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In 1890 Chicago was the most optimistic, successful new city in the
nation. During the Civil War her great economic rivalries for control of
the Midwest were won. The disastrous fire of 1871 barely slowed the city’s
rise. Its annual demographic increase since 1850, an astounding 89 per
cent, was the largest of any major city in the world. Chicago had already
supplanted Philadelphia as the country’s second largest city, and there
was reason to believe that within a decade New York would become
“Second City” to the Midwestern metropolis.! Chicagoans were intent on
making their home the greatest urban center in the nation and the world.

But economic and geographic primacy, while most important, were
not the city’s only goals. “In 1854 it was a city without architecture, with-
out drainage, without pavements, without parks, . . . There was no accu-
mulated wealth, no luxury, no carriages, no libraries, no art galleries.”
In the years after the Fire, Chicago’s leaders tried to remedy that situa-
tion. They felt “its intellectual hegemony must be the logical conse-
quence” of its economic growth, and ‘“the city that has been the real
pioneer in American commerce has before it the splendid duty of being
the real pioneer in American Culture.”? Thus, the Chicago Public Li-
brary was founded in 1874, the Chicago Academy of Fine Arts in 1879,
and the Orchestral Association in 1890.3 In 1892-93 the new home of the
Art Institute was dedicated, the cornerstone of the Chicago Historical
Society building was laid, the World’s Columbian Exposition, with its
many cultural exhibits, was held and the reborn University of Chicago
opened its doors, claiming instant greatness with its brilliant faculty and
Rockefeller millions.
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That same year the permanent building of the Newberry Library ad-
mitted its first readers. This new edifice complemented the rest of the
institution, which, although only five years old, had already developed a
clearly defined intellectual orientation, social role and internal structure.
The Newberry’s founders had self-consciously attempted to build the
greatest research library in America. Yet, because of their class and cul-
tural interests, the founders had created something else. Rather than a
setter of new intellectual trends, as the newer University of Chicago
would be, the Newberry became a bastion in the defense of older cultural
values and ideals. This was reflected in its early leadership, its adminis-
tration, the building’s architecture and, most importantly, in the books it
chose to collect and not to collect.

The benefactor of the Library, Walter Loomis Newberry, was an early
settler of Chicago who made his fortune in commerce, railroads, banking
and real estate. He was an acting mayor of the city before the Civil War,
and served as President of the Chicago Historical Society from 1860 until
his death in 1868. Thus it was not surprising that his will contained a
codicil for the founding of “a FREE PUBLIC LIBRARY.” However,
only under the unlikely circumstances that both his daughters died “with-
out leaving lawful issue” would the codicil take effect. But with their
deaths in 1874 and 1876, and his wife’s in 1885, one half of the Newberry
estate became available for the Library.+

Thus, the Library came into existence by a unique accident of fate.
Unlike many other great libraries, it was not connected with a university.
Nor was it guided through its early years by a generous patron-founder,
like John Jacob Astor, who gave time and money in the planning of the
institution that bore his name. The Library did not grow from the work
of a single dedicated collector; there was no James Lenox in Chicago,
carefully gathering volumes. The library did not even begin with a pre-
existing collection of books, for the founder’s personal library had been
destroyed in the Fire. The Newberry began with a codicil in a will and
a sum of money.

These circumstances gave the librarian and trustees an opportunity to
build whatever type of collection and institution they chose. The will
required only that the institution be free, open to the public, and located
in Chicago’s “North Division.” The trustees had complete authority
“to take such action in regard to such library as they may judge fit and
best, having in view the growth, preservation, permanence and general
usefulness of such library.”s

On July 1, 1887, with assets of nearly $2,150,000, E. W. Blatchford
and William H. Bradley, the library’s trustees, “resolved to give the new
institution the name of THE NEWBERRY LIBRARY and at the same
time decided that it be a library of reference.” The name would un-
doubtedly have satisfied Newberry’s desire to “perpetuate through a
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magnificent public charity a name which there was no longer anyone of
his blood to bear.”¢ However, as a strategy for building a permanent
and growing institution, this was perhaps not the best name to use. Al-
though the Newberry name had none of the pejorative connotations of
the Astor name,” an institution named for one man might not attract
other benefactors who would be competing for prestige with the name of
the founder. But, with “the largest foundation for a free library in this
or any other country”’$—a sum five times greater than Astor’s initial en-
dowment—the trustees were not worried about future donations.

The trustees’ decision to create a “library of reference” was related to
several factors. Although Newberry left no indication of what kind of
library he wanted, Bradley assumed “he had in mind the Astor library
in New York.” Newberry had been a business partner of Astor’s son,
William B., who was, in the post-Civil War years, supporting the institu-
tion his father had founded. Before moving to Chicago Blatchford had
known the Astors, and that may have also influenced the decision. Fur-
thermore, Chicago lacked an institution to match Boston’s Athenaeum
or New York’s Astor, and as energetic city boosters the trustees undoubt-
edly wanted to rectify that situation. A reference library would be easier
to administer than a circulating or general public library. In any event,
Chicago already had a circulating public library by the time-the New-
berry endowment was available, and that library was an outgrowth of the
Young Men’s Library Association founded by Newberry himself in 1849.9
Most importantly, as aristocrats in Chicago society the trustees were
inclined towards a scholarly gentleman’s library, rather than a less
genteel institution. The trustees never considered donating the Newberry
endowment to the financially starved Chicago Public Library, or building
a workingman’s library, an immigrant’s library or even a mercantile li-
brary, all of which the city needed if it were to compete with its Eastern
rivals on all levels.10 '

The trustees, like Newberry, were successful civic and.business leaders
dedicated to the development of Chicago. Eliphalet Wickes Blatchford
came to Chicago in his youth and made a fortune manufacturing lead
products during the Civil War. Bradley, like Newberry and Blatchford,
was born in Connecticut. An early settler of Chicago, he served as clerk
of the U.S. District Court for most of his life. Both men were well suited
to manage the finances of a library and determine its general direction.!
However, for the important function of collecting and organizing books,
they relied on the new librarian, William Frederick Poole.

In 1887 Poole was at the height of a magnificent career. At the time
of his appointment to the Newberry he was President of the American
Library Association and President-elect of the American Historical Asso-
ciation. He was author of the internationally famed Poole’s Index to
periodical literature and had served as head librarian of the Boston
Mercantile Library, the Boston Athenaeum, the Cincinnati Public Li-
brary and the Chicago Public, which he left for the Newberry. His essay

7



on library architecture had been reprinted by the United States Depart-
ment of Education. He wrote for the Library Journal, the Dial and the
North American Review. His historical studies of Salem witchcraft and
the old Northwest were well respected by the profession.’? In library
science only Justin Winsor, who had immediately preceded him as Presi-
dent of the AL.A. and the A.H.A., Charles Cutter and Melvil Dewey
rivaled Poole for pre-eminence.

Besides professional stature, Poole brought to the Newberry some very
explicit ideas on libraries. These were governed by his great love of
books, which developed into what might be termed “organic bookman-
ship.” A true bibliophile, he felt that books were alive—almost human—
and should be treated accordingly. As a scholar, he was at home when sur-
rounded by volumes which were to be handled and seen, as well as read.
Thus, he fought a lifetime (and losing) battle against the Dewey classifica-
tion and stack systems. Both systems removed books from the immediate
reach of a reader. “Books,” he wrote, ‘“‘cannot live where man cannot live.
They are more nearly allied to us as congeners than we are wont to
suppose. In excessive heat the leather bindings slowly consumes [sic] and
life departs. If we put our friends in torment, they prove to us the
doctrine of annihilation.”13

At the Chicago Public Poole allowed readers “to brouse around.”
After he left the C.P.L. a patron complained that the new librarian “can’t
bear to have a volume touched only in some red tape-machinery way.”1¢
In the Newberry Poole would avoid such problems because he would
“so shelve and arrange that the books will be accessible to everyone.”15
The same patron also felt that physical conditions at the C.P.L. deteri-
orated after Poole left, and she hoped the new librarian “would contrive
a plan to make people comfortable in one library before spreading out in
every part of the city” with the branch libraries then planned. Other
patrons felt the same way.16

In the Newberry Poole would attend to the comfort of his readers. A
library, even a large public one, was to Poole like a gentleman’s study,
with comfortable surroundings and everything within easy reach. A re-
search library was of course better suited to these ideals than a circulating
library, which would have to deliver its services to a larger and more
diverse group of people. The Chicago Times, which felt Poole “emi-
nently fitted” for his new post, suggested he left the C.P.L. because he
had “a preference for a more secluded field of effort.” While books might
be “accessible to everyone,” making the Newberry a reference library
would “greatly dignify the enterprise and . . . remove it from the reach
of the masses.”1” Like the gentleman’s study, the Newberry would be,
by its own self-conception and the comments of its critics, a reflection of
upper class values.

i
These values represented what George Santayana has called the



“Genteel Tradition.” Poole and the trustees were members of the
“Gentry elite” as defined by Stow Persons. They were college educated
(both Poole and Bradley at Yale, a mainstay of Gentry education) de-
scendents of colonial New England families. While perhaps not in the
same class as the most exclusive gentry of Boston or Philadelphia, in the
newer Chicago they were clearly members of that city’s Gentry elite and
its social elite.18

Poole’s career reflected this “Genteel Tradition.” His first library job
was at Yale’s exclusive club Brothers in Unity. He then worked at the
Boston Athenaeum, a bastion of that city’s elite. As a historian, Poole
was intellectually and socially a colleague of such gentlemen-historians as
Francis Parkman, Theodore Roosevelt and Henry Adams. Like most
early presidents of the A.H.A., Poole had little professional training in
history. Significantly, his last major historical contribution was an essay
in Justin Winsor’s “quasi-professional” 4 Narrative and Critical History
of America, whose contributors “with a few exceptions, were amateur
historians.”1® Poole, his older colleagues and the leaders of local his-
torical societies (like Walter Newberry) reflected “a higher, or at least a
keener, sense of history” often asociated with elites and genteel culture.2
They were interested in local history, antiquarianism and the broad na-
tional histories such as Bancroft wrote. They “regarded their scholarly
activity as an essential component of the whole movement for consoli-
dating American culture.” That movement eventually blended the new
historical methods of social science research, the seminar and professional
trained historians of a younger generation with the older tradition famil-
iar to Poole. “It also enlisted the cultivated patrician class, for the
movement represented a profound reaction against the democratic open-
ness and rawness of the pre-Civil War era. . . . In the late nineteenth
century, urbanization, conservatism, and a general weakening of demo-
cratic values contributed to a reassertion of leadership by established
authorities.”?! In the field of culture the Newberry saw itself as such an
established authority.

The tension between democratic values and a patrician elite was felt
in areas other than history. Members of “society” also “dedicated them-
selves in extra measure to the cultivation of the arts of social intercourse.
Society liked to think of itself not only as the class of the affluent, but as
the principle bearers of the burden of culture, of moral and aesthetic
refinement, and of intellectual interests.” Thus, its members were “en-
dowing the libraries and art galleries, founding the symphony orches-
tras. . . .”?2 Some of these institutions, such as the Carnegie libraries and
the Boston Museum, were endowed so that “society” could spread its
culture to the masses. This was consistent with a sense of noblesse oblige
combined with democratic ideals held by much of the elite. Such forces,
no doubt, influenced Newberry’s decision to provide for a free library,
open to the public. But, there was a counter movement based on the idea
that only the cultured elite could ever appreciate art. This was, of course,
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unpopular in egalitarian America where the elite were “forced to sustain
themselves by their own efforts, without public support.”?® This anti-
democratic tendency was particularly strong in cultural institutions.
Many barred the public, either through their own rules as private clubs,
or through the price of admission, structural facilities or content of osten-
sibly public institutions.

The Newberry, although nominally public, developed as an essentially
non-public institution. Endowed with its own funds, the Library made
only those few concessions to “democracy” found in Newberry’s will. By
concentrating on certain types of collections, and by creating certain insti-
tutional rules, the Newberry could effectively shut itself off from Chicago
as if it were a private club.

As a library, the Newberry was primarily a depository of collected
books. But there was also an historic connection between patrician men
of leisure, book collecting and libraries. The most important American
libraries, were, with a few exceptions, highly exclusive institutions. Some,
like the Harvard Library or the John Carter Brown Library, were con-
nected with private colleges. Others, like the Boston Athenaeum and the
defunct Chicago Young Men’s Library Association, were subscription li-
braries open only to those who could afford to use them. The Lenox and
Astor in New York had been condemned because they were responsive to
the needs of only a select few. Their hours of admission, if nothing else,
precluded use by all but the idle rich and the professional scholar, and
the latter often found entry to the libraries difficult. They had become
a “select resort of bibliomaniacs.”?* Book collecting, which in the late
nineteenth century gained new popularity among gentlemen, tended to
re-enforce the “‘organic bookmanship” that Poole believed in. One man-
ual informed collectors that “the surest way to preserve your books is to
treat them as you would your own children, who are sure to sicken if
confined to an atmosphere which is impure, too hot, too cold, too damp,
or too dry. It is just the same with the progeny of literature.” The
volume also suggested ways that a gentleman might furnish and stock
his private library.2s

Poole’s ideas on library architecture and the care of books would have
to wait until a building could be planned and constructed. Before that
could be done the trustees, Poole and their eventual architect, Henry Ives
Cobb, would visit libraries throughout Europe. The eventual building,
with its Spanish Romanesque style and many small, cozy rooms would
resemble a large mansion filled with a series of “gentlemen’s libraries.”
This too was part of the genteel tradition which was “consonant with a
renewal of admiration for important aspects of European culture, particu-
larly British literature, ‘classical’ music . . . and [‘classical’] architecture.”26
Not only in its architecture, but also in its collections, the genteel tradi-
tion would be followed.
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While the trustees were busy educating themselves about library
buildings and administration, Poole was busy with more immediate tasks.
“The first thing to be done,” he told reporters, ““is to begin the collection
of books.” His buying strategy was to be relatively simple:

The intention is to make a collection of books that will be
complete in all its departments, the purpose being to satisfy
the wants of scholars. It will not interfere with the Public
Library in any way, but will supplement it and relieve the
Library Board of the purchase of costly books that they
might deem necessary to have. This Library will stand to
the Public Library about in the same relation that universi-
ties stand to the public schools, one being for higher and the
other for general education.?

Just as universities were almost exclusively reserved for the upper classes,
so would the Newberry be an institution for gentlemen.

Poole’s plan to make the library “complete in all its departments” was
not as audacious as it might appear to the mid-Twentieth Century reader.
In 1887 it still seemed possible, even to an expert like Poole, that with
enough money a library could collect nearly every worthwhile book in
print. The publishing industry, although growing rapidly, spent most of
its energies reprinting pirated titles because of loose international copy-
right laws.?® There were few academic monographs, and it was possible
for the Newberry to obtain most of them. Graduate education and de-
partmentalized scholarship were just starting to take root in the United
States. That Poole and other librarians were involved in the founding of
academic fields outside of library science indicates how unspecialized
knowledge was at the time.

There were, however, some limits to Poole’s plans. He did not “be-
gin, at once, a general collection of books which however valuable, can
be found in the market at any time.” He also planned to “postpone to a
later date the collection of works whose chief merit consists in their being
rare and curious and the delight of connoisseurs.”?® As will be shown
below, the Library in fact began a collection of such books within two
years after Poole was hired.

Poole immediately prepared “lists of standard bibliographic works in
English and the several continental languages . . . embracing chiefly
books on bibliography and reference works which are needed in the selec-
tion and cataloging of a large library.” He acknowledged the impossi-
bility of “due proportion and symmetry in the accretions to the different
departments, or completeness in any one department,” but felt “the
deficiencies . . . will be later supplied and the collection will become
symmetrical.”’30

Poole’s expertise as a bibliographer was supplemented by advice from
experienced professionals in various fields. Graham Taylor sent a list of
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“valuable periodicals and reports on Economical Science.” Political
Scientist Laurence Laughlin felt that “next to President Harper’s persua-
sions and the great opportunities present” at the University of Chicago,
the “siren voice” of Poole with its “inducements for purchase of reference
books had a great influence on leading” him to Chicago. He quickly sent
Poole a list of books he wanted at the Newberry. Winthrop Dwight
Edwards of Yale sent a list on Egyptology, while the director of the Chi-
cago Art Institute requested various books be bought. In a less academic
area, one man offered a “pretty complete list of works” on checkers and
draughts, because the Newberry “could not afford to neglect such an
important (!) branch” if it hoped to be “the reference library of this
country,”8!

Although located in a polyglot city, the Newberry only partially filled
the needs of its immigrant communities. Classics in French, German,
Italian and Spanish were among the first books ordered, and periodicals
in some of the continental languages were subscribed to. But these were
not likely to appeal to Chicago’s large Eastern and Southern European
populations. The trustees appear to have been ambivalent towards the
interests of these groups.3?

When the Svea Society asked the Newberry to buy a “Complete col-
lection of the literature of Sweden,” the trustees ‘“‘were pleased to have
their attention called to the wants of the Swedish citizens of Chicago,” and
requested “the co-operation of scholarly gentlemen of your nationality in
making the selection.” Over one hundred volumes relating to Scandi-
navian culture were soon purchased.3® At the request of the trustees
Poole sent a long letter to the rector of St. Mary’s Church, asking for a
“list of books which you would like to be in the Newberry Library.” He
emphasized that the “selection of its books” would be “conducted on the
broadest principles,” and the Newberry would “procure books for orig-
inal and scholarly investigation on topics in which religious students of
every shade of belief will be interested.” He added that “if any class of
studies are not duly represented, it will be because the scholars of our city”
failed to give “their counsel and support in recommending these books.”
The problem of urban communication, between the Protestant trustees
and the Catholic clergy would be further alleviated if the rector would
“give this information” to his “clerical associates.”34

But with these two exceptions the Newberry appears to have ignored
Chicago’s ethnics. Although most of the city’s ethnic groups had mem-
bers who would have been interested in studying their own cultural back-
ground, there is no evidence their interests were considered in planning
the Library. This stands in contrast to both the Chicago Public Library
and the privately endowed New York Public Library. The tax supported
C.P.L. naturally catered to the interests of all of Chicago’s citizens. Under
Poole’s administration it developed large German, Italian, Polish, Scandi-
navian and Bohemian collections, and a few years later added Russian
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and Chinese. The C.P.L. reported a large percentage of non-English
speaking readers, indicating that there were probably many ethnics who
would have been interested in more specialized collections, had they been
at the Newberry.35 John S. Billings, the first director of the New York
Public, initiated its large Slavonic, Jewish and Oriental collections, “not
for political but for intellectual reasons” and in “recognition of the status
of New York as the leading Jewish community in the United States.”3¢
All three collections served New York’s immigrant population. The New-
berry might have recognized Chicago’s status as the leading Polish,
Bohemian, Lithuanian or Greek city in the nation, had the founders
been interested in appealing to a “public” larger than their own class.
Similarly, Billings began a massive collection of “everything relating
to poverty, the causes and prevention of crime, charity and methods of
aid and relief—in short, intelligent philanthropy in the broadest sense of
the word.” It was “one of the most important in the Library in its in-
fluence for the public welfare.” A similar collection would have been a
useful and important addition to the Newberry. Yet Poole never utilized
a bibliography on “charities and corrections” sent to him by a noted
expert.3” The Newberry founders were not lacking in philanthropic and
eleemosynary endeavors, as much of their non-library work shows. Thus,
their selective disinterest in this field may indicate that the “public” they
were building their library for was a highly restricted one. Also, as a
rather parochial institution in an unsophisticated city, the Newberry, in
contradistinction to the N.Y.P.L., failed to develop a diverse collection
because its intellectual horizons were, in many ways, quite limited.

The needs of Chicago’s “native” community were carefully attended
to by the Library. This group was largely Protestant, of Anglo-Saxon
origin and Eastern (New England and New York) background. They
were Chicago’s first settlers, and “until the rise of the proletarian politics
of the new immigration after the Civil War,”38 they dominated the city’s
political scene. While their political power waned they began to domi-
nate the city’s cultural life through such institutions as the Newberry.

Many of Poole’s early purchases indicate the cultural interests of this
group. He offered to “get any books that might be named by the pro-
fessors of . . . various Chicago [Protestant] seminaries.”?® From the be-
ginning Poole purchased material on the Civil War, including a near
complete set of the Liberator and many other abolitionist papers and
pamphlets. Undoubtedly Poole’s sense of history influenced these pur-
chases. But, it seems likely that there was more than just casual historical
interest involved in these, and purchases relating to the American Revo-
lution, but not to the Mexican War, the Indian Wars or the American
South: As transplanted Easterners, the Newberry founders were pri-
marily interested in what their forebears had been doing or in what the
East and Europe recognized as important for the attainment of “higher
culture.” Thus, the Newberry’s now famous American Indian collections
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were not started until fifteen years after Poole’s death, and were the
result of private philanthropy, rather than a decision by the librarian or
trustees based on what they thought the Library ought to collect.#0 What
Poole and the trustees thought the Library ought to collect is seen in an
examination of three early large purchases.

v

In the Library’s first four years strong collections were built in three
areas: U.S. and local history and genealogy; music; and rare editions.
Each reflected the social and cultural interests of the founders.

In the Newberry’s first annual report “American History, Geneaology
and Biography” were listed together, because no real distinctions were
made between local and genealogical history and national history. It
was quite logical (and for the modern scholar quite fortunate) for the
Newberry to build a strong American History collection, as Poole was a
professional in the field. Of less lasting academic value, but perhaps of
more value to the trustees was the genealogy collection. From the be-
ginning the Newberry was “the place where you look up your ancestors.”+1
Most of the “looking up” was done by the transplanted Easterners of
Chicago’s elite.

This interest in one’s roots was not confined to Chicago, but was part
of a national movement that E. Digby Baltzell has called “The Social
Defense of Caste.” In 1896 the Lenox Library purchased a very large
genealogy collection and set aside a room for its use. Between 1893 and
1900 over thirty-five “patriotic, hereditary, and historical associations”
were formed, including the Sons of the American Revolution, the Daugh-
ters of the American Revolution, the Society of Mayflower Descendants
and the Baronial Order of Runnymede. This “ancestor worship” was
“in the end, the last defense of the gentry . . . the bare fact of priority—
their ancestors had been here first.”#2 But, for those overwhelmed by
immigrants, Catholics and Jews, it was an important defense. Thus
genealogy, and after 1889 heraldry, were significant collections in the
early Newberry.

Similarly, the building of a great music collection reflected the cul-
tural aspirations of the Newberry’s founders. No one questioned that
books on the fine arts belonged in the Newberry. The arts were part of
the culture that the Newberry was striving to bring to Chicago. This
was consistent with the Victorian notion of culture, “signifying the
highest and most valued human activities, connected particularly with
the high arts. People were defined as cultured according to their interest
or proficiency in certain traditional areas: music, painting, architecture,
belles lettres.” Chicago concerts antedated the Fire, and there were many
musicians and critics in the city to guide Poole in the selection of books,
while “in painting” the city’s culture was “provincial, still embryonic.””#3
Thus, it is not surprising that the Newberry’s first fine arts collection was
in music.
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In building a great music library the trustees were able to apply the
full force of the Newberry endowment to this important, but in the
United States, relatively neglected field. The Tribune could soon brag
that “Prof. Paine of Harvard . . . asked permission to borrow titles from
it for the use in the University collection.” With the acquisition of a
first edition of Jacopo Peri’s opera Euridice, “printed in quarto in
Florence and bears the dedication to Maria de’ Medici,” the Library
obtained something that even the British Museum lacked!** For men
consciously building a library whose greatness would reflect favorably on
Chicago among the elite of the East and Europe, the music collection was
a vital symbol of the “high arts.”

Perhaps the most significant indication of what the Founders thought
their research library ought to be was found in the Newberry’s collection
of rare books. In November, 1890, after over a year of negotiations, the
Library obtained most of the private library of Henry Probasco, a wealthy
book collector from Cincinnati whom Poole had known while the latter
had been head of the public library in that city. The Probasco collection
included thirteen editions of Shakespeare, including the Ist, 2nd, and
4th folios; early editions of Dante, Horace, Petrarch, Cervantes and
Homer; Audubon’s elephant folios; eighty-eight bibles; fifty-four volumes
of incunabula; and 842 examples of rare and artistic binding, including
works by Grolier, Cape, David and Bedford. This 6,000 volume collec-
tion complemented the rare editions, bibles and incunabula already
purchased by the Library.45

What finally convinced the trustees to buy the $53,000 collection
was a time-payment plan and the argument of Probasco’s agent:

You will have to buy such books sometime and the longer it
is put off, the more you will have to pay for them. You are
purchasing not only for present use: but for generations yet
unborn. This I think is an opportunity of a lifetime and

. it would be a very judicious and desirable purchase.

Assuming the Newberry should have been collecting such rarities it was
indeed a brilliant purchase.46

No one ever articulated just why the Library would ‘“have to buy
such books sometime.” The booster-oriented Tribune rejoiced because
the purchase would “add to the value and richness of this great library
... for which the Newberry is famous all over the country.” The Library
was in a position to challenge its ‘“Eastern competitors in the richness
and extent of several of its departments.” It was another example of “the
young metropolis of the West coming to the front in literature and art
and passing its Eastern rivals.”*7

For Poole, the purchase was wise since “the value of these art bindings
will go on increasing, and they have already become valuable histori-
cally.” He felt “A great library is not complete which cannot practically
illustrate the development of the art of book-binding,” enabling “the
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student to go back nearly to the origin of printing and to trace the
progress of typography. . ..” The books would “interest equally the
scholar and the unlearned,” and a public library ought to have them be-
cause ‘‘their great rarity and cost put them beyond the reach of in-
dividuals.” Finally, Poole echoed the Tribune’s boosterism: “In a large
community like Chicago, which is supposed by outsiders to be largely en-
grossed in material interests, such a collection will attract much attention
and inspire a taste for art, literature, and a broader culture.”48

Probasco felt his collection was essential if Chicago was to ever attain
“broader culture”:

There may not be a standard in Chicago but the Newberry
is not a bad place to commence, and it is to be hoped, that
as time goes on the Trustees will have the pride of the Astor,
the Lenox, the Cambridge, the Boston Public, the John
Carter Brown and some others, such as the Boston Athe-
naeum. So that it can say, here is a standard by which the
public can know what is false and what is true.4®

That Poole and the trustees thought such standards of truth could
be found in a collection of rare books indicates their cultural values and
those of the Library. Book collecting’s traditional association with the
genteel elite was increasing in the late nineteenth century. Many mil-
lionaires, such as J. P. Morgan and Edward Ayer, were active book col-
lectors. A contemporary periodical compared a book collection to a
“Dukedom,” and by the turn of the century, “American men of wealth
had begun to look upon books as the most distinguished form of collect-
ing not exceeded even by picture collecting.”?® Thus the founders saw
their books as a guide for “what is true.” Just as gentlemen wanted to
know their genealogical ancestry, so they could maintain “standards” in
their newly found prep schools, summer resorts and social clubs, so
would a gentleman’s library have to maintain standards.®® The rare
books served for what Neil Harris has called the “certification” of the
“experience or objects the institution protected,” and “of the good taste
and social standing of its supporters.” Poole and the Tribune were
proud of Chicago’s new treasures because the rich and cultured men of
the East (and Europe) respected such things. Blatchford looked forward
to the “great pleasure” of showing the new acquisitions to a prominent
Chicago lawyer, who would “keenly . . . appreciate the value of this
collection.”52

Like many other cultural institutions of the period, the Newberry
was interested in certifying its standards for a small audience. “Efficiency
combined with class bias to dictate that the new cultural institutions be
organized more with an eye to protecting the standard of the arts than
with the theatricality and mingling of tastes which might have drawn
mass audiences.”?® The Library was still open to the public, but the
beauty and value of the collections made it impossible for a mass audi-
ence to either use or appreciate them.
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These standards were maintained when a full Board of Trustees was
chosen in 1892. All members of the first board were subsequently listed
in the national Social Register. Over half had graduated from elite
Eastern schools, such as Harvard, Yale and Williams. They were of the
same Eastern Protestant background as Newberry and Poole. The board
included two judges, two generals and a handful of millionaires. Not
surprisingly, this contrasted greatly with the board of the C.P.L. That
board always had representatives of Chicago’s ethnic communities, while
only about one third of its members were listed in the Social Register.
From the beginning there were Jews on it, while the Newberry would
not appoint a Jewish trustee until 1957. Even the N.Y.P.L. has had at
least one Jew and one Catholic on its board since it was first formed.?*

Similarly, the staff of the Newberry reflected the ethnic background of
the trustees. Many of the employees were recruited from Eastern colleges
and libraries. A list of the employees for 1892 shows very few names that
could be classified as “ethnic” and none of them in supervisory positions.
Of the fifteen most prominent employees discussed by Poole’s biographer,
only two Scandinavian names appear on an otherwise all Anglo-Saxon
list. This again contrasts with the C.P.L., where many ethnics were hired,
at all levels, from the beginning. In 1886, well over half the assistant
librarians had “ethnic” names. The New York Public also hired a
number of “ethnics,” including some in supervisory positions.5

\Y

Thus, during its early years the Newberry became a public gentle-
man’s library. It was superficially like the public art museum, which
brought rare artifacts of “high culture” within the reach of all Chi-
cagoans. Actually, it was more like the opera and other “self-conscious
cultural institution[s]” which ‘“‘started to segment portions of the citi-
zenry.”%¢ Although anyone could use the library, few people had reason to
do so. As the Times put it, “a library exclusively for reference is a select
affair; it bars out the mob, and limits its use to the better and cleaner
classes.”s” Designed to attract a certain class, the Library’s collection
proved an effective bar to most everyone else. Even if “the mob” had
been interested in the Newberry’s books, there were other factors dis-
couraging use.

The eventual building, with its alcove design, was ‘“essentially a
gentleman’s [home] library magnified in size.” It could not accommodate
large numbers of people, as could the C.P.L. or the N.Y.P.L. The Times
berated the trustees for attempting to “thwart” the “beneficent purposes
of the testator” by not immediately building a structure for “the benefit
of the masses in place of the scholarly few.” From the beginning each
user was required to fill out a form indicating his residence and reason
for coming.?8 Such a procedure, while perhaps necessary in a research
library (although the N.Y.P.L. has yet to institute such a system), could
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easily discourage use by browsers or persons insecure about their social
position. In addition, the librarians could, and did, ask people to leave
if they were unsure of what they wanted to read.>®

Just who used the Library is impossible to determine. A few remain-
ing statistics indicate that mostly professional men and a few high school
students came there between 7:00 and 10:00 p.m. History and Genealogy,
Literature and Fine Arts were the most popular subjects.%? Poole’s cor-
respondence shows that a number of ministers, professional men and pro-
fessors from midwest colleges inquired about using the Library. The
tutor of a prominent lawyer’s son, “a Harvard man of 1889—and he
doesn’t intend to go into commercial life,” was introduced to Poole as
an ideal user of the Library. More common, perhaps, was the lawyer
who asked Poole to guide his wife in “reading up on Shakespearian
criticism,” or the lady who “needed to consult” all of Thomas Tyrwhitt’s
“works on literary criticism.” Poole felt the Library would “provide for
the wants of scholars, scientific students, professional men who want to
get below the surface, and inquire into the origin and history of ideas
and progress of events who read and seek books in many languages.” But,
at the time few such scholars lived in Chicago. After the John Crerar
Library was endowed the Times urged philanthropists to begin “supple-
menting those library facilities with universities and colleges.”’61

The Newberry’s founders never clearly defined the institution they
were building, perhaps because they never really could. Intellectually
they were caught between two worlds: the older one of rare books and
gentlemen scholars, and the emerging one of social science research and
professional scholarship. Socially they were in a similar situation. Al-
though they might have wanted to build an exclusive library, like the
private Boston Athenaeum or the “public” Lenox, they could not, for in
Chicago, in 1887, such would have been an anachronism. Also, the tes-
tator provided for a library open to the public. They did not want to
build a large public library to supplement the C.P.L. Nor could they
build a modern research library. That was a task for future librarians
and trustees, who would be familiar and comfortable with modern
methods of scholarship.

Under Poole the Library acquired bibliographic tools, pamphlets,
newspapers, periodicals and important scholarly works. It also bought
rare editions and volumes which were “the delight of connoisseurs.” At
the same time, manuscripts and archival material were neglected. Blatch-
ford even refused to authorize purchase of a collection of Mendelsohn’s
letters at the time the Library was building its great music collection.
In 1892 the Library listed only three manuscripts in its collection. Mod-
ern library techniques of stacking and classification were similarly ig-
nored. This was certainly not the beginning of a modern research
library, even by the standards of Poole’s era. With its incunabula, rare
bibles, genealogy, and lack of manuscripts, the Newberry was perhaps the
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last great library built without the dominating influence of modern,
professional librarianship and scholarship.

As an intellectual institution, the Newberry reflected the reaction
against urbanization then taking root among America’s social elites. The
Library’s collection was not affected by Chicago’s milieu of immigrants,
industry and poverty. If Chicago’s immigrants and working class wished
to read books in their native languages or popular novels in English, they
could go to “the public library . . . the general resort of the reading pub-
lic,” but if they wished to study their cultural roots, they would have
searched in vain at the Newberry. As a “resort” for the upper classes,
however, the Newberry had a definite function. During this period, as
Neil Harris has shown, “museums, libraries, and orchestras were meant
to be asylums—the word is used frequently—refuges for the best that
world culture had produced.”? Among the New England genealogies
and incunabula one was unlikely to rub elbows with the uncultured (or
cultured) masses. Like the many clubs listed in the Social Register, the
Newberry was a place where members of the “cleaner classes could escape
from the city without actually leaving it.” In an age when “decent
people,” as Edith Wharton put it, “fell back on sport and culture,”% the
Newberry was a welcome oasis of the latter.

Late nineteenth-century Chicago had great wealth and strong class
divisions. It was new, raw and lacking in cultural and educational insti-
tutions. It lacked a social research library, like the N.Y.P.L.’s economics
division, and its public circulating library was perpetually underfunded.
The Newberry estate might have been used to buy the vast numbers of
inexpensive volumes needed to change this situation. The Newberry
might have emulated the contemporary Boston Museum. Instead of
spending their resources on expensive works of original art, the Museum’s
trustees—a group even more aristocratic than the Newberry trustees—
bought prints and plaster casts in an attempt to maximize their collecting
power. They also bought non-Western works of art, and included popu-
lar culture and the applied arts in their collections. The Bostonians were
quite successful at bringing culture and education to the general public.6+

Perhaps they were unsure of their elite status; perhaps they suffered
from Chicago’s “Second City” complex, and felt only the best, most ex-
pensive and culturally acceptable volumes could compensate for not being
in New York or Boston; perhaps they simply lacked the will or vision of
the Bostonians. In any event, the Newberry trustees did not want to
bring culture and knowledge to the people of Chicago. Rather, they
wanted to build a library that would bring fame and prestige to Chicago’s
elite. That there were few true scholars in the city to use the Library
was not really important. By collecting and accumulating artifacts of
culture, they were able to satisfy their own cultural aspirations. In 1894,
with the death of Poole and the appointment of a full Board, the admin-
istration of the Library became less centralized. It was no longer three
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dedicated men overseeing every aspect of the institution. Yet, future
librarians and trustees would carry on the traditions initiated by the
Founders that would one day lead to an important, although highly spe-
cialized research institution.
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