild ren 's  books are  to  be fo u n d  in  
rem ainder catalogs.

Still, in  the  m in d s of m an y  p eop le  the  category  of "w ritin g  
for ch ild ren"  rem ains pejorative. O n  the  average of once a 
m on th , som eone asks m e w h e n  I am  going  to  w rite  an  " a d u lt"  
n o v e l—as if som e special va lue  accrues to  a book  because  it is 
w ritten  for adu lts. Som e peop le  ev en  go a s tep  farther a n d  say, 
"H o w  do  you  go about w riting  for ch ild ren?"

To such  a q uestion  I reply: The sam e w ay  one w rites  for 
adu lts, because the  sam e ru les app ly . A  book  is e ither w ell 
w ritten  or poorly  w ritten . It is e ither in te restin g  o r boring . 
C hild ren  care n o th in g  abou t best-seller lists, aw ards, a n d  book 
review s. They k now  w h a t th ey  like a n d  th ey  read  it, n o t only  
once b u t half a d o zen  tim es o r m ore. W h en  th ey  o u tg ro w  one 
type of book, th ey  m ove b ey o n d  it. I rem em b er one  of m y 
d au g h te rs  w h o , in  abou t th ird  g rade , asked  for a n d  go t for 
C hristm as, all th e  Bobbsey T w ins books h e r  fa the r could  find. 
She tackled the  n ew  stack of books w ith  gusto , on ly  to  ask  a 
few  days later in  a g loom y tone , "W h y  does F ather Bobbsey 
alw ays laugh  'H a , ha , ha? ' "

O ur concern  today , how ever, is n o t th e  read in g  of m ediocre 
literatu re  b u t the  possib le rep lacem en t of any read in g  by 
electronic m eans. W e m arvel a t the  early  read ers  in  p a s t 
cen turies w h o  abso rbed  m ore books as ch ild ren  th a n  m any  
adu lts  today  do  in  a lifetim e. By the  age of th ree , Sam uel 
Johnson  w as read in g  the  m easu red  cadences of The Book of 
Common Prayer, a n d  Jon a th an  Sw ift w as read in g  the  Bible. Lord 
Byron read  th e  classics in  the  orig inal from  the  age of five, an d  
it is said  th a t T hom as B abington M acau lay 's  g rea tes t p leasu res 
as a sm all boy  w ere  to  read  an d  ea t b read  a n d  b u tte r  in  fro n t of 
an  o p en  fire, a fte rw ards explain ing  w h a t he  h a d  read  to  h is 
nurse . T h ro u g h o u t h is life he  w as se ldom  seen  w ith o u t a book, 
an d  he  d ied  in  h is library, an  o p e n  book  in  h is h an d s .
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I have  a friend  w h o  is n o  M acaulay b u t she, to m y know l­
edge , h as  n ev er w a sh e d  a d ish , p ee led  a po tato , iro n ed  a shirt, 
o r taken  a b a th  w ith o u t a w a te r-sp o tted , w ell-loved paperback  
book p ro p p e d  o p en  before her.

It h as  been  said  th a t lea rn ing  to read  is one  of the  m ost 
com plex tasks th a t a h u m an  be ing  accom plishes in  his or her 
lifetim e, a n d  the  am azing  th in g  is n o t th a t so few  peop le  fail b u t 
th a t so m any  succeed. O f course, n o t everyone w h o  can, does. 
I am  inclined  to th in k  th a t w e library lovers are bo rn  w ith  the 
love of read ing , m uch  as som e ch ild ren  are bo rn  w ith  perfect 
p itch  or th e  ability to  d raw  or sing. Such readers will find 
so m eth in g  to read  w h erev er th ey  are.

T hey will read  the  type  on  cereal boxes, notices tacked on 
w alls an d  lam p  p osts , m essages on  b illboards, an d  the  m inia­
tu re  in fo rm ation  leaflet w ra p p e d  a ro u n d  a bottle  of aspirin . I 
have  seen  b o rn  read ers  w ith  their h ead s  inside a kitchen 
cu p b o ard  read in g  o ld  n ew sp a p e rs  fo lded  to  cover the  shelves, 
or scrap ing  coffee g ro u n d s  off a n e w sp a p e r they  are w rapp ing  
garbage in, to  read  a sto ry  th ey  h a d  m issed.

M y favorite read in g  sto ry  is abou t four-year-o ld  M ichael w ho  
tried  to  clim b inside a large p ictu re  book. H e o p en ed  it to his 
favorite  page , sp read  it o p en  on  the  floor, an d  s tep p ed  in. 
W hen  n o th in g  h a p p e n ed , he  cried in  bew ilderm ent.

Y oung M ichael m ay  have been  the  first p e rso n  w ho  physi­
cally tried  to  get " in s id e"  a book. But he  is n o t the  first person  
w h o , after a coup le  of good  " tr ie s ,"  failed to get p as t the first 
d o zen  o r so pages. In  o th e r w ords, there  are  som e books each 
of u s  w o u ld  n o t read  on  a bet, n o t because it's  n o t a good  book 
b u t because  it 's  n o t o u r k ind  of book.

I t 's  been  said  th a t H en ry  Jam es co u ld n 't fin ish  Crime and 
Punishment, a n d  th a t C harles Lam b co u ld n 't get th ro u g h  Gib­
b o n 's  Decline and Fall of the Roman Empire. Barbara T uchm an 
adm its  she  th in k s G eorge E liot's Middlemarch is "a  fem ale M oby 
D ick ." H aro ld  Ross, New Yorker's w o n d e r boy, once rem arked  
th a t m any  readers  c o u ld n 't say  quickly w h e th e r  M oby Dick is 
the  cap ta in  o r the  w hale.

All of u s  have  o u r ow n  specia lty—the  k in d  of book w e like 
best: h isto ry , m ystery , b iog raphy , fiction, travel, science- 
fiction, w hatever. W e k n o w  o u r libraries inside  out. W e know
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w here  to find  o u r favorite ou t-o f-tow n  n e w sp a p e r, the  financial 
poop  sheets, the  b o u n d  copies of Popular Mechanics or of 
m agazines th a t have ceased  publication . W e are n o t like the  
m an  in  the  art m u seu m  w h o  said  to h is friend , "I d o n 't  k now  
w h a t I like, b u t I k now  w h a t 's  a rt."

W e learn  how  to spo t o th ers  in  the  lib rary  w h o  have  in te rests  
like o u r ow n  . . .  a gen tle  com radery  sim ilar to  th a t fo u n d  
am ong  gardeners. R ecently  I w as in  th e  m yste ry  section of m y 
neighbo rhood  library  a n d  w as g ro u sin g  because  I c o u ld n 't find  
the book I w as looking  for. A  m ajorfu l-looking  w o m an  carry ing  
a sho p p in g  bag  full of books m arched  u p  to  m e a n d  th ru s t a 
book in  m y h an d . "T ry  th is one by  C lifton-B addely. Y ou'll like 
it."  She w as w atch ing  m e, so I th o u g h t I 'd  b e tte r  take it. A n d  
do you  know ? A m ong  several o th er books I selected , I liked 
hers  best.

In  Law rence, K ansas, w h e re  m y  y o u n g e r d a u g h te r  Susan  
once lived, there  is a g ro u p  of faculty  w ives w h o  call th em ­
selves "T he T ro llop ians."  For over 50 years, w ith  on ly  m inor 
changes in  m em bersh ip  caused  by  m em bers m ov ing  aw ay  or 
dying, these  w om en  have  as a g ro u p  read  n o th in g  b u t the  
w orks of the  n in e teen th -cen tu ry  E nglish  novelist A n th o n y  
Trollope. W hen  th ey  com e to the  e n d  of h is w orks, th ey  s ta rt in  
at the  beg inning . If I lived there , I w o u ld  be a Trollopian.

A lot of peop le  w orry  ab o u t o u r libraries. W hile m any  
long-tim e library  u sers  bew ail the  loss of th e  card  catalog, som e 
library scientists have  m ore p ro fo u n d  fears. T hey w o rry  th a t as 
com puters  an d  "p re se rv a tio n  w ith o u t p a p e r"  take over, books 
a n d  libraries will becom e obsolete. But peop le  have  been  
w orry ing  abou t th a t since G u ten b erg  m ade  scriveners obsolete. 
I 'm  n o t one of the  w orriers. Books a n d  libraries have  been  
a ro u n d  too long  for that. In  1853 a lib rary  d a tin g  back p e rh a p s  
tw o th o u sa n d  years before C h rist w as u n co v ered  a t N inevah . 
Tablets of clay covered  w ith  cuneifo rm  characters are estim ated  
to contain  som e 10,000 d istinct w orks a n d  d ocum en ts . U n d er 
the  son  of P to lem y I, the  lib rary  a t A lexandria  w as n o t only  the  
in tellectual cen te r of H ellenistic cu ltu re  b u t g rew  so large it 
overflow ed in to  a n o th e r bu ild ing .

M odern  library  m eth o d s, w h ich  beg an  w ith  the  Rule of St. 
Benedict early  in  the  sixth cen tu ry , c o n tin u ed  w ith  tw o  o th er
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o rd ers  of m onks, the  C arth u sian s  a n d  the  C istercians. They had  
a system  of in terlib rary  loans! The C luniacs h a d  an  annual 
stocktak ing , a n d  by  the  en d  of the  e leven th  cen tu ry  som e 
B enedictine h o u ses  h a d  separa te  reference a n d  len d in g  divi­
sions. Som e books w ere  k e p t in  the  treasu ry , w hile o thers  w ere 
cha ined  to  a ho rizon ta l bar. A t o u r library  w e d o n 't  go th a t far, 
b u t  w e do  keep  the  e le p h an t ed ition  of A u d u b o n 's  Birds of 
America u n d e r  glass. (O nce a w eek , a librarian  tu rn s  a page.)

Personally , I th in k  th a t electronic devices will su p p lem en t 
b u t n ev er en tire ly  rep lace the  b o o k —th a t w onderfu l device 
k n o w n  as “ Built-in, O rderly , O rgan ized  K now ledge ."  BOOK 
h as n o  w ires n o r  electrical circuits to  b reak  dow n . It is m ade 
en tire ly  w ith o u t m echanical p a rts  a n d  n eed s  no  b u tto n s  
p re sse d  to opera te . It can  be taken  on  th e  bus, to  the  docto r's  
office, o n  a w ilderness  h ike, a n d  to bed .

A ltogether, " Built-in, O rderly , O rgan ized  K now ledge" 
seem s to  have  a g rea t m any  advan tages  w ith  no  draw backs. So 
I th in k  it is safe to  p red ic t w e will n o t only  alw ays have  books 
b u t libraries to  keep  th em  in —at least as long  as libraries have 
a lot of FRIENDS.

 
http://ir.uiowa.edu/bai/vol48/iss1




