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HACKLEY LIBRARY'S 90th BIRTHDAY

by Georgia Tuxbury

In 1912 an article in the Muskegon
Chronicle written about the Hackley
Library stated, “The merit of things
that are familiar is often forgotten”.
The Hackley Public Library - 90
years after Its formal opening - Is
probably the most familiar building
in the city. As Muskegon residents
who are apt to take this fine institu-
tion for granted, it would be well to
consider the part it has plaved in
our own lives and In the social
history of Muskegon.

On May 25, 1888 Charles Hack-
ley announced to a surprised Board
of Education his plans to give
$100,000 to Muskegon for the es-
tablishment of a free public library.
This was the lumber baron’s first
gifl to his city, and the announce-
ment was met with great joy and
appreciation. The citizens were
caught up with an excitement hard
to believe for us who have had the
privileges of a library all our lives.

The Institution, at its concep-
tion, became a parl ol the sochkl
fabric of Muskegon. The laying of
the cornerstone, exactly a year after
the announcement, was cause for
celebration. On a breezy spring
morning over |.000 people enjoved
the impressive ceremonies. There
were bands playing and a proces-

sion that included school board
members, city officials, teachers
and scheol children carrying

banners inscribed with the name,
"HACKLEY™. Prof. A.C. McLaughlin
gave the address which appeared in
ils entirety In the newspaper the
next day for those unable to attend.

On Oct. 15, 1890, the Hackley
Library was officially dedicated in
ceremonies which took place at the
Muskegon Opera House. It was an
important social function which
formally opened the library to the
people. Local and out of town
dignitarics were in attendance,
“The Hackley March™ was writien
for the oceasion by local composer
Hermann HKoelbel. E.A. Turner, a
Grand Rapids Artist, was commis-
sloned to paint "The Dedication of
the Library”. A marvelous work of
art, it took five years to complete.
The picture, over 10-1/2 feet long,
now hangs on the second floor of
the library.

On its opening, 13.000 books
were offered to the public. A Read-
ing Room was made available [or
those who wanted a quiet place to
read and study. Rules were strict -
there was no browsing through
books as we do today. Patrons made
their selections from a card catalog.
Librarians would enter the closed
stacks and bring the books (o the
Delivery Room for the eager readers.

Citizens upheld the rules. They
were grateful for the opportunities
extended them. It was most un-
usual for a city the size of Muskegon
to have a library of this size and
calibre. The beauty of the bullding
was appreciated - its heavy oak and
mahogany interior, marble stair-
cases, seven fireplaces, stained and
bevelled glass.

And the people used the library.
In the early 1900°s it was not un-
usual for over 100 people to enjoy a

quiet Sunday in the Reading Room.
Statistics showed that 10,000 peo-
ple. or 1/3 of Muskegon. used the
library in March, 1912.

But what were they reading? A
1911 article in the Chroniele. titled.
"A Blessing Abused”, cited the [act
that 3/4 of the books taken oul of
the Hackley Library, or “a danger-
ously large proportion” were fiction.
This was considered a disastrous
trend. about which the citizenry
should be concerned. The article
Slated. "used to excess, fictlon
becomes a sort of intoxication.
Stronger potions are eventually
required to spur the [lagging
interest and the ultimate result is
mental debauchery™.

To promote upstanding reading
habits in the public, special days
were set aside, especially for boys,
where "morally healthy” books were
displayed for their browsing.

Not only was there considered
to be danger in the content of the
books, but the books themselves
became a threat at one time. In
1916, during a prevalence of
contagious disease, the library
cooperated with the City Health
Physician in determining what
books had been in the homes of
those affected by disease. These
books were fumigated, or, in some
cases, burned.

The library has grown over the
years. Approximately 165,000
books, on open shelves, are now
available to the public, as well as
phonograph records, 16 milimeter
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