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The Early Years

Eau Claire is situated at the confluence of 
the Chippewa and Eau Claire Rivers amid 
the rolling hills of West Central Wisconsin. 
In large part due to its proximity to these 
rivers, this “Sawdust City” thrived along 
with the lumber industry in the nineteenth 
century. Millions of logs made their way 
down the rivers and through the mills 
of Eau Claire on their way to becoming 
furniture, building materials and paper. 
With such strong connections to paper 
and its related industries, it is not at all 
surprising that books and libraries have 
long been a part of the city’s history.

As early as 1858, a few women of the 
fledgling settlement organized an informal 
library collection by buying a few books 
and accepting donations for a few others. 
These books were passed around from 
house to house and then discussed at 
weekly meetings that also rotated from 
one home to another. The more pressing 
matters of planting crops and building a 

city intervened as spring arrived and the 
group was abandoned.
 
A second attempt at a private, circulating 
library was made a few years later. Twenty-
five members each contributed one dollar 
for the purchase of books. With no 
librarian and no permanent home for the 
books, this organization soon dissolved. 
Other attempts at small, neighborhood 
libraries were similarly short-lived and 
unsuccessful.

Twelve years before the city was 
incorporated, and three years after its first 
two newspapers debuted, the first Eau 
Claire Library Association was formed. 
The private association included Dr. 
David H. Ketchum, president; Nelson 
Wilcox, vice-president; Charles Howard, 
secretary; and H.C. Putnam, librarian. 
The Board of Trustees included Thomas 
Barland, T. Tinker and R. Russell. The 
city’s first library opened in 1860 and 
was housed in a case kept in the Mahler 
and Putnam store on Eau Claire Street. It 

was open only on Tuesdays and 
Saturdays. Membership cost 
fifty cents or the donation of 
a book of equal value. Patrons 
were charged five cents for 
checking out a book for a two-
week period, with a ten-cent 
fine for each additional week.  

This first library contained 
no fiction or works of humor; 
reading was a serious business 
then and fiction was considered 
a frivolous diversion. The 
austere tomes found in the 
library case included: Museum 

of Literature and Science, Survey of Railroad 
to the Pacific, The World We Live In, The 
Constitution of Man, The Great West, 
Wonders of History, Scientific Agriculture, 
Conflicts of the Ages, The Philosophy of 
Living and four volumes of Patent Office 
Reports. The biography shelf held books 
on Napoleon, Oliver Cromwell and 
Patrick Henry. There were also many 
religiously-themed works such as Practical 

Piety, The Religion of Geology, A History 
of the Devil and Marsh’s Ecclesiastical 
History. Other books covered such diverse 
and useful topics as travel, courtship and 
matrimony, history and poetry. The most 
expensive of these volumes cost $2.50, 
but most were less than a dollar.

In 1861, Charles Howard resigned as 
secretary of the library association and was 
replaced by William Newton. The library 

Clearwater
The term “eau claire” is French for 
“clear water,” a holdover from the 
area’s fur trading days in the 17th 
and 18th centuries, when French 
voyageurs plied the waters of the 
Chippewa River. In fact, the English 
form, “Clearwater,” was used to 
describe both the smaller of the 
two rivers and the settlement on 
the confluence of the rivers as late 
as the early 1850s. The township of 
Clearwater was a part of Chippewa 
County until 1856, when it was set 
apart as Eau Claire County. About 
this time, the names for the village 
and river also came into common 
usage as “Eau Claire.”

Logging in the Chippewa Valley
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moved to Newton’s Building, four doors 
south of the city’s first post office, and was 
renamed Newton’s Reading Room. Der 
Herold of March 15, 1862 announced “a 
meeting, March 17, to consider a reading 
room in [the] school house.” In 1869, an 
association was formed to procure lectures 
for the winter months “from the proceeds 
of which a library will be started.” These 
materialized and brought to Eau Claire 
such luminaries as Booker T. Washington, 

Newell Dwight Hills, Rabbi Hirsch and 
George Kennan. The highlight of 1870 
was a dramatic entertainment by Julia 
Graham. 

By the time Eau Claire was officially 
incorporated as a city in 1872, the 
reading room held 160 books. Also 
that year, the Wisconsin Legislature 
authorized cities and villages to establish 
and support free public libraries. In 1874, 
the library association was revived under 
the leadership of E.B. Leland, O.H. 

Ingram and other prominent citizens, 
including T. E. Randall, George B. Shaw 
and Frank McDonough. In late February 
of that year, letters to the Eau Claire Free 
Press supported the idea of a real library 
for the city. One mechanic wrote that a 
library would improve his “character and 
intellect” and benefit laborers. At the 
other end of the social scale, Eau Claire 
Lumber Company president Joseph G. 
Thorp wrote from France to endorse the 

idea, asserting that a library was “more 
desirable for a town and the good of 
the people than the various ‘clubs’ 
which are perhaps more fashionable.”

In 1875, Mrs. Jane Balcom Putnam, 
wife of lumber baron Henry C. 
Putnam, organized a group of women 
to raise $140 for a new reading room 
and to petition for additional funds 
from the City Council. On May 5, 
Mrs. Putnam and other city women, 
including the mayor’s daughter and 
the wife of the owner of the Free 
Press, interrupted a City Council 
meeting to plead their case. While 
the exclusively male members of the 

City Council were no doubt surprised at 
having their domain thus invaded, the Free 
Press reported, “it was astonishing how 
nice business was dispatched while the 
ladies were there. The Councilmen were 
just as courteous as French gentlemen.” 
Putnam and her companions asked for 
funds for a room, heat, light, books and a 
library attendant’s salary. The request was 
granted, and on June 2, 1875, the City 
Council approved an additional property 
tax to support the project. 
Seventeen days later, on the evening of 
Saturday, June 19, 1875, the Library Board 

appointed by Mayor George A. Buffington 
held its first meeting. Members included 
H.C. Howland as president, J.F. Dudley 
as vice president, and Francis William 
Woodward, a businessman with ties to 
the lumber industry who also established 
the city’s first bank, as secretary. Mrs. 
Putnam and the other ladies raised $175 
for the new library, gathered donations 
of books from the community and also 
gathered the books left over from previous 
libraries.

The Putnam Building

Space at the rear of the post office in the 
Putnam Building on South River Street 
(now Graham Avenue) was rented for 
$300 per year, and Edna C. Sears was 
hired as the first librarian at a salary of 
$30 per month “to keep the books and be 
on hand from 1-9 every day in the week.” 
However, no books were charged out on 
Sundays. The yearly budget for books 
totaled $1,000, with the addition of 
whatever donations the public provided. 

The Value of a Dollar 
In 1871, the average daily wage of a 
skilled laborer in the United States 
was $2.58. How far did that go? The 
cost of a man’s muslin shirt at the 
time was about $1.00, a woman’s hat, 
$2.50. A large box of laundry soap 
cost ten cents; coffee was priced at 
four pounds for $1.00, and sugar six 
pounds for $1.00. A sewing machine 
cost as much as $40.00 and a night’s 
stay in a hotel, $2.00. 

The First Library on Display
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Patrons were only allowed to check out 
one book at a time with a $3 deposit 
and a signature. The grand opening of 
the Eau Claire Public Library was held 
on October 26, 1875. A large crowd 
attended, despite the wintry weather, to 
see the opening of only the fourth public 
library in Wisconsin. 

Not everyone was happy with the 
development of a single, central library. 
The writer of a letter in the October 21, 
1875 Eau Claire Free Press despaired of 
the divisive influence of the Chippewa 
River, which made people desire free 
reading rooms on both sides. The writer 
urged everyone to think of the new library 
behind the post office as “yours, mine 
[and] ours. Let us work for it, and feel as 
proud of it as we do of our babies, sewing 

machines and fast horses.” The letter 
concluded by urging citizens to donate 
books, art and other supplies to the new 
library.

The new library thrived, and just six years 

later it boasted 2,060 books. The next 
year, the library staff increased to two, 
adding Jessie Hoyt as assistant librarian. 
Hoyt went on to work for eleven years 
without a vacation, a testament both to 
her loyalty and to the popularity of the 
library. She would later replace Edna 
Sears as librarian when the latter retired 
in 1890. 

Too Much Fiction

Controversy enveloped the Library Board 
in January 1876 as it considered adding 
fiction to the collection for the first 
time. The editor of the Eau Claire News 
argued that the Library Board should 
concern itself with raising the cultural 

level of the public without becoming 
a group of “schoolmasters.” Some 
novels, after all, were good and 
would be beneficial to read. The 
Library Board, however, voted not 
to include fiction in the next book 
order. They opted to exclude many 
good works rather than risk opening 
the door “to a promiscuous flood” of 
fiction. The board later ordered a very 
small, select group of novels for the 
collection to avoid public ridicule. 
The public, indeed, did its part to 
rectify the oversight by donating 
many fictional works from the pens 
of Charles Dickens, Louisa May 

Alcott and other great writers. By 1880, 
413 of the library’s 1,947 volumes were 
works of fiction. Other popular areas were 
children’s books, biography, literature and 
history.

In the late 1880s, the majority of the 
library’s patrons were laborers who could 
not afford to purchase books. The six 
copies of Uncle Tom’s Cabin were the most 
popular books in 1889. In the minds of 
some, the questionable nature of fiction 
still remained an issue in 1897. The 
Eau Claire Daily Leader reported that a 
former City Council member wanted 
the library to get rid of its novels, which 
were “as injurious as whisky to the rising 
generation.” About seventy percent of 
the library’s eight thousand books were 
fiction, a proportion the Eau Claire Daily 
Telegram acknowledged as undesirable. In 
1899, when the library allowed patrons to 
check out two books at a time instead of 
only one, rules stipulated that only one of 
the two could be a work of fiction.

Sawdust City
Eau Claire was truly a “sawdust 
city” during the 1870s and 1880s, 
the heyday of lumbering in the 
Chippewa Valley. At one time, Eau 
Claire had the largest number of 
working sawmills in the world. 
More that one hundred million logs 
floated down the Chippewa River in 
peak years. Eau Claire grew from less 
than 10,000 residents to more than 
26,000 during the 1880s.  But by 
the end of the nineteenth century, 
the white pine was depleted and 
most of the mills closed. Yet Eau 
Claire continued to grow as it began 
to change from a lumbering town 
to a manufacturing and commercial 
center for the region. 

Putnam Building
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A letter to the editor in late 1897 from an 
“Ex-Alderman” urged the library to save 
money and regain respect by pulling all 
its novels off the shelves and selling them. 
Let a private business provide novels for 
rent or sale, he argued, but use taxpayers’ 
money for more worthy causes. “Now, I 
say, let people who are stuck on novels 
buy their novels. They can buy all they 
want for ten cents each.” 

William J. Starr, president of the 
library’s Board of Directors, wrote to the  
newspaper editor in March 1897 urging 
people to donate books and old magazines 
to the library. A messenger would even 
come to pick up the items and bring 
them to the library. “In recent years,” 
Starr wrote, “the magazine has become an 
important source of knowledge, and its 
importance is increasing yearly.” 

From 1876 to 1880, the city funds available 
to the library dropped from $2,000 to 
$1,000; by 1891 that figure was down to 
a paltry $100 per year. In 1882, the total 
fines collected amounted to $19.18. The 
library was the most poorly funded of any 
in the state in cities the size of Eau Claire. 
Under such confining circumstances, the 
library faced possible closure.

The Ingram Building

Things improved in 1894, and in April 
a $3,000 appropriation from the City 
Council enabled the library to purchase 
new furnishings and move to more 
spacious quarters in the new Ingram 
Building on the corner of Grand 
and Farwell. Lumber magnate Orrin 
H. Ingram, who joined the Library 
Board the next year, provided the 
new location rent-free. Another new 
member was Jane Balcom Putnam, 
wife of Henry C. Putnam, who was 
appointed by Mayor Henry L. Day as 
the first woman on the Board.

At this time, Louise Sutermeister 
took over for librarian Jessie Hoyt. 
Sutermeister left Eau Claire to marry 
and move to Kansas City two years 
later. Ellen D. Biscoe, originally 
from Massachusetts, was Sutermeister’s 
successor. Biscoe had left her job as a 
cataloger for the Buffalo Historical Society 
in New York to come to Eau Claire.  She 
would serve as librarian here until 1905. 
Jessie Hoyt, Mary Coffin and Lillian 
Radenslieben, who was the children’s 
librarian, assisted Biscoe. 

By 1896, maintenance costs for the library 
were about $4,500 and there were 14,370 
volumes in the collection. About one third 
of these were fiction, along with 1,100 
biographies and 1,200 history books. The 
children’s room contained 2,000 volumes. 
The number of registered borrowers more 
than doubled between 1895 and 1896, 
annual circulation increased by over five 
thousand volumes, and over a thousand 
new books were added to the collection. 

With such demand on its services, the 
library began a cataloging project for the 
ease of customers and librarians alike. 
Some preferred a catalog in booklet form 
for patrons to take home and browse at 
their leisure, but such a format was both 

expensive and quickly outdated. To prepare 
for the card catalog, staff began adding 
labels and pockets to books, stamping 
and classifying them. The section of the 
catalog organized by authors’ names was 
the first completed, followed by records 
divided by subjects. By 1897, the catalog 
contained information on 4,370 volumes 

Bestsellers 
Despite the controversy that brewed 
over fiction in libraries, fiction has 
always been popular with readers. 
The 1891 passage of the International 
Copyright Law benefited publishers 
and authors alike and led to the 
first appearance of bestseller lists in 
1895. Rural free delivery of mail 
also was established in this year 
and helped with the marketing of 
goods, including books. America’s 
favorite reading in the 1890s was 
historical fiction. Bestsellers at this 
time included: The Prisoner of Zenda 
by Anthony Hope, The Red Badge of 
Courage by Stephen Crane and Quo 
Vadis by Henryk Sienkiewicz.

Ingram Building
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on over 12,000 cards. The remaining 
1,300 books were added in 1898.

The year 1897 was a time marked by new 
circulation records. Over 4,000 books 
circulated in the last two months of 1896, 
and over 5,000 in January 1897. These 
figures are even more impressive when one 
considers that the entire library’s collection 
was only about 15,000 volumes. 
 
In February 1897, an Eau Claire chapter 
of the Library League was formed. Three 
hundred children visited the library to 
sign a pledge promising to “do all in our 
power to assist in keeping the books in 
good condition” and to “step lightly and 
whisper as little as possible” in the library. 
Librarian Ellen Biscoe said that “hereafter 
children coming after books with dirty 
hands would be refused them.”

The City Council hit another budgetary 
snag in 1897 and could not agree on 
an appropriation for the library. One 
alderman called the library a luxury, 
while the editor of the Eau Claire Weekly 
Telegram termed it “an influence for 
enlightenment and right living, especially 
for the working man.” Alderman Herman 
C. Schlegelmilch observed that too many 
children were wearing glasses, blaming 
this trend on reading too much, and 
urged a smaller appropriation. 

Contrary to this theory, Professor M.S. 
Frawley, principal of Eau Claire’s high 
school, wrote in February 1896, “From 
my experience in school work, I am able 
to testify that those who make use of the 
library are among the best students. They 
are brighter, more teachable, and come 

to their work with a love of study which 
the text-book alone would be unable to 
inspire.”

On a more practical note, the Educational 
Department of the Eau Claire Leader 
newspaper urged parents to take their 
children to the library to “gradually wean 
them from the pernicious practice of 
devoting the whole of their after school 
leisure to inscribing the pavements with 
unholy diagrams of hop-scotch, bursting 
the tympanum of the public ear with 
diabolical horns and other kindred 
amusement.”

At last, in early November, the council 
agreed to set aside $3,000 for the 
library, a sum that satisfied the Eau 
Claire Weekly Free Press. The paper 
declared, “Eau Claire is a literary 
center and the loss of the public library 
would have been a calamity to the 
municipality.” Regardless of the debate 
echoing in City Hall, the people of Eau 
Claire continued to make the most of 
their library. Circulation increased over 
twenty percent from 1896 to 1897, 
with nearly 10,000 more volumes being 
checked out. The public’s esteem for 
the library was evident in that only four 
books were lost or stolen in 1896, despite 
the fact that patrons of all ages were given 
free access to the stacks.

Reduced funding and increased demand 
put such a strain on the library that it 
was forced to close during the morning 
hours for most of 1898 and eliminate one 
assistant position. Despite the reduced 
operating hours, circulation increased 
by over 3,000 volumes, and the staffing 

cut provided enough funds to purchase 
a small number of new books that could 
not have been afforded otherwise. Local 
newspapers helped by regularly sending 
issues to the library of the Free Press, 
Gazette, Leader, Reform and Telegram.

One low-cost yet significant development 
in 1898 was the reorganization of one 
corner of the reading room with low 
shelves for children’s books, a table and 
small chairs. This “children’s corner” was 
immediately a popular feature, the modest 
beginning of a long tradition of children’s 
services at the Eau Claire library.

Funds provided by the city increased 
somewhat in 1899, but this welcome 
addition was a temporary reprieve. The 
library was swiftly becoming a victim 
of its own success. Conditions were 
crowded, shelf space at a premium, air 
circulation poor, and some patrons were 
“forced into corners where the light 
[was] trying to the eyes.” Old stacks were 
lengthened and one new one was added 
in 1900, but more action was needed. 
Even as adult visitors struggled to find 

Ingram Building interior
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adequate space, the children’s corner was 
a noisy, cluttered distraction, and many 
expressed the need for a separate room for 
the youngest patrons. Circulation figures 
were higher than ever; the single busiest 
day was February 17, 1900, when 523 
books were checked out.

If conditions in the library itself were 
becoming inconvenient, the experiences 
of the books while in the hands of patrons 
were, at times, downright hazardous. 
Librarian Ellen D. Biscoe wrote in the Eau 
Claire Telegram on November 16, 1901 
on the “Care of Books.” She lamented 
how adults dog-ear pages, children 
scribble, and dogs chew. “It is with a 

feeling of delicacy,” Biscoe wrote, “that we 
refer to books which bear strong evidence 
of having been read with hands unclean, 
or of having been on the kitchen-table in 
close fellowship with the syrup-jug, or 
of having been dropped into the mud of 
some unpaved street, yet these disasters 
do occur and we would urge more care 
on the part of the offenders.” Biscoe 
concluded by reminding readers that 
library books were public property and 
“individual readers have no more right to 
deface or tear public library books than 

they have to enter a private house and 
commit the same offense.” 

In an attempt to alleviate the crowded 
conditions, two small branch libraries were 
opened in 1901 using cases provided by 
the Wisconsin Free Library Commission. 
Miss Lydia Newton operated one of these 
branches from her home in the Fourth 
Ward, also known as “Shawtown.” The 
other branch was housed on shelves in 
Mr. Lee’s drugstore, in the Ninth Ward, 
at the corner of Madison and Bellinger 
Streets. The next year, Miss Anna Gillies 
ran the Fourth Ward branch. The Ninth 
Ward branch in the drugstore became so 
active that its 300 books were moved into 

a room at the Second Congregational 
Church. Circulation at this branch 
was an average of sixty volumes a 
week. In 1903, the 129 volumes of 
the Shawtown library were located 
in the Fourth Ward School, and the 
thriving Ninth Ward location held 
1,907 volumes. In its 1902 annual 
report, the library noted that its 
operations were “somewhat hindered 
by the prevalence of small-pox and 
other contagious diseases, which 

necessitated the fumigation and closing 
of the library at different times.” The two 
most significant closures lasted four weeks 
and one week.

Crowding in one of the library’s large 
reading rooms had become an annoyance 
for all concerned, especially during the 
winter months, and made the provision for 
a separate children’s room an imperative. 
According to the newspaper, “the noise 
and scuffling made by the youngsters had 
become intolerable.” The City Council 

granted money to cover the additional 
expense of a separate children’s room. A 
small room—a former public restroom—
across the street from the main library was 
rented, opening in October 1901. The 
room was not ideal, but the best to be had 
for the money. The difficulty in heating 
the room was an obstacle to its success 
in the winter months. The separation 
was complicated, inconvenient and 
uncomfortable, and children’s materials 
were moved back to the main library. 

In 1903, the children’s room contained 
two thousand volumes. An article in 
the Telegram from March 28 painted a 
pleasant picture of the arrangement. “And 
how the little folks do enjoy their room,” 
noted the writer. “It is especially fitted 
up for them, small tables and chairs are 
arranged for their comfort and the walls 
are decorated and adorned with pictures 
of the birds and flowers and other subjects 
in harmony with their school work.” The 
failed experiment of moving the children’s 
room was just one symptom of a growing 
problem: Eau Claire had outgrown its 
current library arrangements and an 
entirely new building seemed to many to 
be the only viable solution.

The Carnegie Building

In October 1901, Library Board president 
W.J. Starr wrote to Andrew Carnegie to 
describe Eau Claire and its need for a real 
library. Carnegie had recently become the 
richest man in the world, following the 
sale of his steel company to J.P. Morgan. 
Millions of dollars from his pocket were 

Ingram Building block
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used for philanthropic purposes, especially 
for public libraries.

In early 1902, the Library Board applied 
to the Carnegie Foundation for a grant to 
build a library in Eau Claire. The Carnegie 
Foundation agreed to provide $40,000 
for a library under the condition that a 
suitable site for construction was selected 
and that $4,000 a year was promised 
for maintenance of the facility. The 
maintenance fee was quickly provided, 
but the building site was more difficult 
to come by. Controversy flared between 
those who favored the west side and those 
who favored the east.

A letter to the Eau Claire Leader on April 
28, 1902, signed “Common Sense,” said 
that the new library should be built on 
the side of the river nearest to the main 
business area. The writer complained 
that it was already a nuisance to have the 
courthouse on the west side because the 

lawyers had to cross the river to get there 
from their offices. Another letter added, 
“I venture to say there are hundreds living 
on the East side of the Chippewa River 
that do not cross to the West side once a 
month.” 

The same day, H.C. Putnam wrote that 
the library should be located where most 
of the people and businesses are, and the 
beauty of the site should not be an issue 
because, after all, people do not come 
to a library to admire the scenery. The 
debate continued two days later, when 
a letter to the Leader argued that the 
library should be built where most of 
the middle class live. “It is ridiculous 
to say that the library should be in the 
business center. How many business 
men go to the library?” On May 2, 
1902, another letter writer suggested 
the corner of Madison and Putnam 
Streets would be an ideal spot for 
the library because it “would greatly 
impress travelers coming into the city 
on the Omaha line.”

Debate raged back and forth, but 
eventually the Library Board decided on a 
site owned by Mr. Hinrichs at the corner 
of Farwell Street and Grand Avenue. 
Two lots, with 158 feet on Farwell 
and 125 feet on Grand Avenue, were 
purchased for $5,000. Some members of 
the City Council, particularly Alderman 
Joseph W. Singleton and the west side 
faction, protested. But they eventually 
conceded rather than lose the Carnegie 
grant. Opponents to the Hinrichs site 
were concerned about noise from a 
manufacturing plant and odor from a 
livery stable, both of which bordered the 

lot in question. But the main issue of 
contention was the price. The land itself 
cost $5,000, but grading and preparing 
the site would cost an additional $2,000, 
putting the total price tag for the site 
above that of others under consideration. 
Eager to see the controversy end and work 
on the library begin, citizens raised the 
additional funds, and at last the matter 
was settled.

In July 1902, city engineer David Kirk 
and his assistants began getting the lot 
graded and staked for excavation. In 
early September, the four houses on the 
property were torn down, although some 
would be rebuilt elsewhere. The Chicago 
architectural firm of Patton & Miller was 
hired for the project. Separate contracts 
were later awarded for specific portions 
of the structure. Hoeppner & Bartlett of 
Eau Claire were responsible for the main 
construction, the Harry C. Knisely Co. 
of Chicago for the roofing and metal, the 
Spear & Hansen Co. of Chicago for the 
heating and ventilation, and W.H. Hobbs 

Carnegie Libraries 
When Andrew Carnegie (1835-
1919) retired from the business 
world, he turned to philanthropy. 
One of Carnegie’s lifelong interests 
was the establishment of free public 
libraries to be available to everyone 
as a means of self-education. He and 
his charitable organizations spent 
over $56 million to build 2,509 
libraries throughout the English-
speaking world. Grant applicants 
were required to fund maintenance 
of the library buildings at annual rate 
of 10% of the original grant.

Carnegie Building construction
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of Eau Claire for the plumbing, sewage 
and gas piping.

On June 16, 1903, at three o’clock in 
the afternoon, the building’s cornerstone 
was laid under the supervision of Library 
Board president William J. Starr. By 
October, the stonework was completed 
and the roof was up—much to the delight 
of several families of sparrows, which 
immediately settled over the portico. 

The Bedford stone used in construction 
cost sixty-five cents a cubic foot and was 
transported from Bedford, Indiana. The 
blue variety of the stone would be used 
for the steps and the lower wall courses, 
while the buff variety would make up the 
rest of the structure. The foundation was 
to be laid in Dunville or Colfax stone.

The new library building’s grand opening 
was held on April 21, 1904. So many 
people attended that a newspaper report 
said that hundreds were not even able 
to get inside. The Library Building 

Committee publicly apologized to the 
Board of Directors and the citizens of Eau 
Claire for going over the initial $40,000 
appropriation by $3.87. 

Librarians Ellen D. Biscoe and Jean 
Hawkins were the caretakers of the 
collection during the construction 
and move to the new facility. The new 
Carnegie library held 15,000 volumes in 
addition to public documents, pamphlets 

and other materials. The Eau 
Claire Leader praised the 
library and predicted that this 
“is probably the last change 
that will be required within 
the memory of anyone now 
living. The Carnegie library 
in this city is larger than the 
public library in Cincinnati, 
which is a city of over one 
half million people. Hence 
we may say that the library 
is not for an age, but for all 
time.” 

In 1903, the members of 
the Library Board were: 

W.J. Starr, president; Joseph Weiss, vice 
president; F.H.L. Cotten, secretary; W.K. 
Coffin, treasurer; and C.A. Bullen, O.H. 
Ingram, M.S. Frawley, C.W. Lockwood 
and Mrs. H.C. Putnam. Due to the 
expense of moving to and furnishing 
the new building (which contained such 
new extravagances as a typewriter), only 
383 new books were purchased in 1904, 
compared to 850 the year before. To make 
up for the shortfall, the son of the late 
Reverend W.H. Lockwood donated 572 
volumes from his father’s estate, plus two 
to three hundred other volumes.

Patrons needed to re-register to use the 
new library and, by the end of June 1904, 
almost 3,000 had done so.  Each patron 
had two cards, one for fiction and one 
for non-fiction. Teachers were allowed a 
third card to use for schoolwork. Books 
could be checked out for two weeks, with 
a renewal option for one more week if 
there were no reserves for the item. The 
fine for overdue books was two cents 
a day. Cards were free to Eau Claire 
residents, while those living outside the 
city paid a dollar a year for access. To 
reserve a book, patrons paid one cent 
to have a postcard mailed to them once 
their book arrived. 

In August, the library had to close for 
a week while the cork carpet under the 
stacks was replaced. It remains unknown 
if this was necessitated by the janitor who 
used twenty-five gallons of skim milk to 
clean the cork carpet, but library records 
indicate $3.00 was spent in March 1904 
for that purpose. Milk cost twelve cents a 
gallon at the time.

After the new building opened in April, 
the Ninth Ward Branch library closed 
until the fall, as Edith Hilts, Julia Smith 
and Kate McFadden were unable to 
provide their services during the summer. 
The branch was open Saturday afternoons 
from November 1904 through May 
1905. Circulation at that location was 
only 332, but children’s storytimes 
were well attended. The collection was 
evaluated in 1906 and found to contain 
many books “so worn as to be unfit for 
circulation.” No funds were available for 
new items, and the Ninth Ward branch 
library was closed. Some of its books 

Carnegie Building workers pose with their work



11

were added to the main collection, but 
most were simply withdrawn. Meanwhile 
the branch in the Fourth Ward School was 
still operating, now under the supervision 
of Principal Hammar.

Jean Hawkins resigned in August of 1905 
after two years at the library, complaining 
that she had “endeavored to carry on the 
work in the best interests of the library but 
I have been hampered by incompetence 
and negligence on the library staff” in her 
letter to the Library Board. The board 

asked Ellen D. Biscoe to return to her 
former position here, but she was now 
settled in New England and did not feel 
quite equal to the “strenuous life” of a 
public librarian. In September 1905, 
Mary A. Smith accepted the position and 
left the public library in Rhinelander to 
come to Eau Claire.

Over a thousand new books were 
purchased for the library in 1907, but 
so many were withdrawn due to wear 
that the net gain was only 308 volumes. 
The purchase of fiction was still an issue 
of debate. Since 1905, patrons had been 

able to check out several fiction books 
on a card, but some still balked at using 
city funds to pay for such material. A 
new system implemented in 1907 eased 
these concerns. New and popular books, 
which might not be viewed as having 
literary merit, were rented out to patrons 
at a small fee. Thus these books paid for 
themselves and contemporary fiction 
titles could be available without imposing 
on the city budget. Opponents of fiction 
were gratified in 1909, when general 
circulation was up thirty-nine percent, 

while fiction circulation decreased 
by thirteen percent.
 
The public library now worked 
with local schools more than ever 
before, and both the Fourth and 
Ninth Ward schools had branch 
libraries. Over 120 teachers used 
cards to check out 990 books and 
1,105 pictures for use in their 
classes in 1907. By 1911, libraries 
had also been established at the 
First Ward School and a school 
in the Ninth Ward. Thus began 

a long tradition of the public library 
working with Eau Claire schools to 
provide students with access to valuable 
educational tools. The partnership would 
last for over half a century.

In the summer of 1907, the library’s 
assembly room was outfitted with “opera 
chairs, a stereopticon lantern” and 
darkened window shades, making it an 
ideal site for meetings and presentations. 
Circulation reached a new high in 1908, 
with 56,200 volumes passing through 
the checkout desk. The public expressed 
its appreciation for the library through 

numerous gifts, including money, books, 
magazines, wood carvings, artwork, a 
lemon tree and other plants, and a “six 
drawer cabinet of beautifully mounted 
butterflies.” 

Books in languages other than English 
continued to be in demand, but there 
had been no funds available for these 
collections since 1902. In 1908, there 
were 101 German books and 125 
Norwegian books in the library, but they 
were getting very worn. The library was 

Higher Education 

The County Training School began 
in Eau Claire in 1908 with the aim 
to train teachers for rural schools. 
There were fifty-six students the first 
year. From that effort grew the Eau 
Claire Normal School, which opened 
in a new building between Putnam 
Park and the Chippewa River in 
September 1916, with 140 girls 
and 18 boys registered for classes. 
Harvey A. Schofield was selected to 
head the school. The Normal School 
eventually became the University of 
Wisconsin—Eau Claire, one of the 
most respected small colleges in the 
Midwest.  In 2006, over seventy-five 
percent of the faculty had Ph.D.s, 
with a 1-to-20 ratio of faculty to 
students. The student body consisted 
of just over 10,000 undergraduate 
and graduate students and, with 
more than 1,100 faculty and staff, 
the university was also one of the 
largest employers in the area. 

Eau Claire Public Library’s new 
Carnegie Building, 1904
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only appropriated thirty-one cents per 
capita for new materials, while thirteen 
other cities in the state of similar size 
averaged forty-two cents per capita in 
1907. This budget deficiency impacted 
more than foreign language books.  Books 
of a technical or practical nature, such as 
mechanical engineering, were as many as 
ten years out of date. 

The City Council appropriated $5,000 
for the public library in 1908, short of 
the $6,500 that had been requested. An 
editorial in the Leader on September 

20, 1908 questioned why there seemed 
to be plenty of money to prosecute and 
incarcerate criminals, but not enough to 
educate people with a proper library, a 
proven crime-reducing measure. Despite 
the financial difficulties, the library 
continued to be a popular destination for 
Eau Claire residents of all ages. Over a 
thousand new registrations were recorded 
in the twelve months ending in June 
1909, while circulation reached nearly 
59,000, the highest to date. There were 

18,600 volumes in the collection at the 
time.

Reading rooms for adults and children 
were both located on the first floor of 
the Carnegie building, as was the office, 
reference area and main stack room. The 
reference section boasted a comprehensive 
collection of encyclopedias, atlases, 
gazetteers, yearbooks and other useful 
volumes. The second floor was home to 
the Eau Claire Woman’s Club meeting 
room and two other small meeting rooms. 
The basement housed a large assembly 

room, public document room 
and various storerooms. The 
library was a depository for 
United States government 
publications, and had recently 
acquired a set of Patent Office 
Reports that proved to be of 
interest to many visitors.

In 1912, Laura Olsen began 
what was to become a thirty-
five-year career as Eau Claire’s 
librarian. In the early 1920s, 
the library provided service 
to the city’s nine elementary 
schools and new senior high 

school. Large, gray wooden boxes locked 
with padlocks were sent to the elementary 
schools with small collections of books 
inside. At first there were only enough 
volumes for each student to choose 
one, but later the Board of Education 
budgeted money for the library to buy 
second copies of the most popular works. 
The boxed collections returned to the 
main library during the summer, where 
they were mended and then redistributed 
to different schools so that each school got 

a fresh selection each year.

The children’s room was the site of 
constant activity, making it popular with 
the younger crowd but a distraction to 
some older patrons. To accommodate the 
latter, the children’s room was closed on 
Sundays in 1910, causing a 31% increase 
in adult attendance those days.

From July 12 to August 13, 1911 the library 
was closed due to a smallpox epidemic. It 
was also closed for three months in 1918 
because of Spanish influenza and for two 

The Spanish Flu Epidemic of 
1918 

While winter in Wisconsin 
usually means snow, ice, and frigid 
temperatures, it is also peak flu 
season. In 1918, the Spanish flu 
brought fear and devastation both 
here in Wisconsin and around the 
world. Between September and 
the end of December 1918, more 
than 8,400 Wisconsin residents 
died of influenza.  Declared by the 
State Board of Health as the most 
“disastrous calamity that has ever 
been visited upon the people of 
Wisconsin,” the Spanish flu had 
swept across America in less than 
seven days, infecting more than 
100,000 people in Wisconsin alone. 
The devastation wrought by the flu 
in just a few short months claimed an 
estimated 50 million lives worldwide 
and remains to this day the most 
destructive disease pandemic in 
history. 

The new library becomes a popular destination
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weeks in 1920 due to a coal shortage. 

Local pastors helped the library put 
together a special shelf of books of interest 
to Christians observing Lent in 1923. 
Some even loaned books from their own 
collections for the library to use for the 
project. The Lenten shelf became a very 
popular feature and was even written up 
in Publisher’s Weekly. The project was 
repeated yearly for decades to come. 

The 1924 annual report bemoaned both 
the financial loss and the moral offense 
at the theft and vandalism of books—
especially since materials tended to 
disappear or lose pages at the times when 
the topics they addressed were being 
covered in school classes. Fiction was 
still considered a second-rate format at 
this time. The library continued to have 
a separate collection of new and popular 
fiction that could be checked out for a 
rental fee. Eventually the books paid for 
themselves and were put into the regular, 
free collection. For example, $156.13 was 
spent on 105 titles in 1924, and, by the 
end of the year, the rental fees collected 
on those volumes totaled $266.67. The 
high circulation of these items, as well 
as other items in the collection, can be 
at least partly attributed to the fact that 
sixty-two percent of the city’s population 
held library cards.

Only a small amount of fiction was added 
to the regular collection in 1924, and even 
the rental collection did not expand much. 
Librarian Laura M. Olsen explained that 
“we feared we might have them on our 
hands when the slight demand for them was 
over.” However, while the library’s budget 

might have provided little for fiction, 
donations made up for the deficiency in 
at least one genre. Mrs. R.W. Owen was a 
great fan of mystery stories, and she and 
her husband donated one hundred such 
novels to the library. These became very 
popular and, because nameplates inside 
the covers easily identified their origins, 
some patrons began to specifically ask for 
“the Owen books.”

Also in high demand were books written in 
Norwegian and German. To meet 
requests by recent immigrants, 
the library borrowed up to its 
limit from the Traveling Library 
Department of the Wisconsin 
Library Commission. Many 
people, especially young men 
from immigrant families, also 
asked for easier books in English 
to help them learn the language. 
For cost reasons, many magazines 
were no longer bound, but kept 
in storage in special cases; when 
patrons requested back issues, 
staff would retrieve them. 
                        
During the summer, book collections were 
sent to the YMCA and Boy Scout and Girl 
Scout camps. The small reference area, 
with four tables and sixteen chairs, was 
proving too small for the library’s current 
needs. Its shelves were overcrowded to 
the point where some books had to be 
kept elsewhere. The children’s room was 
also very crowded, and it would have 
been impossible to shelve all the books 
in the collection on the existing shelving. 
Fortunately, so many were checked out at 
any given time that this wasn’t an issue. In 
1925, the children’s room was moved into 

the basement of the library building and 
the space on the main floor was used for 
adult reference.

The card catalog was revised at this time 
to conform to the standard American 
Library Association subject headings, a 
massive task that took two employees all 
year to complete. Librarians predicted 
that people would do less recreational 
reading in the future as the proliferation 
of magazines and newspapers took 

time away from reading books. Movies 
“dramatize a story if it has the least 
popular appeal, and many do not care to 
read a story after seeing the play, and now 
the radio will soon give books in tabloid 
form, or take up so much time that was 
formerly given to reading—and the 
automobile will take the place of reading 
in hot weather,” warned librarian Laura 
M. Olsen in the 1924 annual report. 

The Eau Claire Woman’s Club organized a 
hospital library service in 1924. Madison 
and Milwaukee were the only other cities 
in the state to have such a service at the 

The Children’s Room 
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time. The 500 books in the hospital library 
collection were cataloged separately from 
the main collection. The Library Board had 
purchased 350 of these, and the rest were 
donated. If a patient requested a title not 
in this collection, it was sent from the main 
library whenever possible. Books  were 
not available in rooms with contagious 
diseases. Mrs. E.S. Hayes donated a truck 
for the project, and another was purchased 
with donated funds. These vehicles made 
weekly visits to both Luther and Sacred 
Heart hospitals. The most popular genres 
of books were Westerns, light fiction and 
children’s stories. A report on the program 
told the story of one young man who, 
after a “tedious” hospital convalescence 
of ten months, said when he left that he 
felt he had received the equivalent of a 
year’s college education because during 
that period he had followed a course of 
reading outlined for him by the hospital 
librarian.” A budget decrease in October 
of 1932 forced the library to discontinue 
the hospital service, and the collections 
were stored at the hospitals for patients 
to browse at leisure. The service was 
reinstated in October 1934 and continued 
for many years after.

In 1933, a fireproof vault was added on 
the ground floor of the library building, 
a feature that led the federal government 
to finally grant the Eau Claire Public 
Library’s original 1905 request to become 
a depository for federal documents. 
Also that year, the front steps received 
significant repairs, the last work to be 
done on them until they were replaced 
completely in 1960.

The Depression and World War II

As is often the case in times of economic 
hardship, the library was a popular 
destination during the 1930s. In 1935, 
there were 15,783 registered borrowers, 
up 2,280 from the previous year. This 
meant that sixty percent of the people in 
Eau Claire were using the library.  The 
library held 50,000 books and employed 
eleven people. Also in that year, the 
library became the first in the state to 
use charging machines to stamp the 
date a book was due for return. The first 
machine was placed in the children’s area 
and another arrived for the adult area a 
short time later. Each borrower received a 
new, bright blue card.

An inventory in the summer of 1936 
found that over a thousand books had 
gone missing from the adult collection, 
and 241 from the children’s room, since 
the last inventory in 1933. In that year, 
and again in 1936, the library organized a 
“homecoming” event for the stray books. 
An arrangement with Huebsch laundry 
allowed people to place the missing books 
in laundry deposit boxes around 
the city. The laundry drivers 
would return them to the library 
with no questions asked.

The high school  branch of 
the public library underwent 
significant improvements in the 
summer of 1937. Seating space 
was tripled to accommodate 
approximately ten percent of the 
student population in the library 
throughout the school day. The 

stacks were rearranged so the librarians 
could observe all the students at once. The 
high school librarians were Miss Ethel 
Kopp and Mrs. Ann Carmody. They 
were assisted by twelve female students 
(two per class period), who helped with 
shelving, checkout and straightening up 
books. In 1938, elementary schools in the 
First, Fourth, Seventh and Ninth Wards 
had branch libraries under the direction 
of Valborg Ager and Olive Romunstad. 
Louise Yule continued at the junior high 
school, while the high school library was 
now run by Eleanor Anderson and Alice 
Hansen. A branch opened in the Second 
Ward School in 1939.

Weekly hospital library service continued 
to both Luther and Sacred Heart. The 
nurse in charge of each floor was consulted 
on which rooms not to visit, but all other 
patients could check out a book for one 
week. A card with the patient’s name, 
room number and book names was on file 
in the hospital office. Books were handed 
in when the patient was released from the 
hospital. The books available to hospital 
patients were not part of the main library 
collection, and the 448 adult and 166 

Library Reading Room
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juvenile books were shared between the 
two hospitals. During the twelve months 
ending in September 1937, the circulation 
for each institution was between 3,000 
and 4,000, with sixty to eighty books 
being used on each weekly visit.

On May 28, 1938, the Eau Claire Leader 
reported the death of Mrs. Jessie Hoyt 
Hatch, age 81, in California. She was 
born in Eau Claire, graduated in the first 
Library Science class in Madison in 1895, 

and returned here to serve as librarian and 
assistant librarian for twenty-seven years. 
She was in charge of the library when 
it was in the back of the post office and 
when it was in the Ingram building. She 
resigned shortly after the move into the 
Carnegie building. Known as Miss Jessie 
Hoyt then, she moved west in 1908 and 
later married. She arrived in Imperial 
Valley, California, and helped the women 
of the town collect books for a reading 
room. When the first library was built 
there in 1909 she became its first librarian, 
and continued in that role for twenty-two 
years before resigning due to ill health in 

May 1931.

Nearly 1,600 new registered borrowers 
joined the library in 1938, bringing the 
total number of cards to 16,380. Cards 
were available to anyone attending 
school, employed or paying taxes in Eau 
Claire. Checkout periods were from one 
to twenty-eight days, depending on the 
material.

In 1938, as the New Deal unfolded, 
the Works Progress Administration 
(WPA) was brought in to construct 
new steel stacks and a mezzanine, 
requiring the library to be closed 
from June 8 to 20. Most stacks 
were then opened to the public for 
browsing, making Eau Claire the first 
library in the state to discontinue the 
practice of closed stacks.

From January 18 to April 1, 1939, 
the library was again closed for 
renovations, the first major overhaul 
since the building opened in 1904. 
Patrons were allowed to check out 

extra books before the building closed, 
and they took full advantage of the 
opportunity. During the fourteen days 
the library was open in January, 15,555 
books circulated, a daily average of over 
a thousand. 

The WPA crew arrived at six o’clock in 
the morning on January 16 and began to 
clear the shelves in the stack room. About 
fifteen tons of books were moved from the 
shelves to the reading and reference room 
tables and floor. About 28,000 volumes 
were moved from the main and children’s 
stacks. Most of the children’s books were 

temporarily sent to the schools. The 
wood floor in the main stack room was 
completely replaced with concrete that 
was both fireproof and strong enough to 
support the new mezzanine that would be 
built in 1942. The concrete was covered in 
asphalt tile in what the Telegram described 
as “pleasing shades of brown.” Other 
improvements included blue panels and 
red book supports in the children’s room, 
more magazine shelving on the first floor, 
a new, larger unit for the card catalog, 
and “soft brown” window shades. Staff 

kept busy repairing and taking inventory 
of all the books, and answering an 
average of ten reference questions a day 
via telephone. In a few cases, the books 
patrons requested were inaccessible due to 
the mess and had to be borrowed all the 
way from Madison. The branch libraries 
in the junior and senior high schools, as 
well as the First, Second, Fourth, Seventh, 

WPA
Funded by Congress, beginning in 
1935 as part of President Franklin 
D. Roosevelt’s New Deal, the 
Works Progress Administration 
(WPA) was a work program for 
the unemployed during the Great 
Depression. The program employed 
about one-third of the nation’s 10 
million unemployed, paying them 
about $55 per month. Through its 
eight-year existence, the agency’s 
construction projects produced 
more than 650,000 miles of roads, 
125,000 public buildings, 75,000 
bridges, 8,000 parks, and 800 
airports.

Check Out desk, 1930s
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Ninth and Tenth Ward schools remained 
open and functioning as usual.

In July 1941, downtown Eau Claire lost 
a landmark. A towering elm tree on the 
library corner of South Farwell Street and 
Grand Avenue East, which had reportedly 
been standing at that location for nearly 
a century, was removed to allow for the 
widening of Farwell Street to reduce traffic 
congestion. The trunk of the giant elm was 
over three and a half feet in diameter at 
the base, and the tallest branches reached 
about eighty feet in the air. The limbs 
extended out over Farwell Street, Grand 
Avenue, and the library’s lawn. The tree 
had nearly been cut down in 1904 when 
the library was built. The late James M. 
Charles “couldn’t bear to see the noble 
elm, which was one of unusual size and 
beauty, removed from the landscape,” 
so he hurried to meet with W.J. Starr of 
the Library Board, who gave the order to 
spare the tree. This time, however, time 
ran out for the sprawling tree whose 
massive trunk stood in the middle of the 
sidewalk along Farwell Street.

Increasing school enrollment meant 
that the children’s librarian at the public 
library could no longer handle the affairs 
of the children’s room both there and at 
the separate libraries at the schools. A new 
position was created to solve this problem, 
and Louise Yule became the Director of 
Children’s Services. Using state funds 
given to the Board of Education, the 
library established permanent collections 
in each school to replace the traveling 
collections.

The library’s adult section was closed from 

June 8 to June 22, 1942, to install new 
book stacks and a mezzanine. Books were 
reclassified for better service, and the new 
stacks added room for 18,000 additional 
volumes.

Reading for recreation took on a new 
aspect as the world faced another war.  
New books were added to accommodate 
rising interest in world affairs. In 

November 1936, the library had a special 
display of books on peace, including Can 
We be Neutral? by A.W. Dulles and H.F. 
Armstrong. In February 1938, the Daily 
Telegram reported that new volumes 
included Forty Years of American-Japanese 
Relations by Foster Rhea Dulles and 
another titled Roosevelt—And Then? by 
Stanley Highlan. That autumn, the Leader 
published a reading list to help citizens 
understand the origins of the current 
conflict. Adolf Hitler’s Mein Kampf was 
listed, and the newspaper declared that 

“no better source material exists to explain 
the German ideology.”

Throughout 1940, the library offered 
displays and reading lists on timely topics. 
Books on Finland were popular in January, 
as news reports spread of “her brave 
resistance to seemingly overwhelming 
numbers.” February was designated 
“American Month” by educators, parents, 
publishers and librarians. At “so crucial 
a period in world affairs,” the library 
provided the newspaper with an annotated 
list of twenty-two books in the collection 
on democracy and United States history.

Even the library’s usual display of Christian 
books during Lent had patriotic overtones 
in 1940. On February 13, a member of 
the library staff told a reporter for the 
Leader, “When the opportunity to think 
and worship as one pleases is denied to so 
many peoples of the world now as never 
before, Americans realize what it means to 
live in a land of religious toleration.” 

In January 1943, a red, white and blue 
barrel stood in the library to accept 
donations. Because of shipping costs, 
quality over quantity was urged. In less 
than a month, one barrel was filled and 
ready to be shipped to the troops. Over 
500 volumes were mailed to Camp 
McCoy. The drive officially ended in May, 
but donations continued to be accepted 
and forwarded to the men in uniform.

Many current and former employees and 
Library Board members left Eau Claire to 
join the war effort. Among those taking 
posts at base libraries and government 
offices were Mrs. Ames Harrington, 

Leading the Way
In 1935, the library became the first 
in the state to use charging machines 
for stamping due dates in books. In 
1938, after most stacks were opened 
to the public for browsing for the 
first time, Eau Claire became the first 
library in the state to discontinue the 
practice of closed stacks. The Eau 
Claire library was also the first in the 
state outside of Milwaukee to have a 
trained librarian, as well as the first in 
the state to have a separate children’s 
room and librarian. 
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Louise E. Yule, Mary Langell, Mabel A. 
Von Berg, and Dr. S.L. Henke.

Meanwhile, back in Eau Claire, librarian 
Laura Olsen was appointed chairman 
of the USO scrapbook service in 1944. 
Weight restrictions made it impractical 
to send large shipments of magazines 
overseas, so the ladies of Eau Claire 
purchased blank booklets at the library 
for fifteen cents apiece and filled them 
with “only interesting and amusing 
reading matter, compiled in an attractive, 
easily handled form.” Taboo subjects 
included religious matter, the “horror 
of war,” sad stories, advertisements, any 
handwriting whatsoever, and pictures of 
children or food that would be likely to 

Reading is Patriotic
The book recommendation column 
in the Eau Claire Leader for May 30, 
1942 was entitled “Books on Travel 
Suggested for Days of Gas Rationing.” 
The article advised, “Travel? This 
year? Of course. Unpatriotic? No. 
No wear and tear on precious tires, 
no lavish consumption of gas. Travel 
a little each day on the railroad of 
imagination.” The column on May 
18, 1945 announced that the library 
was offering “books to aid victory 
gardeners.” As women around the 
nation rose to the unique challenges 
of the times, Eau Claire’s citizens 
were no exception. In October 1942, 
a column was published listing 
books to help women in defense 
work and other tasks that now fell 
on their shoulders as so many men 
went overseas.

induce homesickness. The project was 
well intentioned but did not meet with 
the same outpouring of support from the 
community as the book drive.

Once the soldiers returned home, the 
library again stepped in as a vital source 
of information. Throughout late 1945 
and 1946, the library columns in the 
local newspapers often featured books of 
special interest to servicemen. Two such 
volumes were Your Rights as a Veteran by 
E.H. Mellan, and While You Were Gone, 
edited by Jack Goodman. The latter 
sought to help veterans understand what 
their friends and family on the homefront 
experienced during the war, and what the 
employment and social situations were 
like.

In 1947, Laura Olsen, who had seen the 
library through epidemics, prosperity, 
the Great Depression and World War II, 
retired after thirty-five years of service 
as head librarian. Ione Nelson was hired 
to fill the vacancy. Nelson came to Eau 
Claire from St. Paul after serving in the 
Minnesota State Library division for four-
and-a-half years. Mabel Von Berg was 
Nelson’s assistant, while Louise Yule ran 
the children’s department.

In the summer of 1949, a new service 
brought librarians and books to two local 
playgrounds. During the school year, 
students had access to branch libraries in 
the senior and junior high schools, as well 
as elementary schools in the First, Second, 
Third, Fourth, Seventh, Eighth, Ninth, 
Tenth, and Twelfth Wards.  The library’s 
resources were robust in 1949. The 
collection held over 50,000 adult books 

and nearly 30,000 juvenile books, plus 318 
magazine titles and eighteen newspapers. 
Registered borrowers included 11,303 
adults and 5,783 children.

Seventy-five Years and Counting

In 1950, the Eau Claire library marked 
its seventy-fifth anniversary with an 
open house and book fair. Historic 
exhibits included photos of the library’s 
construction, old records and collections, 
bound volumes of Eau Claire newspapers 
from all but ten of the years since 1857, 
and the original wooden bookcase from 
the first library. Also on display as part of 
the library’s collection was the first piano 
ever brought to Eau Claire, a relic that 
had arrived in 1857.

Librarians answered an average of twenty 
reference questions a day from visitors 
and telephone callers during 1950. Forty-
one percent of Eau Claire residents had 
library cards, a third of whom were 
children. In 1951, to free up storage 
space and preserve the library’s aging Eau 
Claire newspaper collection, the papers 
were photographed onto microfilm. 
Also in 1951, the phonograph record 
collection was cataloged, “Viewmaster” 
reels and viewers were added in both 
adult and children’s departments, and the 
government document depository was 
turned over to the university. It was a busy 
year, hindered by “unprecedented illness 
on the staff” which “caused the entire 
library system to operate in a state of 
emergency the greater part of the year.”



18

The children’s entrance was repaired in 
1952, but most young visitors were more 
interested in the new marionette stage and 
puppets crafted by high school students; 
600 attended the first three performances 
of “Hansel and Gretel.” The library 
experience for adults was enhanced by 
the addition of a film loan service and a 
new microfilm reader. Interlibrary loans 
in 1952 accounted for sixty-six books 
borrowed from, and thirty-five loaned 
to other area libraries. In 1953, 700 
phonograph records were added to the 
collection. Most were twelve-inch, 78 

r.p.m. recordings available to the public 
for a small yearly fee. In the first year, 
circulation for the records was 1,800.

Major repairs and remodeling gave the 
library building new life in the summer 
of 1953. The roof was replaced and 
an acoustic ceiling was built into the 
auditorium. Magazines previously housed 
in the basement were weeded and moved 
to the mezzanine. The work area for 
mending and processing was expanded, 

while the cataloging department moved 
from the second floor to the basement. 

The most dramatic improvement, however, 
was the new lighting. The old overhead 
lights were a gas-electric combination, 
mostly in the form of chandeliers, with 
gas jets alongside light bulbs in the same 
fixtures. These fixtures had illuminated 
the library since its construction in 1904, 
and were now replaced by neon electric 
lights, making rooms five to ten times 
brighter. The effect was so noticeable that 
some visitors thought the entire interior 

had been remodeled. Most of 
the old overhead lights were 
relatively easy to replace, but 
those on the reading tables were 
a different matter. Because the 
wiring for those lamps passed 
through the center of the tables 
via pipes, they had never been 
moved. After fifty years in the 
same place, some tables were 
stuck so firmly to the floor that 
workmen had to strain to break 
the legs free.

On July 30, 1954, Sacred Heart 
Hospital informed the library 

that the hospital would be starting its 
own book collection and would no longer 
require the public library’s service. The 
library discontinued service to Luther 
Hospital a few years later.

In October of 1954, Ione Nelson resigned 
as head librarian to take a position with 
the Wisconsin Free Library Commission. 
Her successor was James C. Marvin of 
Kaukauna. Marvin remained in this 
position until 1956.

February 1955 saw the library’s 
first  international interlibrary loan 
transaction—the University of Upsalla 
in Sweden wanted to borrow one of the 
first reports issued by the Wisconsin 
Agricultural Experiment Station, a fifty-
year-old document.

After a reference librarian fell through a 
weak spot in the floor in 1955, it became 
apparent that repairs were needed to the 
library building once again. The collection 
of 93,769 books was moved as the entire 
first floor was renovated and redecorated; 
the library was closed for four days during 
the process. The children’s room was 
moved from the basement to the first 
floor, leading to its highest circulation to 
date during 1955.  The Eighth Annual 
Book Fair in the children’s room was 
held November 11, 1955, with over 500 
juvenile books on display.

The library’s reach into the community 
was greater than ever before. A half-
dozen fifteen-minute programs aired on 
WEAU-TV in 1955 describing library 
services and events. The junior and senior 
high schools and elementary schools 
enjoyed full service, and college students 
could place special limited loan or reserve 
requests. In addition, the library provided 
packaged loans four times a year to most 
of the city’s parochial schools. During the 
1955-56 school year, nearly 6,000 books 
were loaned to five parochial schools 
through this program.

In 1956, the library added curbside 
bookdrops, allowing patrons to return 
materials from the comfort of their 
automobiles. Other improvements 

Periodical Reading Room
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included new window blinds, a new 
entrance doorway, and the redecoration 
of the mending and cataloging areas, 
along with staff and public restrooms. 
The many changes and improvements 
were certainly justified by the heavy 
use of the library. Reference questions 
increased nineteen percent from 1955 
to 1956, and a thousand new borrowers 
registered for cards in 1956. Forty percent 
of Eau Claire’s citizens were registered 
at the library, holding 15,000 cards. Of 
these, forty-one percent were children 
under age sixteen. Over 900 phonograph 
records circulated “despite the age and 
type of records in the collection.” More 
than 11,000 people used the 16mm 
film service, which at $1.00 per use for 
140 film bookings was a good source of 
revenue.

More non-fiction than fiction checked 
out in 1956. A new record was also set 
in children’s circulation, up twenty-four 
percent from 1955, for a total of 115,000 
books and magazines. James C. Marvin 
resigned as librarian to take a similar 
position in Cedar Rapids, Iowa, with 
children’s librarian Louise Yule serving as 
acting librarian until a replacement was 
found. Gerald Allen Somers, a former 
branch manager of the Milwaukee Public 
Library, took over the duties of head 
librarian in June 1956. Also that year, 
Odin Hagen retired after thirty-eight 
years as the library’s custodian.

The rapid growth leveled off slightly in 
1957, with circulation of periodicals and 
pamphlets down slightly, phonograph 
records down ten percent, and use of 
the picture collection down fifty-one 

percent. On the other hand, Reference 
staff answered twenty-two percent more 
questions than they did the previous year. 
Use of the school libraries was down six 
percent, perhaps in part due to effects of 
the Asian flu.

The entire collection of the Eau Claire 
Daily and Weekly Free Press was at last 
transferred to microfilm as part of a long-
range plan to both preserve the fragile 
papers and to make them more accessible 

to the public.  Mysteries, Westerns and 
science fiction books were shelved in 
special locations for easier browsing 
by fans of those genres. The library’s 
collection of foreign language books—
primarily Norwegian and German—were 
weeded and placed in a special section.
In 1957, the library joined twelve other 
Wisconsin public libraries to form a 
16mm film cooperative. Films were the 
joint property of the cooperative, thus 
spreading out the costs. The library now 
provided service to thirteen public grade 
schools, one junior high school and one 
senior high school. This number would 

increase again as the city’s thirteenth 
public grade school opened, Putnam 
Heights Elementary. Five parochial grade 
schools and one parochial high school 
received collections four times a year, 
borrowing over 8,000 items in the 1956-
57 school year.  Three librarians served the 
grade schools, while the junior and senior 
high schools had their own staff. 

Services for a Growing 
Community

The Eau Claire Civic Art Association 
teamed up with the Library Board in 
April of 1958 to open an art gallery on the 
library’s newly redecorated second floor. 
This Eau Claire Civic Art Center was 
open during regular library hours, and in 
the first year 2,000 people viewed six art 
exhibits. The next year nine exhibits drew 
3,000 visitors.

In May of 1958, the basement was entirely 
remodeled and new public restrooms 
were added. Other new features included 
a new magazine reading lounge and a 
shelf with books for teenagers. Added 
chairs and tables increased the seating 
capacity for meetings to 100. Many clubs 
and organizations took advantage of the 
expanded facilities. Circulation reached 
the half-million mark for the first time 
in 1958, up thirteen percent from 1957, 
and up 130% from a decade before. Over 
8,000 reference questions were answered 
in 1958, up 2,000 from 1954.
Local newspapers continued to be 
microfilmed for the library’s archives, 
which now included the Eau Claire Leader 
and the Eau Claire Telegram up through 

Check Out desk, 1950s
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1910. A new microfilm storage cabinet 
with humidity control ensured that these 
resources would be preserved for many 
years to come. 

The record collection of 78s was 
thoroughly weeded in 1958 as the 
library turned to the newer high-fidelity 
33 1/3 rpm LP records. Eighty-five LP 
records were purchased. While 78 rpm 
records were brittle and relatively easily 
broken, the LPs were made from vinyl 
plastic, which is more flexible and nearly 
unbreakable under normal use. However, 
the vinyl records were also easier to scratch 
or gouge. The new LPs were so susceptible 
to damage, in fact, that strict rules were 
enforced, including an insurance deposit 
and careful inspection by staff upon 
return. The tough measures, though 
necessary, tended to discourage wide use 
of these new materials. 

In 1960, the library’s front steps were 
completely replaced, an overdue 
improvement considering they had last 
been repaired in 1933. The library was 
straining to maintain its level of service 
amid limited budgets and facilities. At 
Memorial High School alone, an average 
of a thousand pupils a day passed through 
the library, including two to three hundred 
in the morning before classes started. 
Meanwhile, use of the main public library 
had more than doubled within the past 
decade, and forty-six percent of Eau Claire 
citizens were registered borrowers. It was 
decided, for the benefit of all, to turn over 
the running of the school libraries to the 
Board of Education. 

As of July 1, 1960, the school libraries 

became the responsibility of the newly 
created Library Division of the Board 
of Education. The transfer was a natural 
and amicable one. Head librarian John A. 
McCrossan wrote, “We are very fortunate 
that the separation of school libraries 
from the public library proceeded with 
such efficiency and good feeling.”

Despite the official separation, student use 
of the main library continued to increase. 
Over a thousand children enrolled in the 
1962 summer reading program, and the 
success of the six-week program resulted 
in 460 new card registrations. A record 
number participated in 1963, with 
1,034 children registered for the summer 
program.

Now free to concentrate on serving the 
general public, the library flourished anew. 
Eau Claire residents flocked to the library 
in record numbers: 3,553 new cards were 
issued in 1961, a new record for a single 
year. Over 4,000 reference questions 
were answered, and 7,347 the following 
year—a seventy percent increase. Half of 
these questions were answered over the 
telephone.  Librarian John A. McCrossan 
commented, “More and more people are 
beginning to realize that a public library 
is not simply a place which circulates 
books but is an information center where 
answers to all types of questions can be 
found.” More and more people indeed: 
between 1953 and 1963, circulation 
increased by a staggering 108%. 

The Wisconsin Public Library Film Circuit 
provided dozens of 16mm films for loan 
which were viewed by over 20,000 people 
during showings in the Eau Claire area. 

Each film borrowed from the service 
carried a $1.00 service charge. 

In 1962, Eau Claire used interlibrary 
loan services to borrow 123 books from 
other libraries, while loaning 24. At the 
same time, budget constraints forced the 
library to eliminate free memberships for 
non-residents; 200 paid for new cards, 
but over three hundred declined when 
they learned of the charge. Library use by 
county residents would continue to be a 
contentious issue in the years to come.

Book Break
In the 1960s, the library utilized a 
variety of media to make its presence 
better known in the community. In 
1960 and 1961 anyone who tuned 
into WEAU-TV from 5:30 to 5:40 
P.M. on Friday evenings was treated 
to a “Book Break” segment that 
showcased the latest news, services 
and programs at the library.  Similar 
announcements also aired on local 
radio stations, including a 1962 
series on WEAQ that featured ten 
prominent citizens discussing how 
they used the library. These segments 
aired more than 500 times. A 
biweekly book column appeared in 
the local newspaper in 1964, while 
WEAU-TV hosted a discussion of 
library activities every two weeks. 
A five-minute book review program 
called “Inside Books” was broadcast 
daily on WEAQ, and every Saturday 
morning in 1964 a “Library Ad 
Lib” program aired for twenty-five 
minutes on WBIZ.
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In 1963, the basement meeting room was 
remodeled to become a new children’s 
room. The project was delayed when a 
broken water pipe required the floor to 
be torn up and much of the piping fixed. 
Once this was completed, new heating 
units, wall and ceiling paint, and floor 
tiles were installed. The children’s room 
officially moved into its new quarters in 
February 1964.

Gerald Somers resigned as head librarian 
in March 1961 to take a librarian position 
in Green Bay. His replacement, John 
McCrossan, was a recent graduate of the 
University of Minnesota with a master’s 
degree in library science. McCrossan, 
however, would only stay in Eau Claire 
until 1963, when he accepted a research 
scholarship with the University of Illinois. 
Clifford E. Lange, former reference 
librarian of the Oshkosh Public Library, 
replaced McCrossan. Lange would not 
remain long, either, and moved to Indiana 
in 1966 to become the assistant director of 
the Lake County Public Library. Richard 
J. Rademacher from the Kaukauna Public 
Library became the fourth head librarian 
of the Eau Claire library in five years. 
Still more change came in 1969, when 
Rademacher resigned to become director 
of the Salt Lake City Public Library. His 
replacement was Charles Grasmick, who 
stayed in the position until 1973.

The Tri-Valley Library System was 
inaugurated in January 1966, with Eau 
Claire’s library serving as headquarters. 
Along with twenty other area communities, 
the system provided interlibrary loans, 
reference and referral, and training. 
Libraries in Eau Claire, Dunn, Barron, 

Chippewa Falls and eastern St. Croix 
counties participated.

In 1967, a new program called “Reader’s 
Interest Service” began. Patrons could 
fill out slips indicating topics of special 
interest to them, and then receive 
notification when new books on that 
subject became available. The new service 
drew 115 people in 1968. In December 
1967, the library acquired a collection 
of seventy-five framed art reproductions, 
which could be checked out for a six-
week period at no charge. The service was 
well received, and five more prints were 
added in 1969. All the city’s newspapers, 
from the earliest days to the present, were 
now available on microfilm at the library. 
In 1968, forty-six magazine titles joined 
them. There were nearly a thousand reels 
of microfilm in the collection in 1969.

Of note in 1968 was the creation of a 
special section of the library for books 
in large print. In addition to large print 
books, the Reader’s Digest subscription 
was expanded to include both the regular 
and large print editions. Also that year, the 
children’s department began staying open 
until eight o’clock on Monday evenings. 
The experiment was popular with the 
public, so the schedule was continued.

By 1970, there were 16,683 registered 
borrowers at the library, or forty percent 
of Eau Claire’s residents. More than 
800 children enrolled in the summer 
reading program. The library employed 
twenty people and held 88,714 books, 
15 newspapers and 242 periodicals.  The 
interlibrary loan system continued to 
grow, as the total items borrowed from 

other libraries jumped 136% from 1969 
to 1970. Periodicals were moved to the 
auditorium downstairs, and the shelving 
they previously occupied was used for 
fiction.

Five staff members—a third of the 
library’s employees—retired in 1971 after 
having served the library for a combined 
total of 108 years. Among the departing 
employees was Mabel A. Von Berg, who 
retired after forty-five years at the library. 
She witnessed tremendous change during 
her tenure, including the introduction of 
interlibrary loan procedures that allowed 
patrons to borrow from other libraries, 
and the addition of audiocassettes, 
microfilm and art reproductions to the 
collection.

Forward
When Eau Claire celebrated its 
centennial in 1972, it was a very 
different city than it was when it 
was incorporated in 1872. The 
population had grown from less than 
10,000 to over 44,000. Lumbering 
was replaced by agriculture in 
surrounding rural areas; when wheat 
fields depleted the soil, farmers turned 
to dairy farming. As the twentieth 
century progressed, West Central 
Wisconsin’s largest city came to be 
known for manufacturing—tires, 
meatpacking, beer, pressure cookers 
and paper. It was now also gaining 
recognition for its medical services, 
with two hospitals and a clinic, and 
for its expanding retail presence, as 
Eau Claire’s first indoor shopping 
mall opened in 1971.
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To free up space in the busiest parts of the 
library, the phonograph record collection 
and the microfilm reels and readers were 
moved into a side room. Circulation of 
the records dropped dramatically as a 
consequence. 

Also in 1971, the City Council approved 
$1,440 for the purchase of a coin-
operated Xerox machine for the library. 
The machine was installed the next year. 
Copies cost ten cents; thirty-five years 
later, the cost would still be the same. A 
home delivery service started the same 
year with the aid of the Zonta Club, a 
service organization made up of area 
businesswomen. 

In 1972, library staff members formed 
a union, Local 284-A of the American 
Federation of State, County and 
Municipal Employees. In January 1973, 
union employees staged informational 
picketing in front of the library building, 
citing poor working conditions that had 
resulted in a nearly 100% turnover in 
staff in only two years and more than a 
year of bargaining for a contract. The new 
union members braved typically brisk 
Wisconsin winter weather to make their 
position known, as members of other 
unions supported their efforts with offers 
of hot coffee. Shortly after the picketing, 
the Library Board and  the union agreed 
to arbitration and a contract was signed 
in April. 

At its May meeting, the Library Board 
accepted the resignation of the library 
director, Charles Grasmick. John P. 
Proctor, who had served as the director of 
the Chippewa Falls Public Library since 

1968, took over the position in August.

Theft of library materials became an 
increasing concern, as reported in a July 
1973 newspaper article. This was blamed 
in part on inadequate staffing. Fourteen 
full-time and nine part-time employees 
managed a diverse and growing collection, 
serving the approximately 24,000 citizens 
who held library cards.  Although 
electronic detectors had recently been 
introduced for library collections, this 
new technology was deemed too costly.  
Posting a guard was not really an option 

either; there was already an insufficient 
number of staff.

Through the library and the “Right to 
Read” project, books were placed in the 
senior center, four retirement homes 
and the County Hospital in 1972. The 
library’s collection of large print books 
and “talking books” continued to expand. 
Publicity through the Meals on Wheels 
program sparked a 300% increase in 
use of the library’s homebound delivery 
service. Hospital service resumed at 
Luther Hospital and was soon available 
at Sacred Heart Hospital as well. A few 
materials were supplied to the county jail 
in 1973 and early 1974, but by the end 
of the year the jail had larger facilities and 
more staff, so the jail service was increased. 
Film service was also provided to Camp 
Flambeau, a minimum-security camp for 
juveniles in Hawkins, Wisconsin.

The library made arrangements with the 
State Historical Society in 1974 to transfer 
the manuscript and graphic material from 
the special collections vault to Madison, 
where it would be organized and cataloged 
and then returned. This material had been 
nearly inaccessible up until this time. The 
project was completed and the documents 
returned to the library in October 1977.

In 1975, Clear Creek and Pleasant Valley 
joined Seymour and Washington as Eau 
Claire County townships with contracts 
for service at the library. Residents of 
these townships had free use of the library 
instead of paying a yearly fee of $12.00 
per family, or $2.00 for a student card that 
was valid only during the school year.

John Proctor
John Proctor (1910-1997) received a 
degree from U.W.-Madison in 1932 
and later joined the U.S. Army, 
serving in World War II until his 
discharge in 1945. Upon his return 
home, he joined his father in the 
family business, Wisconsin Pipe and 
Fuel Co., and later returned to U.W.-
Madison, where he received his 
Masters Degree in Library Science 
in June 1968. He served as Director 
of the Chippewa Falls Public Library 
from 1968 to 1973, and then 
Director of the Eau Claire Public 
Library from 1973 to 1979. During 
his directorships, he spearheaded the 
construction of library facilities in 
both Chippewa Falls and Eau Claire. 
In 1974, the Wisconsin Library 
Association named him “Librarian 
of the Year.”  In 1980, he began a 
new career as a jury bailiff with the 
Eau Claire County Court, a position 
he held until 1996. 
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A New Building and a New Era

The first six decades of the twentieth 
century had brought many changes to the 
library, to Eau Claire and to its citizens. 
With the relentless pace of progress, 
however, came the realization that the 
current building was showing its age and 
limitations. In September 1971, the City 
Council discussed an addition to the 
library to provide a new public restroom. 
The project was shelved as it became 
apparent that the problems were more 
extensive than inadequate plumbing. 
During its first 46 years, the city spent 
modest amounts on improvements to the 
building. From 1961 to 1971, for example, 
approximately $59,000 was spent on new 
wiring, new roofing and remodeling the 
basement for a children’s area. Still, only 
17,074 square feet were available to serve 
more than 20,000 library users.

A 1972 study by Ozolin-D’Jock Architects 
found it possible to add on and remodel 
the present library building, but stressed 
that a new building would be much better 
in the long-term. The library’s circulation 
jumped twenty-one percent from the 
beginning of 1970 to the end of 1972, 
and the number of reference questions 
asked and answered increased fifty percent 
during the same period. The books in the 
collection swelled from 87,977 to 96,613. 
The phonograph record collection grew 
from 1,333 to 2,147, and the new 
audiocassette collection numbered 791 by 
this time. The growing county townships, 
who continued to contract with the library 
so their residents could use its services, 
added further stress on resources. The 

feasibility study found the old Carnegie 
building “unfit for expansion and unable 
to meet the present or future needs of the 
Eau Claire public.”

John Morris, president of the Library 
Board, warned the City Council that the 
library would have to seriously cut back 
acquisition of new materials because space 
was running out. Not only was dwindling 
space for books a pressing concern, the 
library also realized that, with the fast 
pace of technological improvements, 
the audiovisual collection would grow 
quickly. The old library was also a fire 
hazard, with wooden floors and partitions 
and old wiring. Furthermore, accessibility 
was difficult—and at times, impossible—
for elderly and handicapped patrons.

Constructing a new library building 
would be a major undertaking, but it 
was a necessary improvement for  the 
community. On February 13, 1974, 
the City Council approved funding for 
the Library Board of Trustees to hire 
an architect for a new library building. 
Funding for the new library building 
would come from the following sources: 
$302,000 from L.E. Phillips charities; 
$2.4 million from a city bond issue; and 
$258,000 from a federal grant through the 
Library Service and Construction Act.

Construction contracts were awarded 
in July 1974. Hoeppner-Barlett of Eau 
Claire was the general contractor, with 
a low bid of $1,593,952. The heating, 
ventilating and air-conditioning contract 
was awarded to F.E. Grosvold, and 
electrical work would be done by C.R. 
Stocks Electric, both of Eau Claire. Owen 

Ayres and Associates were the architects 
for the building systems, with the overall 
building design by Hackner-Schroeder-
Roslansky of La Crosse.

In September, the Eau Claire Citizens 
Advisory Committee received proposed 
floor plans and schematics for a building 
that would cost $2.9 million and have the 
capacity for 150,000 more items than the 
Carnegie building. 

Construction on the new building began 
on August 8, 1975, a few days after the 
groundbreaking ceremony. Although 
several sites were considered, the final 
plan called for the library to be built on a 
spot only a block away from the original 
Carnegie building, still centrally located 
in downtown Eau Claire. The library was 
placed on a 100-year flood plain, with a 
dike separating the building from the Eau 
Claire River.

A Vision Takes Shape

The new building covered approximately 
63,000 square feet, 45,000 of which made 
up the public areas of the building—two-
and-a-half times larger than the Carnegie 
building. The collection held 124,736 
books, and the new building’s capacity 
allowed for 250,000 volumes. The 
angular, brown brick building consisted 
of a basement and partially subterranean 
parking area plus two floors of library 
space. Anticipating expansion in about 
twenty years, the building was designed 
with the support system necessary for a 
third floor to be added. 



24

The new library was designed to be 
open and inviting. Generous window 
space overlooked the tree-lined Eau 
Claire River. Reading areas provided 
comfortable lounge seating, while planted 
areas accented the building’s oak interior. 
There were 230 seats for readers, three 
public meeting rooms, and space for 

an art gallery on the second floor. The 
building’s elevators, restrooms, drinking 
fountains and public telephone were all 
designed to be accessible to patrons using 
wheelchairs. “It’s a wonderfully planned 
building,” director John Proctor said in a 
newspaper interview, “and the beauty of 
the construction materials makes it very 
handsome and attractive inside and out.” 

New features included an audiovisual 
area on the second floor with listening 
stations, a film viewing room and a studio 
for television production in the building’s 
basement. The studio would allow for 
“cable-casting” throughout the building 
or into Eau Claire homes through the city 
cable television system.

The old library was closed on October 
28, 1976, and the new one opened to the 
public on November 15, 1976. Staff and 
volunteers worked tirelessly during the 
intervening days to move the collections 
one block down South Farwell Street 
to the library’s new home. Ramps with 
rollers and collapsible wooden boxes were 

borrowed from the Walter 
brewery to help with the 
move. The new Eau Claire 
Public Library held its 
formal grand opening 
ceremony on December 
12. 

The move provided an 
opportunity to rearrange 
some parts of the 
collection. The separate 
section for biographies 
was merged into the main 
nonfiction collection. 
Similarly, the genre 

fiction sections for Westerns, mysteries 
and science fiction were now shelved with 
regular fiction, with spine label identifiers 
to aid browsing. A few years later, the 
Wisconsin collection was also integrated 
with the regular collection.

The Art, Music and Audiovisual Services 
Department was created at this time  and 
Mildred Larson was hired in October 1976 
to plan and coordinate the new division.  
A variety of audiovisual equipment was 
purchased for the department,  including 
16mm film projectors, Super 8mm 
projectors,  slide and overhead projectors, 
phonograph listening stations, cassette 
players and 3/4-inch video playback 
equipment. New filmstrip viewers, 

cassette players, and wireless headphones 
were acquired for the Children’s Room.

On January 17, 1977, the first art exhibit 
opened in the art gallery of the new 
library building, featuring watercolors 
by local artist John Beck. Thirteen more 
exhibits would follow that year.  Twenty-
eight art reproductions were added to 
the collection, bringing the total prints 
in the collection to 134. Circulation of 
art reproductions increased twenty-seven 
percent as a result.

The first Super 8mm films were purchased 
in 1977, placing sixty-three titles on the 
shelves. Music cassettes were now shelved 
with the phonograph records while spoken 
word cassettes were shelved with books in 
their subject area. To simplify circulation 
procedures, patrons could now check out 
the original cassettes instead of copies.

In late November 1978, a gift from 
the Hobbs Foundation enhanced the 
audiovisual services in the Children’s 
Room. A media desk opened for viewing 
16mm and Super 8mm films and 
videotapes, and many new book-and-
cassette kits and sound-filmstrip kits 
were added. The next year, a licensing 
program trained children to use cassette 
and record players and two kinds of 
filmstrip equipment. After watching 
demonstrations, reading manuals and 
practicing, young patrons would be 
tested by staff on use of such devices. 
Five hundred and eighteen children 
passed and received their licenses, which 
helped prevent damage to the media and 
equipment.

The new library building opens in 1976
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The move to the new building sparked 
new interest in the library. Circulation 
jumped twenty-five percent in the first 
year. From 1976 to 1977, the number of 
reference questions answered increased 
by more than thirty-one percent. This 
figure jumped another sixteen percent the 
next year, necessitating a full-time library 
associate in the Reference Department.

In August, grants from CETA 
(Comprehensive Employment and 
Training Act) and LSCA (Library Services 
and Construction Act) provided for a new 
home delivery service to patrons over age 
sixty who were in nursing homes or had 
other situations that prevented them from 
visiting the library. Thirty participants 
signed up for the program when it began, 
and enrollment swelled to 216 in less 
than a year. The service required three 
employees, a delivery van, and $3,000 
for books to make a rotating collection 
in various institutions. The home delivery 
program met with such success that Dunn, 
Pepin, and St. Croix Counties planned to 
implement similar programs.

Also in August of 1977, Ronald Gorsegner 
left his job as Adult Services Coordinator 
to accept a post as director of the Nicolet 
Federated Library System, whose 
headquarters were in Green Bay. Reference 
librarian Joyce Mitchell replaced him, and 
John Stoneberg was hired as Reference 
Librarian in early October.

In late 1977, the Eau Claire Public 
Library joined the Indianhead Federated 
Library System (IFLS), which consisted 
of seven other counties: Dunn, Pierce, 
Pepin, St. Croix, Polk, Barron and Price. 

Without Eau Claire, the system would 
not have met the population requirements 
necessary to form. IFLS was an expansion 
of the Tri-Valley Library System, of which 
Eau Claire was the headquarters. The first 
meeting of the new system took place in 
December 1977. The following year, Eau 
Claire became the IFLS resource library, 
also providing office space for IFLS staff 
in the library’s lower level. 

State law required every public library 
system in Wisconsin to designate a resource 
library. While specific duties of a system 
resource library were not enumerated in 
the law, systems were required to have 

an agreement that provided for “backup 
reference, information and interlibrary 
loan services from the system resource 
library, including the development of and 
access to specialized collections.”  

Funds available through IFLS enabled 
a twenty-nine percent increase in items 
in Eau Claire’s collection, an expansion 
that would not have been possible using 
normal city funding. Interlibrary loan 
requests increased by more than fifty 
percent between 1977 and 1978, and the 
number of items loaned to other libraries 
more than doubled.

On December 21, 1983, IFLS moved 
out of the library building and into new 
offices on Golf Road. Later they moved to 
other offices on Golf Road and eventually 
to their own building on Truax Boulevard 
in December 1996.  

In response to ongoing theft of library 
materials, alarms were placed on the 
rear exit doors and stairwell doors in 
1978. With the changes, patrons could 
only enter or exit via the main entrance 
foyer; exiting would take them through 
a detection system. At the same time, 
access from the lower level by elevator 
was restricted to elderly or handicapped 
patrons and required a staff escort.

The Friends of the Eau Claire Public 
Library reorganized in October 1978 
with Phyllis Reed as president, Barbara 
Johnson as vice president, Elizabeth 
Beranek as secretary and Nancy Browne 
as treasurer. The group organized and 
trained volunteers, hosted receptions, 
and managed the annual sale of used and 

Resource Libraries
Traditionally, resource libraries 
have served as large net lenders 
for interlibrary loan and provided 
significant walk-in service to system 
area residents. In subsequent 
decades, shared catalogs, efficient 
delivery systems, and the availability 
of electronic reference resources 
would diminish the role of the 
traditional resource library in many 
systems. However, in the twenty-first 
century, resource libraries still serve 
an important leadership function. 
A resource library can draw on 
its collections, staff expertise or 
other resources to develop new or 
innovative programs, services, or 
content of value to the entire system 
area. A resource library can also lead 
by example, developing services in 
a way that other libraries want to 
emulate.
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withdrawn books. The number of children 
participating in the summer reading 
program surged by over fifty percent in 
1979, with 1,300 children attending. 
Meanwhile the total number of registered 
borrowers grew by eight percent, and 
general circulation was up nine percent.

Funds from the Eau Claire Area Jaycees 
and the University Theater Group made it 
possible to add services for the deaf at the 
library in 1979. A Telephone Typewriter 
(TTY) was installed, allowing deaf 
patrons to communicate with librarians 
via phone. Other patrons could also use 
the equipment here to call deaf friends 
elsewhere in the community.

A New Name and New Challenges

Less than three years after moving to 
its new location, the Eau Claire Public 
Library was officially renamed to honor 
Lewis E. Phillips, one of the city’s leading 
philanthropists. 

In 1974, when the Phillips Charities 
donated $320,000 for the construction of 
the library, the library offered to rename 
the library in L.E. Phillips’ honor upon 
his death. A month after Phillips’ death, 
the Library Board of trustees voted to 
make the name change.  In April 1979, 
the building was officially re-christened 
the L.E. Phillips Memorial Public Library.  

As the summer of 1979 drew to a close, 
John Proctor retired after six years as the 
library’s director, succeeded beginning 
August 1 by Mark Morse. Morse had been 

the director of the Mifflin County Library 
in Lewistown, Pennsylvania for five years. 
The timing of his hiring meant that he 
had only ten days to complete his first 
budget, one that foreshadowed significant 

changes: an automated circulation system 
and an experiment with Sunday hours, 
both of which became permanent within 
a few years.

A grant from the Hobbs Foundation 
provided $30,000 for new books, a 
significant addition to the growing 
collection. In September 1979, the first 
ArtsWest juried art show opened, an 
event that has been held annually since 
then. ArtsWest has drawn talented artists 
from throughout the area to display a 
wide range of works and media, including 
paintings, sculpture, drawings, pottery, 
jewelry and fiber pieces. Throughout its 
history, the exhibit has routinely drawn 
more than 200 works submitted for 

consideration. A juror—a working artist, 
craftsperson, or qualified staff member of 
a museum gallery or art department from 
a university or college from outside the 
immediate area—is hired to evaluate the 
artwork. The juror chooses an exhibit of 
the strongest pieces and awards prizes. 
Usually, fifty to seventy works of art are 
selected and displayed for the six-week 
run of the exhibit.  In March 2004, 
ArtsWest celebrated its twenty-fifth 
anniversary with a gala opening reception 
in the library’s second floor gallery.

Artwork has been displayed in the library’s 
gallery throughout the year as well. An 
Art Committee consisting of artists, art 
instructors and community members 
considers area artists, or groups of artists, 
to display at the library. At least eight 
exhibits have been displayed each year 
since the library building opened in 1976. 
The library gives artists an important 
venue for their work and provides the 
community with a chance to experience 
and support the arts in an intimate way.

In 1980, patrons and staff complained 
that temperatures in the library were 
too cold in the winter and too warm in 
the summer. Temperatures sometimes 
varied as much as twenty degrees from 
thermostat settings. Contractors worked 
to balance the system with little success. 
That autumn, a Milwaukee engineering 
firm conducted an $8,000 study and 
found major problems in the system 
stemming from construction errors. Some 
fans and thirty percent of the ductwork 
would have to be replaced. Difficulty 
maintaining temperatures would be an 
issue for years to come, as contractors 

L.E. Phillips
One of Eau Claire’s most prominent 
industrialists for more than fifty 
years, Lewis E. Phillips (1899-1978) 
was born in Lithuania, and moved 
along with his family to the U.S. in 
1901. Together with his father and 
brother, he established Ed. Phillips 
and Sons of Eau Claire in 1918. He 
became the president of National 
Presto Industries in 1942, the same 
year he founded the L.E. Phillips 
Charities to support a number of 
community causes. 
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struggled to balance the system from 
season to season.

While the temperatures might vary 
widely in the Eau Claire Room, the 
library’s largest meeting room, it did not 
hinder the popularity of library programs. 
In the early 1980s, one such program was 
“Brown Bag Movies.” Sixteen-millimeter 
films from the library’s collection and the 
state film consortium were shown once a 
week over the lunch hour. Members of 

the audience were encouraged to bring 
a sack lunch and enjoy films on travel, 
nature, cultures from around the world, 
or people and places close to home. Also 
during this period, two free feature film 
series were offered. Both series, including 
one captioned for the hearing-impaired 
(who had very few film outlets at that 
time), were designed to expose people 
to a wider variety of film art. The Eau 
Claire Room had been designed with 
film viewing in mind. A large, motorized 
screen could descend from the ceiling at 
the front of the room, with a projection 
booth at the back.  

The Reference Department made many 

improvements during the early 1980s. 
In 1981, it joined the Wisconsin State 
Data Center Affiliate Program, a network 
of organizations providing census 
data, along with help for using and 
understanding the data. The same year, 
125 databases could be searched, on a fee 
basis, through MARS (Machine-Assisted 
Reference Service) with the assistance of 
a reference librarian.  The new college 
catalogs-on-microfiche saw heavy use. In 
1982, the most popular resource added 

to Reference was Magazine 
Index, providing ready 
access to over 370 magazines 
through a microfilm reader. 

The home delivery program 
also flourished at this time, 
with 4,248 items selected, 
delivered and returned for 
homebound patrons in Eau 

Claire County between July 
24 and December 31, 1980 
alone. In July, the federal funds 

normally provided for home delivery 
service through the Indianhead Federated 
Library Service ceased. However, the 
counties, volunteers and Friends of the 
Library rose to the challenge and saw to 
it that the van, materials, and audiovisual 
equipment for the service would continue 
to be available.

City vs. County

In 1981, the Eau Claire County Board 
provided only about half of the additional 
funds the city had requested for the 
following year. The library responded 

by threatening to charge county 
municipalities for library service on a per-
user or per-family basis. Fees would vary 
depending on whether or not the patron’s 
municipality exempted itself from the 
county library levy. If the municipality 
had done so, the cost would be $10 per 
card or $26 per family. If it had not, the 
cost would rise to $27 per card or $70 per 
family. Under state law, a municipality 
could exempt itself from the levy if it had 
its own library. Altoona, Fall Creek and 
Fairchild chose the exemption. In response 
to the user fee proposal, the County 
Board threatened to rescind all library 
funding. If the dispute was not resolved, 
all ten member libraries in the Indianhead 
Federated Library System would lose state 
funding, which required countywide 
services for all member counties.

In an attempt to reduce costs, at the end 
of October 1981 the Library Board cut 
$25,000 from its budget and decided to 
charge user fees for audiovisual equipment, 
including framed art reproductions and 
movies. Assuming no drop in circulation, 
these fees would add $17,000 in revenue. 
The County Board compromised and 
agreed to levy $55,000 for library services 
on municipal libraries outside the city 
of Eau Claire and to apply $10,000 in 
federal revenue-sharing funds for library 
purposes. The library received $57,000 
under this plan. The funds were provided 
on the condition that no county resident 
be charged extra user fees and also that no 
municipality be allowed to exempt itself 
from the county library levy. The second 
of these two conditions became a sticking 
point, as Fall Creek, Fairchild, Augusta 
and Altoona chose not to withdraw 

One of the many exhibits in the library’s art gallery
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their exemptions. Eventually, the county 
board decided to give the library funding 
anyway, and the contract was signed in 
January 1982.

Between October 1980 and May 1981, 
there was a major weeding project in the 
Children’s Room, with over 3,000 items 
removed. The Reference collection was 
also inventoried, weeded, reorganized and 
shifted—an overdue measure considering 
it had increased by fifty-six percent since 
1977. The nearly 400 periodical titles 
in the library’s collection were also re-
organized. General circulation increased 
just over six percent in 1981, but the 
number of reserves handled jumped over 
twenty percent, and nearly 8,000 new 
cards were issued.

Videocassettes of movies and other 
programs were added to the collection 
in October 1981. By the end of 1982, 
videocassette circulation grew to over 800 
a month, surpassing circulation of 16mm 
films for the first time. 

By the summer of 1982, the Library 
Board’s decision to allow anyone to check 
out R-rated movies, regardless of age, 
drew criticism within the community. 
Library director Mark Morse was quoted 
in the September 9, 1982 Leader-Telegram 
saying, “It’s not the library’s function to 
decide what’s good for people. Our role is 
to make as wide a range (of information) 
as possible available to the public.” Library 
policy allowed anyone in seventh grade 
or higher to operate the videocassette 
equipment, and children could check 
out R-rated movies unless a parent 
submitted a written form rescinding their 

permission. As of September 1982, only 
five families had submitted such a form. 
Of the library’s eighty videocassettes, 
fourteen were R-rated. 

A “Toys-to-Go” service began in the 
Children’s Room in January 1982 with 
ninety-one toys. A dozen were withdrawn 
at the end of the year for various reasons, 
and the year’s total toy circulation was 
882, averaging seventeen per week.

In 1982, the library installed a large, 
outdoor sculpture near the main entrance. 
Michael Christopherson created the 
metal sculpture, which was dedicated 
on September 9, 1982. Christopherson 
wrote, “I have given consideration not 
only to the site but also to what goes on 
inside the library. Because libraries deal 
primarily with the written word, my 
intent was to design a sculpture that can 
be read somewhat from left to right, with 
passages, and visual information.” The 
$12,000 cost of the untitled sculpture 
was paid by private donations, including 
those by Cora Rust Owen, and Tom and 
Ann Barland, in addition to a $3,285 
grant from the Wisconsin Arts Board.

That same year, Circulation was outfitted 
with a new horseshoe-shaped counter 
that was stationed in front of the main 
entrance. The security system used to 
prevent the theft of materials required 
that staff pass items around the security 
gates as they were checked out. This was 
made easier and more efficient by the new 
desk. Circulation increased to 533,734—
almost ten percent higher than in 1981—
meaning that, for each minute the library 
was open, three items were checked out, 

three returned, and three shelved.

A Career and Jobs Corner was set up, and 
a new section of the pamphlet files, the 
Business Resource File, was created to 
provide information on area businesses. 
A microfilmed magazine index provided 
ready access to over 370 periodicals. 
Eighty patrons received over 700 books 
through the home delivery service. The 
Friends of the Library held seven book 
sales, raising funds that included $400 for 
the home delivery service and other funds 
sufficient to buy a new typewriter and a 
paperback carousel for the library.

As the 1980s began, it became apparent 
that computers would play an increasingly 
significant role in the future. Throughout 
1980 and 1981, staff worked to convert 
records to a machine-readable format, 
making 145,000 items ready for a new, 
automated system. The library was closed 
for almost two weeks in May 1983 while 
barcodes were added to 138,000 items. 
Library materials that were already 
checked out were fitted with barcodes 
once they were returned. The black-and-
white stripes of the barcodes led staff to 
nickname 1983 the “Year of the Zebra.”  
Eau Claire was the fifth library in the state 
to become computerized; only Milwaukee, 
Appleton and the University of Wisconsin 
campuses at Stout and Oshkosh had such 
technology at that time. On May 16, the 
library re-opened and Robert W. Langer 
became the first patron to check out on 
the new system.

The new computers allowed library staff 
to determine if an item was available or 
checked out and, if checked out, when 
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it was due for return—something a card 
catalog could never accomplish.  The 
system automatically sent overdue notices 
and alerted library staff to customers with 
mounting fines or materials that were 
long overdue. Collection development 
was aided by exact circulation counts, 
which indicated an item’s popularity.  
Turnaround time on materials decreased 
as items could now be checked back in 
and shelved more quickly.

In 1985, the library changed some of its 
operating hours in response to popular 
demand, opening later Monday through 
Saturday and establishing Sunday 
afternoon hours. The library boasted 
a collection of more than 160,000 
items at this time, including books, 
magazines, newspapers, phonograph 
records, audiocassette tapes, VHS and 
Beta videocassettes, framed art prints, 
filmstrips, Super 8 and 16mm films, and 
multimedia kits. A typewriter and two 
Apple computers were also available for 
public use.

 
Also in 1985, the Eau Claire County 
Board, townships and library again clashed 
over user fees and tax allocation, once more 
threatening Eau Claire’s membership in 
the Indianhead Federated Library System. 
All but three of Wisconsin’s seventy-two 
counties were members of a regional 
library system at this time.

While renewing patron records for the 
new automated system, it was discovered 
that twenty percent—not ten percent, 
as previously believed—of all library 
cards belonged to county residents living 
outside city limits. The fees paid by 

township residents should therefore have 
doubled. However, the townships affected 
by this discovery balked at the unexpected 
cost increase and withdrew from their 
contracts.

A representative from the state 
Department of Public Instruction came 
to help mediate the dispute in Eau 
Claire. Downtown business 
owners worried about the loss 
of customers who were drawn 
to the neighborhood by the 
library. At last, a five-year 
contract was agreed upon to 
allow county residents to use 
libraries located outside their 
home municipality. The higher 
fees would be phased in over a 
four-year period.

Another dispute surfaced in early 1986 
as Eau Claire and Chippewa counties 
quarreled over approximately 700 homes 
in Eau Claire’s Sixteenth Ward. Residents  
in these homes were in the part of Eau 
Claire that extends into Chippewa County 
and consequently paid library taxes in 
both counties. To avoid imposing double-
taxation on these residents, the city of Eau 
Claire normally requested, and received,  
a special exemption from Chippewa 
County. But in 1986, Chippewa County 
refused to grant the exemption, saying 
that Eau Claire’s City Council had not 
requested it “in a timely manner.”  The 
city of Eau Claire paid the $4,570 in taxes 
to Chippewa County, but promised to 
continue to seek the exemption and, if 
necessary, to sue for it. 

The Area Information and Referral 

Service (AIRS) database was expanded 
in 1986 using a $14,549 federal grant 
obtained by Reference librarian Mary 
Tlusty. Filling the void left by the defunct 
Wisconsin Information System, the AIRS 
database provided information on various 
community services and organizations, 
including contact information, meeting 
times and purpose of the organization. The 

first of many editions of the print version 
of the AIRS directory was published and 
distributed in 1987. Over the ensuing 
years, thousands of copies of the directory 
found their way into social service 
agencies and organizations, government 
offices, churches and hospitals. The AIRS 
directory was translated into Hmong 
in 1990. The Community Information 
Database (CID) of later years is a direct 
descendant of the AIRS database.

In February 1986, plans were approved for 
remodeling and reorganizing the library. 
To allow for expansion and renovation of 
the Children’s area, Technical Services was 
moved to the basement. The audiovisual 
materials area on the second floor was 
consolidated and rearranged. One of the 
second-floor lounges was eliminated and 
another reduced in size to make more 

Outdoor sculpture next to the library’s front entrance



30

room for shelving. Similarly, one first-
floor lounge was eliminated and two 
others made smaller. Public seating was 
reduced from 200 to 128 seats.

Meanwhile, some services were eliminated 
due to federal budget cuts, including the 
filmstrip collection, lamination, and 
duplication of audiocassettes.

Associate Children’s librarian Emma 
Peterson retired in May 1986 after twenty-
four years at the library. She was known 
for her popular story times, entertaining 
two generations of city residents with 
books, puppets, finger plays and music.
 
Early in 1987, at the urging of Library 
Board president Bette Wahl, the Friends 
of the L.E. Phillips Memorial Public 
Library was formed anew with twenty-
five members. With Tim Hirsch of Eau 
Claire as its first president, the Friends 
group was welcomed as a source of 
financial and promotional assistance. The 
first research tool on CD-ROM, Books in 
Print, arrived in 1987. The Friends of the 
Library donated the $3,010 for the first 
year’s subscription. 

In October 1987, Eau Claire was the site 
of the first Wisconsin Library Association 
(WLA) conference in northwestern 
Wisconsin since it was held at the Telemark 
resort in Cable in 1982. Eau Claire had 
previously hosted the conference in 1977. 
John Stoneberg was the Conference 
Coordinator, Mary Tlusty was a co-chair 
for Programming and Mark Morse was 
the Promotions Coordinator. Some 743 
registrants attended; the conference was a 
success for the WLA and an opportunity 

for Eau Claire residents to show off both 
their city and their library.
 
The Friends of the Library took over library 
book sales in 1988, their second year of 
operation. The sale drew crowds to the 
library looking for bargains on discarded 
library materials and donated 
books. The proceeds funded 
library projects, equipment, 
and programs that would 
not have been affordable 
otherwise. The thousands 
of dollars raised each year 
enhanced the library’s services 
and collections for years to 
come, thanks entirely to 
the volunteer efforts of the 
Friends of the Library.

 In 1988, the library’s 
collection included 204,779 books, 
5,712 phonograph records, 3,386 
music cassettes, 882 compact discs 
and 1,324 videocassettes. The diverse 
selection of media was just one sign of 
the changing times.  In the entire year of 
1882, the library collected less than $20 
in fines and just over $6,300 as recently as 
1970. In 1988, by contrast, the fines and 
fees collected amounted to a staggering 
$67,043! 

Home delivery service was expanded in 
1989 to cover Fall Creek and Augusta 
in addition to Eau Claire and Altoona. 
The Wisconsin Department of Public 
Instruction awarded two grants to the 
Eau Claire library in 1989: one for the 
purchase of Hmong-language materials 
and services and another to promote 
reading activities for children under age 

five at county child care facilities. Also in 
1989, a service center for the blind and 
physically handicapped opened in the 
library, courtesy of the Regional Library 
for the Blind and Physically Handicapped 
in Milwaukee. The service included 
audiobooks on cassette and disc, as well as 

an exchange service for audiobook players 
in need of repair. The library became one 
of the first of a dozen field sites for this 
service.

A major change in the library’s interlibrary 
loan services occurred in 1989 when the 
Indianhead Federated Library System took 
over the interlibrary loan clearinghouse 
functions.

The Age of OSCAR

As computer technology continued to 
become more integral to society, the 
venerable but cumbersome card catalog 
system began to show its age.  Library staff 

A new electronic database at the Reference desk
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spent fifteen hours a week maintaining 
the catalog, filing over 100,000 cards 
annually. There were often six or seven 
cards per item to accommodate cross-
referencing and multiple indexes, all of 
which had to be changed or discarded 
whenever an item was added, removed or 
edited. In August 1989, a computerized 
system—for customer use—was proposed 
for the first time. The library already had 
a computerized circulation system, as well 
as terminals at public desks for staff use 
in assisting customers since 1983. But 
now the library sought to upgrade the 
central processing unit and to add fifteen 
terminals for the public to use. 

There were 200,000 books in the library’s 
collection in 1990, and thirty-two percent 
of the city’s citizens were registered 
borrowers. The 1990 budget provided 
$92,000 for the computer project. The 
system, which would be operated from 
one of two mainframe computers at City 
Hall, was named OSCAR (On Screen 
Catalog And Resource.)

Beginning in November 1990, the 
OSCAR computer catalog system went 
live for the public. There were fifteen 
terminals throughout the library’s first 
and second floors. Customers could 
perform powerful keyword searches 
that were impossible with paper card 
catalogs. They could also know instantly 
whether or not a book was available, 
saving them the time of looking on the 
shelves for items already checked out or 
otherwise unavailable. Some citizens were 
concerned about having to learn new 
technology, but many were pleased with 
OSCAR’s speed, ease and efficiency. The 

ribbon-cutting ceremony for the system 
was held on December 5, 1990. After a 
transitional period, the paper card catalog 
was officially withdrawn from use in April 
1992.

The library services contract between 
the city and county was again due to 
expire and once more county residents 
faced losing or paying for access to the 
Eau Claire library. Adamant protests 
from students, educators, downtown 
business interests, newspaper 
editorial writers and other 
residents prompted the Eau 
Claire County Board and the 
Library Board to iron out their 
differences. A new contract was 
signed in November 1990.

Late in 1990, Reference 
switched from the microfilm-
based Magazine Index to a CD-
ROM-based magazine indexing 
service called InfoTrac put 
out by the same company. Both 
these products served much the 
same purpose as the print Reader’s Guide 
to Periodical Literature had for many 
decades but with added search and update 
capabilities. 

In early 1991, the library prepared for 
increased demand due to the closing of 
Uniroyal Goodrich Tire Co. plant in 
Eau Claire and generally poor economic 
conditions. In such times, people looking 
for information on job openings, resumes, 
moving to other cities, and starting their 
own small business, find an increased 
need for library materials and services. 
Later in 1991, the Reference department 

developed and printed 1,500 copies of 
a bibliography called “Moving On: Job 
Search and Relocation Information” to 
assist former Uniroyal employees.

It was only natural for the library to take 
initiative in this situation, as it had in the 
past. Librarian Laura M. Olsen wrote in 
the January 3, 1938 Telegram, ”Because 
the rubber industry is one of the vital 
commercial enterprises in Eau Claire, 
the library added in 1937 two valuable 

new reference works on rubber” selected 
after “consultation with the chemists at 
the Gillette Rubber Company.” Library 
resources had helped encourage the 
industry in its early days and now would 
help guide workers during the last days of 
the tire industry in Eau Claire.

A survey published in 1991 revealed Eau 
Claire’s library spent less money than 
many similar-size municipal libraries in 
the state but also offered fewer services. 
The library spent $26.70 per resident, 
less than half what the Mead Library 
in Sheboygan spent. Eau Claire had 36 

Home Delivery Service
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fulltime-equivalent staff members, eight 
of whom had master’s degrees in library 
science. At the same time, Kenosha 
employed 61.9 full-time equivalent staff, 
17.5 of which had master’s degrees. Eau 
Claire also ranked at the bottom for 
weekly hours during the winter (just 
over sixty) and in the lower half for new 
volumes added to the collection in 1989. 

Library director Mark Morse pointed 
to insufficient funding for these sagging 
statistics. Although Eau Claire ranked low 
in total money spent on library materials, 
it placed second in percentage of budget 
spent on those materials.

The Eight Percent Solution

In 1991, the library began phasing out its 
collection of 2,493 phonograph records 
in favor of newer media, especially 
compact discs. That year the library had 
4,053 audiocassettes, 2,156 CDs, 2,687 
videocassettes and sixty pieces of software 
in its collections. A second phone line 
and a second answering machine were 

added at the Reference desk—a welcome 
addition to help in answering over 65,000 
questions.

A new part-time cataloging position in 
the Technical Services department was 
created in 1991, reducing the average 
turn-around time for book processing 

from four months to less 
than one month. Bestsellers 
and reserve items had always 
received priority in moving 
from the packing crate to the 
shelves, but now all materials 
would reach the patron’s hands 
much quicker.

RSVP (Reference Service 
Via Phone), a new toll-free 
telephone number for system 
libraries to call for help from 

the library’s Reference desk staff, 
began in January 1992. Also in 1992, 

Reference staff began answering questions 
left on an answering machine when the 
library was closed.

In 1992, the Dial-A-Story program 
began and was an instant hit. It was 
funded with the help of the local Kiwanis 
Clubs. It recorded its 10,000th call in 
1993 after just over a year in operation. 
Other additions in 1992 included a traffic 
mirror for easier navigation of the ramp in 
the lower parking lot, and new microfilm 
readers that allowed the viewer to see 
more of a page of newspapers, magazines 
and census on microfilm. The library 
also had one unit for printing microfilm 
images at this time. Better lighting and 
a public CD player were added to the 
Children’s Room. Two new CD-ROM 

databases were available, featuring health 
and medical information and the full text 
of thousands of poems.

In 1994, the library set a circulation record 
with more than 900,000 items checked 
out by over 35,000 customers. Reference 
desk staff answered 79,755 questions. In 
January 1994, Children’s Services won the 
statewide Celebrate Literacy Award from 
the Wisconsin State Reading Association. 
The library also received the Certificate of 
Achievement for Excellence in Financial 
Reporting, the highest form of recognition 
in governmental accounting and financial 
reporting.

The  City Council asked all city 
departments, including the library, to 
make budget cuts for the fiscal year 1995. 
Reduced evening hours were proposed. 
Council member John Morris said, 
“I would like to see the library open 
more, but the question is whether the 
public is willing to pay for it.” An Eau 
Claire Leader-Telegram editorial called 
an early closing “an inconvenience for 
many residents,” citing students doing 
homework and others doing research 
who may not be able to get to the library 
until after supper. In the end, the annual 
purchases for the adult collection were 
reduced by eight percent, or more than 
$20,000, seventy magazine subscriptions 
were eliminated, an employee wellness 
program was eliminated and one division 
head level position left unfilled. Library 
hours remained as they had been for 
another budget year.

In early 1996, donations from Dr. Kate 
Aitken of Eau Claire and the Friends of 

Staff celebrate the end of the card catalog
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the Library were used to purchase an 
Apple Macintosh computer, creating a 
new homework station for elementary 
students. Available programs on CD-
ROM included atlases, encyclopedias, 
the Guinness Book of World Records, 
a dictionary and thesaurus, and an 
information bank on dinosaurs.  In 
addition to the Macintosh, two other 
computers at the homework station 
offered a magazine index, two poetry 
indexes, a quotation index and access to 
the OSCAR card catalog.

In the summer of 1996, the library 
unveiled a new Young Adult area, which 
offered materials on topics of particular 
interest to teens, including social issues, 
poetry, cooking, health and beauty, 
substance abuse, and choosing a college. 
In 1999, a fifteen-member Young Adult 
Advisory Board was founded to give area 
teens input on how the library handled 
the materials, services and programs that 
were geared towards them. 

In September 1996, Eau Claire County 
announced its intention to withdraw from 
its service agreement with the library, 
meaning that all cardholders outside city 
limits would lose library service. It was 
not until mid-November 1997 that a new 
agreement was reached and a new, ten-
year contract signed.

In late 1996, bomb threats and other 
concerns led the library to hire a security 
consultant and to consider adding video 
surveillance and card access.  As always, 
cost was a major concern. In September 
1997, two security guards were hired. The 
guards were unarmed and would work a 

combined thirty-one hours per week. The 
positions were discontinued two years 
later. During the summer of 1998, eleven 
security cameras were installed: three 
outside the building and eight inside. 

A Crossroads

In August of 1994, a $4.5 million, 
24,346-square foot addition to the library 
was proposed. The plans would add the 
third floor originally envisioned by the 
building’s designers as well as expand 
the basement. The improvements would 
increase floorspace by almost thirty-nine 
percent, providing more room for the 
growing audiovisual collection, Reference 
Services, Children’s Services, Circulation 
Services, and the Literacy Volunteers 
of America. In addition, a new 
van delivery service would take 
library materials to day care 
facilities. The improvements 
would be very useful, considering 
the library’s collection had more 
than doubled since the building 
first opened in 1976. Audiovisual 
materials increased 143% from 
1977 to 1993. Library director 
Mark Morse remarked that, 
“There’s less seating and meeting 
rooms today than when the 
library opened, and there’s three 
times as many people looking 
for that space.” To make room for the 
growing collection, two reading areas 
had been eliminated since the building’s 
construction.

By January of 1995, the price tag on the 

project had grown to $4.8 million, which 
would add $21.60 a year for twenty years 
in taxes on a $60,000 house in the city 
of Eau Claire. By October, the figure 
was $4.9 million, adding $24.31 to the 
same tax bill. This higher figure included 
$500,000 in computers and other 
technology upgrades. 

In 1995, the library’s total circulation was 
914,748 items, or 10.2 items per capita. 
Thirty-five percent of the population in 
the library’s service area were registered 
borrowers. The library’s collection 
consisted of 232,537 items, including 
199,714 books, 1,335 phonograph 
records, 3,286 audiocassettes, 4,335 CDs, 
5,932 videocassettes and 555 periodical 
subscriptions. An average of 992 people 
per day visited the library as of December 
1995.

After seventeen years of operating out 
of the darkest recesses of the library’s 
lower level, Public Access Community 
Television (PACT) moved out in 1995 to 
a new, larger location in Banbury Place, 

OSCAR, the computerized catalog, in use
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part of the renovated former Uniroyal 
buildings. The new facility allowed for 
better lighting and more equipment, 
including automated cable casting. PACT 
began as a cooperative venture with the 
library in the 1970s. The library provided 
space for a cablecast studio and office 
and reaped the rewards of having 
recording equipment and facilities 
close at hand for a variety of projects. 
During the early 1980s, PACT and 
library staff worked together to 
offer television production classes to 
junior high school age students.

In October 1995, the Eau Claire City 
Council voted to hold a referendum 
on March 19 of the following year 
to decide whether or not to fund 
the $4.9 million library expansion 
project. The Library Board prepared an 
information campaign to educate the 
public about the need for expansion.

In early 1996, letters poured in to the 
Eau Claire Leader-Telegram’s “Voice 
of the People” as citizens voiced their 
opinions on the proposed expansion. 
Advertisements ran supporting both 
sides of the issue. One ad paid for by the 
Citizens For Responsible Government 
Spending blazed, “Just vote NO!” while 
an ad for the Citizens For Our Library’s 
Future urged readers to “Vote YES” to 
“enrich your life.” The latter ad quoted 
statistics such as the 234% increase in 
circulation since 1976, the 22% increase 
in population in the same period, the 
47% increase in library cardholders, and 
a 51% increase in the number of items in 
the adult collection.

Letters to the “Voice of the People” 
supported both sides as well. Those in 
favor of the expansion argued that the 
project was necessary because the library 
was crowded, because children need 
access to technology in today’s world 
and because libraries should provide 

equal opportunities to people from all 
socioeconomic strata. Writers also pointed 
out that a well-informed population is 
good for the economy and encourages new 
business. Those who opposed the project 
were most concerned with the increase in 
taxes, calling improvements to the library 
an “unnecessary luxury.” Opponents were 
also troubled that the expansion of the 
basement would eliminate eleven parking 
spaces when parking was already at a 
premium near the present library site. An 
editorial in the Leader-Telegram supported 
the expansion.

The final draft of the referendum called for 
a project that would add: a 20,131-square 
foot third floor for Administration offices 
and the Children’s area; extend the 
basement by 4,215 square feet for home 
delivery services, the Literacy Volunteers 

of America, public meeting rooms, 
storage and mechanical systems; create 
a new quiet reading area and self check-
out system; expand the general collection, 
large-print items and art displays; add 
twenty-seven new computer terminals; 
update network technology throughout 

the building; and make CDs 
and back issues of periodicals 
available in open stacks. The 
project would cost $24.31 per 
year in property taxes on a 
$60,000 house in the city of Eau 
Claire over a twenty-year period, 
for a total of $486.20.

Voters went to the polls on 
March 19, 1996, to decide on 
the measure. A glance at the 
newspapers in the preceding 

months showed how divided people were. 
Nationwide, voters had approved seventy-
eight percent of the 324 public library 
referenda from 1987 to 1993.

After the votes were tallied, however, 
Eau Claire fell into the other twenty-two 
percent. The referendum to expand and 
improve the library was defeated 5,513 
to 5,195, with just 51.5% of the voters 
opposing the project. Advocates on both 
sides of the issue cited opposition to 
tax increases rather than an anti-library 
sentiment.

Disappointed but not discouraged, the 
Library Board voted in mid-May 1996 
to request City Council authorization to 
hold another vote on library expansion 
and technology improvements in 1997. 
The board focused on improving parking 
conditions, an issue they believed was 

A Summer Library Program event
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partly responsible for the earlier defeat. 
They also planned to add drop boxes that 
would allow patrons to return materials 
at locations around the city. In July, nine 
options for parking improvements were 
considered, ranging from minimal cost 
proposals that would add several new 
parking spaces to a new parking ramp 
that would carry a price tag approaching a 
million dollars.

In September 1996, the Library Board 
agreed to propose a $5.5 million 
package—$600,000 higher than the 
referendum defeated the previous March. 
The new proposal called for the same space 
additions, but added $52,000 in parking 
improvements. An additional $23,000 
would be used for book and videocassette 
drop boxes at eight locations around the 
city.

It became apparent, however, that building 
expansion, with or without parking 
improvements, was out of the question 
for the near future. Costs were simply too 
high. Attention turned from the building 
itself to its contents, particularly to the 
recent, rapid advances in technology. The 
concern was not a new one. The rapid 
pace of technological advancement in the 
twentieth century required the library 
to be ever-vigilant about keeping its 
collection and services current.

Not Just Books

The first audiovisual materials were 
added to the library’s collection in the 
early 1920s. These included a circulating 
collection of pictures, stereographs and 

stereographic viewers. In 1951, View-
Master reels and viewers were added.

A 16mm film loan service, started in 1952, 
provided educational and instructional 
films. The library belonged to a statewide 
film circuit, which lasted from 1957 to 
1988. At its peak in 1985, the library’s 
permanent 16mm film collection 
included nearly 500 films. These were 
owned jointly with the Indianhead 
Federated Library System and were 
available to all system libraries, a service 
that ran from 1979 to 1992. A booking 
system was maintained for 16mm films in 
the library’s Art, Music and Audiovisual 
Services department. IFLS libraries made 
their requests in advance and the library 
staff mailed them out. Each film reel had 
to be inspected after each use, with repairs 
and cleanings needed regularly. This was 
tedious work, but aided by the desk-sized 
inspection and cleaning unit available to 
library staff. 

Filmstrips were first introduced in the 
Children’s department in 1969 and would 
remain a staple until 1986. Audiocassettes 
debuted at the library in the 1970s. 
Starting in 1972, library customers could 
check out up to two audiocassettes for one 
week. The library had around a thousand 
recordings of classical music, children’s 
recordings, educational materials, spoken 
arts and business information. Compact 
discs first arrived in April 1986; in 1998 
they were moved out from behind the 
circulation desk for open browsing. The 
first videocassettes were added to the 
collection in 1982. Both VHS and Beta 
format were available for a brief period 
before VHS gained prominence. 

Throughout its history, the library 
had kept up with trends in technology 
and evolving media and with the new 
millennium approaching, now was not 
the time to lag behind. In September 
1997, the Library Board asked the City 
Council for an additional $480,000 in 
1998 to improve access to technology. 
Plans included updating the automated 
circulation and catalog system, 
replacing terminals with microcomputer 
workstations, and providing Internet 
access. That November, however, city 
manager Don Norrell recommended 
postponing the program until 1999. 
More than a third of  U.S. public libraries 
already offered Internet access. Three-
fourths of libraries serving populations 
the size of Eau Claire County provided 
Internet access by this time. But, Eau 
Claire residents would have to wait a little 
longer for Internet access at their public 
library.

Audio Inroads 
Phonograph records became part 
of the library’s collection in 1953 
with both classical and popular 
music recordings. In the beginning, 
borrowers of high-fidelity records 
were required to make an insurance 
deposit to check them out. Compact 
discs were introduced to the 
collection in 1986 and within a few 
years were so popular that records 
began to be phased out. The last 
of the phonograph records were 
withdrawn in 1991.
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A July 1998 survey of adults in Eau Claire 
showed that sixty-nine percent used the 
library at least once a year. Sixty-three 
percent thought the telephone reserve 
and renewal service was important, 
and forty-four percent wanted Internet 
access at the library.  In August 1998, the 
Library Board prepared to present its five-
year capital improvement plan, including 
$830,000 in technology improvements. 
The plan would finally bring the Internet 

into the library—a service already 
available at sixty-three percent of libraries 
in the state—but would not include any 
building expansion. The new plan would 
cost the owner of a $60,000 home in 
Eau Claire about $13 in taxes annually. 
Two months later, the City Council 
unanimously approved the technology 
upgrade. 
Since 1995, Reference staff had been 
using the Internet to assist customers 
with their questions and information 
needs. On December 28, 1998, with little 
fanfare, the library introduced two public 
Internet workstations in the Reference 
area and one guided workstation in the 
children’s area.

In September 1998, the City Council 
unanimously approved a twenty-nine 
percent increase in the city’s library 
appropriations to fund the technology 
improvement plan. The appropriation 
jumped from $1,710,000 in 1998 to 
$2,206,000 in 1999. By this time, 
an upgrade to the library’s automated 
circulation system was essential.  The 
vendor for the current system had 

discontinued support for 
its outdated software the 
previous year. Other new 
services proposed included a 
telephone renewal system and 
eight drop boxes that would 
allow library customers to 
return their materials at area 
supermarkets.  The telephone 
renewal system debuted in 
February 1999.

In mid-1999, the library 
launched its own website at www.
eauclaire.lib.wi.us. At this point, the 
library was playing technological catch 
up, with many libraries of a similar 
size already operating websites. One 
advantage to this, of course, was that the 
library could learn from the experiences 
of others. In just a few short weeks, a 
small group of library staff designed and 
built a website offering online access to 
the library’s catalog, information on the 
library’s many materials and services, and 
an index of staff-recommended websites.

The MORE (My Online Resource) library 
consortium, an exciting new technology-
driven service, began in 1999 when the 

L. E. Phillips Memorial Public Library, 
Chippewa Valley Technical College, and 
IFLS signed an agreement to establish 
a shared, Internet-based library system 
connecting participating IFLS libraries 
and the technical college. Eau Claire 
was first to go live with MORE, which 
it did in June 2000. The new service 
made it possible for customers to request 
materials from any member library and 
receive them at their home library within 
two to three days (instead of the two to 
six weeks it could take for interlibrary loan 
requests). The consortium began with ten 
libraries, but by 2008 had grown to more 
than forty libraries. 

A Major Makeover

During the first two weeks of November 
1999, the library underwent its first 
major remodeling project since its 1976 
construction. About 37,000 square 
feet of new carpeting was installed to 
replace the original—but now faded—
brick-red  carpet. During installation, 

Connected
Internet service was available for 
the public at just three workstations 
in 1998. By 2004, however, there 
were twenty-four computers in the 
adult area with both Internet access 
and Microsoft Office® software, 
three Internet computers in the YA 
lounge and four in Youth Services.  
Information & Reference Services 
staff used specialized software to 
limit how long customers could use a 
computer and to manage the “queue” 
when customers were waiting.

Audiovisual area
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the library was closed to visitors, but 
customers could order items by phone to 
be picked up from the Eau Claire Room 
in the lower level. Reference staff was 
also available via fax, phone and e-mail 
to answer questions. Workers moved 
more than a quarter-million books, 
magazines and audiovisual materials, as 
well as over 130 shelving units—twice! 
To help reduce the workload, the limit on 
total items checked out was raised from 
fifty to seventy-five during the weeks 
leading up to renovation and customers 
were asked to return materials after the 
library reopened, whenever possible. The 
extended due dates sparked a fifty percent 
jump in circulation in the week before 
closing and an astonishing 200% on 
October 30.  

Also at this time, audiovisual materials 

and periodicals changed places in the 
building, with the growing collection of 
music and videos moving to the high-
traffic first floor and the newspapers 
and magazines going to a quiet area on 
the second floor. The public desk in the 
audiovisual area, formerly on the second 
floor, was removed to provide floorspace 
for periodicals. As part of the changes, 
Audiovisual Services staff were integrated 
into Reference Services, and the 
Information & Reference Center in 
the main lobby became a focal point 
for library customer assistance. New 
cabinetry and workstation furniture was 
added, allowing as many as four Reference 
staff to work comfortably together, each 
with full access to all of the library’s 
informational tools. 

To compliment the new computer 
catalog system, twenty-seven new public 
workstations were added, many with public 
Internet access, as well as a microlab for 
computer instruction. The microlab was 
set up to handle training and classroom 
sessions for both staff and the public, 
providing eight computer workstations, 
a multimedia projector, and a large pull-
down screen. Reference staff developed 
and taught free computer training classes 
in the microlab. Classes included basic 
Windows®, Internet searching, basic e-
mail, beginning web design and using 
the library’s online catalog and other 
electronic resources. Members of the local 
genealogical society helped teach a variety 
of workshops on using the Internet for 
genealogical research. 

In January 2000, the Children’s Services  
unit separated from the Children’s and 

Circulation Services division to become 
the Youth Services division, headed by 
Shelly Collins. On January 31, Helen 
Mabrey retired after 29 years in Children’s 
Services at the library and 37 years in 
children’s librarianship.

The New Millennium

As the twentieth century drew to a close, 
Eau Claire’s library had come a long way 
from its early days as a wooden case kept 
in the back of a store. In 1999, there 
were 38,904 registered borrowers and 
229,541 books in the collection, as well 
as 3,807 audiocassettes, 7,080 CDs and 
10,034 videocassettes. The next year, 158 
DVDs joined the collection, a number 
that jumped to 833 in 2001 and 1,490 in 
2002. DVDs swiftly became some of the 
most popular items in the collection. 

In September 2000, the library received 
$20,000 as its share of a settlement in a 
federal lawsuit against book wholesaler 
Baker and Taylor, which had been found 
guilty of manipulating the way books 
were categorized and priced. 

At the beginning of 2001, the L.E. Phillips 
Memorial Public Library Endowment 
Fund had received no further donations 
since the Library Board had transferred 
$10,000 from the library’s gift fund into 
the endowment account nearly two years 
earlier. In August 2002, a new campaign 
called “Enhance Our Library, Enhance 
Our Lives” kicked off with the goal of 
raising $225,000 through pledges and 
donations by the end of 2003. The hope 

New carpeting highlighted a makeover
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was to establish an endowment fund that 
would pay for library projects not covered 
by tax dollars. Once the quarter-million 
dollar goal was met, an interest rate of 
five percent would allow the fund to 
generate $11,000 a year. The hundredth 
donor signed up in January 2003, and by 
October the fund had reached seventy-
nine percent of goal. The $190,000 mark 
was surpassed in December, and the 
fund’s grand total at the end of 2003 was 
$200,000, slightly below the goal.  A total 
of $270,806.21 had been raised by the 
end of 2007.

Also in 2001, an agreement was reached 
with the University of Wisconsin—Eau 
Claire’s McIntyre Library allowing 
customers at both libraries to request items 
for delivery to their respective libraries.  
At the end of 2001, thirty libraries had 
joined the MORE system. Menomonie 
joined the system the following summer. 
By this time, over a million items were 
directly accessible by cardholders through 
the MORE catalog. Holds generated by 
MORE became such a large part of the 
library’s operations that the basement was 
renovated to handle the loan traffic. In 
2002, Eau Claire library users requested 
38,000 items from other libraries while 
44,000 items were sent to others in the 
MORE system.
 
A 2000 survey cited the library as 
the number one reason for visiting 
downtown Eau Claire. When such a trip 
was inconvenient, however, patrons had 
a growing list of options. Drop boxes at 
eight area grocery stores accepted library 
materials of all types for return. Library 
staff collected items from the drops 

daily. In July 2002, a new 
telephone renewal service 
was initiated allowing 
customers to renew books 
and listen to an automated 
list of items they had 
checked out. The system 
was particularly useful to 
those without Internet 
access. 

The “What’s Happening at 
Your Library” newsletter 
became available in both 
print and e-mail formats beginning in 
2002, with editions published monthly 
during the school year and once in the 
summer. The newsletter, along with an 
events calendar on the library’s website, 
kept library customers informed about 
library programs and events and also 
highlighted new services and materials. 
The newsletter was written, designed and 
printed by library staff; volunteers assisted 
with collating, stapling and labeling. The 
e-mail version was delivered to those who 
preferred a paperless newsletter. About 
2,500 copies of the print version were 
distributed each month.

In November 2002, a $1.02 million 
renovation and expansion was proposed 
for the Youth Services  (YS) area. The YS 
area and its Storytime room had been 
renovated in 1989, but the collections 
of CDs, DVDs and educational software 
had grown so much that they had to be 
stored on carts due to lack of shelf space. 
Quiet space and comfortable seating for 
readers were also needed. Plans called 
for seventy percent of the cost of the 
new project to be raised through grants 

and gifts. The remaining thirty percent 
would come from the library’s budget. No 
property tax increases would be required 
to fund the project. The proposal would 
renovate the existing Children’s area and 
add 1,300 square feet by building an 
addition on columns one story above the 
lower parking lot. 

Budget Woes, Continued

Like most government entities, the library 
faced a major budget crunch in 2003. The 
library made over $120,000 in permanent 
operating expenditure reductions as a 
result of major shortfalls in the state 
budget. The budget reduction goal was 
greatly helped by the retirement of three 
full-time staff.  Not surprisingly, major 
reorganization of the library staff occurred 
in mid-April.

In May 2003, one of those retiring was 
associate director Mildred Larson. Serving 
the library for over a quarter century, 
she was responsible for developing and 

Internet access at the library
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maintaining the library’s programming 
and efforts in the arts, both of which were 
recognized throughout the community 
and the state. John Stoneberg replaced her 
in the role of assistant director.

On a more positive financial note, the 
library won a Bill and Melinda Gates 
Foundation grant in early 2003. The 
$48,000 grant funded fifteen new 
computer workstations and a variety 
of software, two laser printers and a 
multimedia projector. The new computers 
were installed in the library’s microlab; 
they were made available as additional 
Internet computers on a day-to-day basis, 
with the option of using the microlab for 
instruction. The multimedia projector was 
installed on the ceiling of the microlab 
with wiring to an instructor’s workstation. 
Presenters could display graphics from a 
laptop computer onto the pull-down 
screen at the front of the room. 

Also in 2003, Reference Librarians 
and Associates began offering live 
reference chat to customers through the 
AskWisconsin Librarians consortium—a 
service provided jointly by the library and 
a group of public and academic libraries 
from throughout the state.  Eau Claire 
residents could ask a question or seek 
information from a librarian on any topic 
by logging on to the library’s website, 
even when the library was not open 
for business. Also at this time, library 
selectors began using electronic services 
almost exclusively when performing their 
materials selections work. Customers now 
had the option of receiving notice of their 
holds via email.  The Eau Claire library 
joined five others in a one-month test that 

allowed customers to initiate their own 
interlibrary loan requests. Both Reference 
and interlibrary loan staff were involved. 
The Eau Claire library was the largest 
involved. When the test period ended, the 
library continued to provide this service 
to its customers.    

A new teen lounge was unveiled on the 
library’s second floor in 2003, designed by 
Uihlein-Wilson Architects of Milwaukee, 
with input from staff and teens from 
the Young Adult Advisory Board. 
Features included flat-screen computers, 
restaurant-style booths and other 
comfortable seating, and new lighting.  A 
grand opening reception 
was held on April 6, 2003. 

Budget cuts meant fewer 
staff at the Information and 
Reference desk than just a 
few years earlier. For this 
reason, the library sought 
new ways to meet public 
demand for free access to 
the Internet. Managing 
two dozen Internet 
workstations became 
difficult for staff already 
handling a number of other 
services. In 2003, the library 
installed new hardware and software in 
the form of a system named PHAROS, 
which automated many computer 
management tasks. The PHAROS system 
enabled customers to use their existing 
library card numbers to reserve and log 
onto an Internet workstation. This was a 
vast improvement on the previous system:   
Reference desk staff would give a number 
to each prospective Internet user and call 

out the numbers as workstations became 
available. With PHAROS, customers 
could watch for their reservation to 
appear on a monitor, leaving Reference 
staff available to other customers and 
responsibilities. PHAROS also made 
it easier to limit Internet usage to one 
hour a day per person, as the system 
automatically recorded usage and warned 
users when their time was about to expire. 

Reference staff worked with Information 
Technology and Technical Services staff to 
deploy the new Community Information 
Database (CID) at the end of 2003. 
Formerly called Area Information & 

Referral Service (AIRS), and available only 
to staff in print, CID provided an online, 
remotely available database that helped 
customers find community and regional 
agencies, organizations and contacts. 

The library experimented with other self-
service technologies as well. In 2004, touch 
screen monitors with maps and other basic 
information were installed in the library. 

The Young Adult Lounge



40

plans for continued MORE expansion 
included welcoming additional public 
libraries aboard during 2006, for a total 
membership of forty institutions by the 
end of that year.  As of early 2006, there 
were 486,558 bibliographic items in the 
MORE system and a total of 1,244,262 
items or copies. During 2005 alone, 
199,595 items were added.  By 2006, 
there were 169,829 registered customers.  
In 2005, MORE circulation rose by 
more than a quarter-million, for a total 
circulation of 3,784,385 (up 256,076 
from 2004). A total of 645,179 requests 
for items (holds) were placed in 2005, up 
from the 2004 total of 498,109.

After twenty-seven years as the library’s 
director, Mark Morse retired on August 1, 
2006. With the second-longest tenure of 
any director at Eau Claire’s public library, 
perhaps no director had overseen as many 
changes to the library and its services 
as did Morse. From 1979 to 2006, the 
collection more than doubled to almost 

Director Mark Morse 

proposed customer drive-up window in 
the existing library parking lot. A second 
public input session on the revised plans 
was held in October. 

100 Years After Carnegie

On April 24, 2004, the library 
commemorated the 100th anniversary of 
the original Carnegie library building 
in Eau Claire, hosting an old fashioned 
ice cream social. Community leaders 
spoke about what the library meant to 
them and also to the community. Photos 
were displayed showing the building’s 
construction and early days. Some of the 
photos can be seen in this publication.

In 2005, cuts to state shared revenues 
and a new property tax freeze law forced 
budget cuts on all city departments, 
including the library. A reduction in 
staffing at the Reference desk seemed 
likely until the Library Board, 
with feedback from concerned 
community members, 
considered other options. In 
December, the Board voted 
to return Reference staffing 
to 2004 levels, to impose no 
further personnel cuts, and 
even to restore a librarian 
position that had been vacant 
for a year.  

The Chippewa Valley Technical 
College left MORE in 2005 
to join the newly formed state 
Technical College Library 
Consortium. Meanwhile, 

Library staff created and maintained 
video screens promoting library programs 
and services. The images, which refreshed 
a few times a minute, were displayed on 
two monitors at the checkout area and 
also on a fifty-inch plasma screen behind 
the Information and Reference desk. The 
library’s website saw a lot of traffic as well, 
recording 137,528 unique visitors in 
2005.

In early 2004, a committee of interested 
citizens was formed to review the 
renovation plans for the Youth Services 
area first developed in 2001. The 
committee strongly supported the 
expansion and renovation of Youth 
Services, but was uncomfortable moving 
forward with a plan that dealt with only 
one area of the library. The committee 
recommended that the Library Board and 
staff review the entire library and develop 
a comprehensive building plan. By now it 
was apparent that space would be needed 
to accommodate increasing requests from 
the MORE system. This also became a 
priority for planners.

In late spring, the Board authorized further 
work with the architect to ensure that all 
library building needs would be met. The 
Board specified that any proposals should 
stay within the building’s existing walls, 
and that there be no increase in taxpayer 
contributions to library operating costs.   

In August, a public presentation of the 
new plans was held; there was also an 
input session for library stakeholders. 
Responding to public comments and 
recommendations, the plans were later 
revised in several ways, including a 
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300,000 items. Library customers 
responded by borrowing items at a 
prodigious rate, with loans nearly 
tripling during that period to over 
1.3 million items loaned in 2005. 

Even when Morse began in 1979, 
the library was more than just a 
collection of books, with 16mm 
films, microfilm and cassettes also 
a part of the collection. As the 
computer revolution hit in the early 
1980s, under Morse’s directorship, 
the library evolved from using a 
couple of computer terminals connected 
to a mainframe for cataloging materials in 
1982 to full Internet access and an online 
catalog by 2000. The library went from 
charter membership in the local library 
system to being a founding member of 
the MORE consortium—consisting of 
thirty-five area libraries by the summer 
of 2006—with a shared online catalog 
system. This cooperative network ensured 
that any item in the catalog could be in 
the hands of a requesting customer from 
any library within a few days, often less. 

In April 2006, the Audiovisual Services 
unit became the Public Relations and 
Programming Services (PRPS) division, 
recognizing the importance of programs 
to the library’s mission, but also the 
continuing need to firmly establish the 
image of the library as a community 
resource. 

In May, downloadable audiobooks 
became available through the online 
catalog, joining e-books as an electronic 
book format delivered directly to library 
customers’ computers. 

In June 2006, the Eau Claire City 
Council unanimously endorsed spending 
$700,000 toward a $3.9 million library 
renovation project. The plan called for 
raising $3.2 million in donations prior 
to the start of construction.  Proposed 
changes included a new entrance with 
a self-checkout option and a basement-
level addition for the burgeoning MORE 
consortium operations. Some staff offices 
would move to the basement level and 
their space on the second floor would 
be used for a new meeting room and 
two study rooms. The biggest change, 
however, would be in Youth Services, 
which would be renovated and expanded, 
increasing its size by thirty percent.

“The library is a generation old,” Library 
Board president Michael Stacy said of 
the facility built in 1976.  City council 
member Terry Sheridan added that 
“library usage has outgrown available 
space, necessitating improvements,” and 
council member Ray Hughes said paying 
for library improvements “is one of the 
best investments a community can make.”

The Library Board formed a capital 
campaign committee to oversee raising 
funds for the project.  They chose 
the theme “A Gift for Generations.”  
Fundraising began in earnest in September 
2006 with Library Board President Mary 
Jurmain and Charles Graaskamp as 
campaign co-chairs.  By late spring of 
2007, the library’s capital campaign had 
raised over $1 million in cash and pledges, 
not counting city funds.  

In December 2006, Michael Golrick 
was hired as the library’s new director. 
Mr. Golrick came to Eau Claire after 
serving as city librarian in Bridgeport, 
Connecticut.  Golrick served as director 
until July of 2008.

The library participated in Eau Claire’s 
first Big Read in March and April of 2007, 
an event that provided citizens with the 
opportunity to read and discuss a single 
book within their community.  The city’s 
first Big Read book was Fahrenheit 451 
by Ray Bradbury. 

The L.E. Phillips Memorial Public Library in the new millenium
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During 2007 and 2008, the library 
continued to enhance its Internet offerings 
to the public.  Online access to early Eau 
Claire newspapers, city directories and 
books was initiated and, in August 2007, 
a new version of the library’s website 
was introduced with a new web address:  
www.ecpubliclibrary.info.  As the next step 
to providing better Internet access to its 
customers, the Library began providing 
wireless Internet (Wi-Fi) access in January 
2008.

The library’s capital campaign to raise 
funds for a major renovation continued 
through the first half of 2008 as the 
Eau Claire community responded with 
generous donations and support.  By June 
2008, about $1.5 million was available 
for the library renovation project as a 
result. Despite considerable publicity 
and the efforts of many volunteers, it was 
becoming clear that the $3.2 million goal 
would not be achieved in the near future. 
Overhead and marketing expenses were 
also becoming a concern. After extensive 
discussion, the Library Board Trustees 
were in agreement that it was time to 
ramp down the fundraising and begin 
to focus on using the money to build 
as many critical features of the original 
project as possible.  

On August 1, Uihlein-Wilson Architects 
presented new conceptual drawings and 
discussed plans for a “re-visioning” of the 
original renovation plans.  Remarkably, 
the new concept managed to preserve 
all of the most important features of 
those original plans.  Youth Services 
would still get a larger program room, 
two study rooms, a resource room, and 

expanded seating.  Expenses would be 
cut dramatically, with an initial estimate 
of costs at $1,567,000.  Staff, Library 
Board and capital campaign committee 
members agreed that the plan was a 
success. At its August 2008 meeting, the 
Library Board approved the re-visioned 
plans and agreed to move ahead with the 
renovation.  A request for proposal 
for professional services relating to 
the remodeling was sent out in early 
September and the architectural firm 
of  Uhlein Wilson was chosen at the 
end of October with remodeling 
planned for spring 2009.

On August 5, the Library Board 
named John Stoneberg as the new 
library director.  Stoneberg had been 
serving as assistant director for five 
years.  A news release from the library 
noted that he had “served the Eau Claire 
library for over 30 years.  He has managed 
and worked with library staff at every 
level and in all areas of library operations.  
He began as the Reference Librarian in 
1977 and has since held multiple roles, 
with increasing responsibility, within the 
organization.” Stoneberg had worked 
with the staff and customers through three 
decades of new technologies, building 
and collection changes, ever-changing 
community social patterns and reversing 
fiscal environments.  Library Board 
President Katherine Schneider stated 
““We are at a pivotal point in the library’s 
recent history and John’s knowledge and 
experience will be of importance to the 
library now and in the future.”

In April 2009, a construction contract was 
awarded to RJS Construction Group of 

Superior, Wisconsin and renovation was 
underway by early May.  Youth Services 
was moved to a temporary location on 
the library’s lower level, magazines and 
newspapers shifted locations, and DVDs, 
CDs, and videos migrated to the newly 
vacated area on the second floor.  A 
new checkout desk was constructed and 

relocated across the main lobby from its 
old location, creating a much more open 
look to the main lobby entrance.  

Several behind-the-scenes areas on the 
library’s first floor and lower level were 
relocated and remodeled to improve 
the efficiency of moving materials, and 
a new microforms and research room 
was established near Information and 
Reference.  The entire Youth Services 
area was dismantled, expanded, and 
refurbished; new features included a 
multi-purpose room, an early childhood 
area, a resource room for parents, teachers 
and caregivers and a quiet study room.

Remodeled Youth Services
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A Bright Future

Despite swings in funding and ongoing 
space restrictions, the library’s tradition 
of excellence and innovation points to 
a bright future.  Eau Claire’s library was 
the first in the state outside of Milwaukee 
to have a trained librarian, the first in 
the state to have a separate children’s 
room and librarian, the first to install a 
charging machine, the first to discontinue 
closed stacks and the second to establish 
a “hospital library” to distribute books to 
patients. 

The library has hosted such esteemed 
authors such as Norbert Blei, Alden 
Carter, Bruce Coville, Jon Hassler, Pete 
Hautman, John Hildebrand, David 
Housewright, Eric A. Kimmel, poet Li-
Young Lee, Ben Logan, Mary Logue, 
Gary Paulsen and Susan Allen Toth. A 
visit by children’s book illustrator Jose 
Aruego drew over a thousand children to 
library-sponsored programs.  

Summer reading programs have been 
an annual favorite for generations of 
area youngsters. Magic shows, free film 
screenings and craft demonstrations 
are regular features at the library. Other 
exhibits have showcased the art and 
culture of India, Africa, Ireland, Native 
American nations, Laos, China, Russia 
and many others. 

Over the years, the library had sponsored 
trips to theaters and museums, such as 
the Guthrie Theater and Minnesota Art 
Institute, and offered music from around 
the world through outdoor concerts 
on the library grounds. It has hosted 
countless book discussions, offered 
presentations on topics from politics to 
gardening and provided the community 
with a unique source for both information 
and recreation. Regular art exhibits in 
the library’s gallery, showcasing the work 
of local artists, have created a special 
relationship between the art community 
and the library. 
From its pre-Civil War origins as a 
bookcase kept in the back of a downtown 
store, to the fundraising campaign and 
renovation plans of a new millenium, 
the services and collections at Eau 
Claire’s public library have grown with 
the community. Today’s library visitor 
can enjoy a good book in the heart of 
a revitalized downtown while looking 
out on the Eau Claire River, request 
materials from a consortium of over forty 
area libraries, participate in workshops 
and book discussions, check personal 
e-mail, listen to storytellers and download 
audiobooks from the online catalog. 

While the techniques and technologies 
used to serve library customers have 
changed over the years—and continue to 
change—the library’s mission remains the 
same as it has been for all of these years: 
to provide the free access to materials 
and services that makes this community 
a better place to live. The story of the 
public library in Eau Claire goes on, with 
a bright future ahead.

New Circulation Desk
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 Memorial Public Library, (newspapers listed above)



45

Printing made possible by a generous gift from


