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Library Connections: Memories of the Past and Dreams of the Future 

By Melissa Ewing, December 10, 2019 

In 1982-83 I was in sixth grade and spent a lot of time in the school library. Since I loved 

school and got my work done quickly, I was able to leave class and help our librarian, Ms. Dow. I 

would sit in the librarian’s giant walnut rocking chair and read to the “little kids.” I can still feel 

myself sitting there with the crocheted U.S. flag blanket providing a warm, comfy cushion for 

my back. I am reading them a book starring Amelia Bedelia. This zany story connected author, 

reader, and listeners to each other in a small town surrounded by farms. In this sacred place 

dedicated to needs and tastes of the K-6 crowd, I made fond memories of researching the lives 

of Jackie Robinson and Dwight D. Eisenhower for papers, and reading about dinosaurs, UFOs, 

and Laura Ingalls Wilder. In that library I listened to songs like “Big John” blasting out of the tiny 

mono record player and learned how to choose my own adventure. This space and the stories it 

housed, gave me a feeling of belonging that I never felt with my family of non-readers. It’s been 

over thirty-five years since I asked Ms. Dow, “What do I have to do to be a librarian?” 

 In the latter half of the twentieth century school libraries and media centers began 

closing due to budget shortfalls. Not seen as being vital for increasing scores on standardized 

math and reading test, libraries were forced to operate without a librarian, cut hours, or close. 

The Card Catalog, a book from the Library of Congress, says the story of the burning of the 

Library of Alexandra probably isn’t true, instead, “Most historians agree that the decline of the 

Great Library of Alexandria was due to what endangers libraries of the present day—general 

indifference and bureaucratic neglect.” School libraries have a value that goes beyond math 

and reading. Librarians and support staff connect kids who feel different from their peers with 
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books that feature kids dealing with the same challenges. I am sad knowing some kids might 

not feel at home anywhere because they don’t have access to a library. 

The first thing I did with my community college ID was check out a library book. It was 

how I celebrated my first move away from home. Unfortunately, I was not prepared for this 

new world and withdrew from college a month later. I moved to a different town to restart my 

life. I looked for work in the tiny public library but there wasn’t any. I settled for a job at a 

restaurant, and, after a couple years, married the owner. After I married him, my hours went 

from forty to fifty per week to eighty plus per week. As I took on office duties in addition to my 

prep cook job, libraries became a place I used to visit. My time was now spent with invoices, 

not stories.  I used all my energy helping my spouse’s business and when the marriage 

ultimately failed, I found myself wondering what to do for a living. At twenty-nine and living 

alone for the first time I remembered how important libraries were to me growing up and 

remembered my dream of being a librarian. 

 I enrolled at Lansing Community College and got a student job in the library. I was 

excited to be working with others who loved libraries. I discovered the technical side of libraries 

and transferred from public services to interlibrary loan. I had fun sending and receiving books 

to libraries all over the country. With no financial support from my ex, I was having trouble 

paying rent, and soon accepted a second job doing interlibrary loan and document delivery for 

a hospital. The medical library, an afterthought to hospital administration, was banished to a 

windowless room filled with old medical journals, reference materials, and a few computers. 

The director tried to make it welcoming by adding plants and a reading corner, but he never 

fully succeeded. Although I enjoyed the work and the laughs my co-workers and I shared, I 
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never made a strong connection with this glorified storage room. I couldn’t look past the 

physical limitations of the space to realize I was connecting to people in a way that surpassed 

architecture. Doctors were able to provide better care for their patients with information from 

the articles I obtained for them. As my relationship with the man who would become my 

second husband grew deeper, we left the state with the promise of a new life on our terms, 

and with more windows. 

 Medical libraries bring valuable resources from the National Institutes of Health and 

other publishers to doctors, residents, nurses, and members of the public. When they exist only 

because they are government mandated, and are forced into spaces unconducive to healing, 

society loses an opportunity to fully connect medical professionals and patients with mental 

and physical health.  

 Failing to make our ideal life a reality, my partner and I returned home, and I 

interviewed in a law library. When I walked in for the interview and saw the gorgeous dark 

paneling and giant windows, I wanted nothing more than to work there. This job had excellent 

pay and benefits, and didn’t require a library degree, so I just worked and enjoyed myself. I 

learned everything I could about serials, acquisitions, and cataloging. I remembered my dream 

of being a librarian occasionally, but always told myself I would need to invest too much time 

and money to get two degrees. 

 While working there my boyfriend and I got married and we had a baby. My co-workers 

gave us great parties and became a huge part of my life. When my supervisor took a new job, I 

was shocked. I began thinking about my future there. I felt I had enough on the job knowledge 

to do her job, but without a library degree I could not be considered. I decided to go back to 
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school. In fall 2014 I started taking online classes while working full-time. I intended to remain 

at this library, get my Master’s in Library and Information Science, and move into a librarian 

position when one opened. That was before my employer stopped giving annual raises and 

retirement contributions. That was before they started closing branches, merging departments, 

and laying people off (“A reduction in force,” they called it). It was still a good job with good 

benefits but had become a depressing place to work. Floors that had previously housed busy 

work areas were shuttered to save electricity, and other floors had more empty offices than 

full. It was dying like an old mall does when a new one opens on the other side of town. As we 

withdrew volumes no longer being updated and cancelled print subscriptions in favor of 

electronic, it no longer felt like a library. Many people I had worked with for a decade were 

gone, and those of us who remained had three times as many job duties. 

 Squandering institutional funds when times are good instead of saving them to survive 

recessions and other challenges, usually leads to dedicated employees losing financial security 

and being overworked. Administrations who don’t understand how libraries work cut as much 

as possible, and then cut more. With the cost of living continually rising, people who make less 

than $50,000 cannot keep being asked to wait for raises until the economy changes. Companies 

and institutions will lose their best employees to new jobs and/or educational opportunities. 

 I never tire of wandering the stacks of a library, where fact and fiction are clearly 

separated, and new authors share space with my favorites. Walking down the aisles and 

touching the books connects me to others who lingered in the same space deciding which 

books to borrow. I’ve heard repeatedly that reading fiction fosters empathy, which in my 

experience, has been true. I can put myself in the place of a person in the pages and recognize 
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that the world is unjust for people like them. Spending time on social media leads me to believe 

this is something most people would be wise to improve their skills in. 

Libraries have a tradition of connecting with their patrons. Even with limited funding, 

libraries step up to fill gaps in our social safety nets. Homeless people are offered the same 

resources as those with homes. People filling out job applications after incarceration or layoff 

can get help navigating employer websites. Some libraries even have clothing closets with free 

interview attire. Even the Western Michigan University libraries have gone above expectations 

for academic libraries and provide free menstrual supplies to students. The library community is 

welcoming to everyone. Many public libraries are increasingly showing support for LGBTQ 

patrons by purchasing and prominently displaying important fiction and non-fiction books 

written by and for members of their community. 

Although I love all libraries, my deepest attachments are to those in academic 

institutions. I believe this is because I was born in a rural area of Mid-Michigan, to parents 

never read for pleasure, and the closest public library was ten miles away. Not feeling 

comfortable with the public, I always knew I wanted to do something behind the scenes, like 

cataloging or serials management. After transferring to WMU to finish my bachelor’s, my 

husband joined me to finish his. I left my job and we moved to Kalamazoo to be closer to 

campus, and so our son can take advantage of the Kalamazoo Promise. I got a student job at 

the university library and after three years in the digitization department, I see a myself, not as 

a cataloger or other standard technical services librarian, but as a digital projects librarian or an 

archivist. 
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In my current position, I’ve had the pleasure of working with medieval manuscripts and 

rare books. I’ve held centuries old pieces in my hands and photographed them for online 

collections. I’ve digitized a Jewish family’s photographs of their temporary home in Ecuador, 

where they lived after fleeing Germany in the ramp up to WWII and awaited final immigration 

to the United States. I have turned an anthropology instructor’s 35mm slides of his visits to Iran 

from the 1960s to the 2000s into digital images, and grew more attached to the people in them 

the longer I edited them. I worked with letters written during WWI to a German solider by his 

family and scanned them for others to view online. I photographed his scrapbooks and looked 

into the eyes of people long dead and met them across time and space. This is what the future 

of libraries is, and I plan to be part of it. History no longer needs to be written by rich white men 

looking out for their business interests, it can, and should, be written by all of us. We all have a 

story worth telling and the cards, letters, pictures, and emails we collect, and craft, are all part 

of that. Memories of private people shared with the public in hopes of connecting, in hopes of 

not repeating tragic mistakes, and in hopes of understanding the past, is an important part of 

our social record. These people weren’t famous, but lived and loved and laughed like us. 

Looking at these artifacts is a way to connect across the centuries and remember that even 

though technology changes at a breakneck pace, people have remained the same. Why keep 

the physical pieces after it goes online? Because sometimes images lie. No matter how good a 

photograph is, we still miss some of the story. The gold embossing doesn’t shine the same in an 

image and watermarks aren’t as elegant. Maintaining the physical copies allows students, 

researchers, and even members of the public to hold them in their hands and touch the 

parchment. That is a tactile experience I doubt the internet will ever be able to deliver. I am not 
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a religious person but holding something in my hands that a 15th century monk copied and 

embellished with doodles of dog-like dragons, allows me to imagine this person living in their 

own time and I understand why they were. Libraries have made it possible for me to connect to 

others who lived before me, who worked in them with me, and I suspect, to people who have 

not yet been born. Very few physical or ideological spaces can accomplish so much for so many 

different people. Libraries don’t just house stories, they help create them. 

 


