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                                                              basbanes

John Cole:

Good evening, everyone, and welcome to the Library of Congress.  I'm John Cole, the director of The Center for the Book in the Library of Congress.  Our Center was created in 1977, nearly 25 years ago, to stimulate public interest in books, reading and libraries.  And one of my favorite ways of doing that is to have the Center for the Book host something we call “Books and Beyond” talks, which are books which feature authors of recently published books of special interest to the Library of Congress.  Often those authors are authors who have written books based on the collections of the Library of Congress.  Sometimes they are -- write on a topic that is of obvious interest to the Library of Congress.  And that happens to be the case tonight, of course, with Nick Basbanes who writes about books.  We will be listening to Nick’s stories about books and book people, and his topic, of course, is the topic of the Center for the Book, so it's a special privilege to introduce him and have him here tonight.

There are several introductions that I could have given for Nick tonight, and as you probably know the book has been widely praised.  I thought I would start my introduction by quoting from one of those paeans really to Nick and what he's been able to do, but then bring him down to earth just a little bit with some other stories and facts about Nick, whom we’re lucky to have here tonight.  I don't know how many people here are members of the Caxton Club or know of the journal of the Caxton Club [“Caxtonian”] which is the journal of the book collector’s book group in Chicago.  And Robert Cotner, who is the editor and a friend of many of the people here and a friend of Nick’s and a friend of mine, got very excited about the book we’re to hear about tonight, very excited about, “Patience and Fortitude: A Roving Chronicle of Book People, Book Places and Book Culture” and here's how he starts his article about Nick's book: "From almost the first page, one gets the sense that Nicholas Basbanes has done for books, in ‘Patience and Fortitude,’ what Kenneth Clark did for Western civilization in 1969 with the publication of his monumental book, ‘Civilization.’”  Congratulations Nick.  This is great.

[laughter]

[applause]

“By any measure -- his interviews, his travels to sites around the world, his comprehensive scholarship, or his inspired writing -- Basbanes has given us a full history of the book, its importance, its collection and its future.  Taking his title from the names of the two founders of the Library of Congress, Jefferson and Madison -- where did that come from?  No, the name comes from the two lions outside the New York Public Library, and Bob Cotner goes on to say that this theme of the book, with books about books is something that is unique and above all, he admires the book because of Nick Basbanes’ "abiding reverence for reading and for the printed word."  And I certainly endorse that and share in that admiration.  

Nick Basbanes was here at the Library of Congress, even though the “Civilization” bit is something that you can continue to live up to Nick, with the next book that's coming.  Maybe the trilogy -- all right.  Nick Basbanes, many of you know, was at the Library of Congress when he discussed his first book, “A Gentle Madness: Bibliophiles, Bibliomanes, and the Eternal Passion for Books,” which was published by Henry Holt in 1995.  That volume focused on book collecting and book collectors and he discussed it as part of our “Books and Beyond” series in 1996.  The new book is based on dozens of interviews, and I think those of you who have read it will realize again, it's the people who come alive in the pages, the book people who come alive that makes this, really makes this book come alive.  It's filled with wonderful personal stories about the relevance of books and book culture for individuals and nations alike.

Nick Basbanes is a former literary editor of the “Worcester Sunday Telegram” a professional journalist for more than 30 years, and I think his journalistic training and eye is what really makes this book come alive, at least for me.  He has written lots of articles, essays, and reviews for many newspapers and magazines.  

I'm not only appreciative of Nick joining us tonight, but I also want to say a special thank you to the book guys, Allan Stypeck and Mike Cuthbert who are here tonight as well, who have helped with this talk and are true book people in that they support every kind of function like this that goes on and I think we should all be very thankful to them, as well as to our speaker tonight, Nicholas Basbanes.  Nick?

[applause]

Nicholas Basbanes:

That's a great introduction, John.  Thank you very much and it's such a great pleasure to be back at the Library of Congress five years later, to report on my further adventures among the gently mad.  That phrase always does get a laugh.  I love it.  It's the “Gentle Madness.”  The Bob Cotner review in the “Caxtonian” -- I gave a talk at the Caxton Club two weeks ago and Bob was there and he introduced me to the group and I said, I blush then as I blush now: the monumental Kenneth Clark.  That didn't stop me from e-mailing it, you know, to every book review editor --  

[laughter]

 --  around the country.  I like the introduction I had last week as well.  I spoke at the Charleston Conference in South Carolina, and this was 585 acquisitions librarians for libraries all over the United States.  And Jim Hogan, who is the librarian at Holy Cross College, I know is a friend of mine, he introduced me as, "the Energizer Bunny of the book world."

[laughter]

I'm starting to write down these introductions.  On Saturday I gave a talk to the Friends of the Massachusetts -- the Massachusetts Friends of Libraries and Librarians in Massachusetts, 185 of them, and this was a luncheon meeting and I was introduced there as me, "second desert."  So -- 

[laughter]

Monumental Kenneth Clark, well, anyway -- it's such a great, it really is such a great pleasure to be in the Library of Congress, this great cathedral of knowledge.  And John has already kind of given away my punch line about “Patience and Fortitude.”  Usually, not usually, often I'm asked, it sounds like -- I've heard this several times.  It sounds like a Jane Austen novel, you know, “Patience and Fortitude,” “Pride and Prejudice.” The names of the lions -- it's pertinent, and I think I'll start right there with the title because, little did I know when I selected these words, when my wife and I, in fact, who does a lot of research with me -- we were walking out of the Boston Public Library [BPL].  Bernie Margolis is here tonight, the president of the Boston Public Library who appears in two chapters in the new book, I might say, a great book man, a great librarian. But my wife and I were doing some research there, coming down that wonderful grand stairway and Boston has two lions.  They’re seated.  The lions in New York are couchant -- they’re lying down. And we'll talk at some point about lions as guardians of libraries, guardians of knowledge, but we’re coming down the stairway.  My wife, if she were here, she'd be giving me this look because she was all of the sudden speechless and grabbing me, hitting me on the arms and pointing at the lions, you know.  We had been struggling for a title for this book and all of a sudden, I said, "Oh, I know, I know, I know.  Prudence and Felicity -- I mean -- 

[laughter]

Right, right: “Patience and Fortitude.”  Of course the way those lions got those names, the library opened in 1911.  These are Tennessee, pink marble, gorgeous lions, 5th Avenue and 42nd Street the main library in New York City.  These guardians at the gates of knowledge, pointed outward, not inward, which would make them predators -- pointed out to protect, protect knowledge, protect wisdom.  It was during the Great Depression when Mayor Fiorello La Guardia of New York City, during a time of great trial and concern, then as now, he used to give a Sunday night broadcast and he unfailingly ended this broadcast with the words, approximate: “We will all persevere.  We will make it through this great ordeal, but what we need are the virtues of patience and fortitude."  These became very resonant words, and they attach to these lions, which I think up until then were known as Astor and Tilden or whatever – Lenox, the original people who, you know, the founders of the New York Public Library.  But it seemed to me that the image of lions, the image of lions as guardians and also these words of “patience and fortitude,” at a time when libraries -- I won't say they're under attack but they’ve certainly become problematic haven't they?  
We talk about the marginalization of printed books.  We have issues of what's going to happen to libraries in the future, whether or not we will be dealing principally and singly and exclusively with the electronic transmission of knowledge.  There are all sorts of issues that I was hoping to deal with and planning to deal with in this book, and it just seemed to me that, in addition to the lions as the images, this metaphor of guardians, but the expressions as well of patience and fortitude, because as I quote John Hill Burton, I conclude this book -- the arc of this book, by the way, pardon me if I do jump around.  I do tend to ramble.  I apologized at another talk for rambling and a woman came up to me later.  She said, "You don't ramble, you weave.  It's just like you write."  And I enjoyed that.  The arc of this book is from Alexandria in Egypt in ancient times, and I go back to Alexandria in the pro -- the epilogue of the brand-new 21st-century library about to open there formally on World Book Day, which also is Shakespeare's birthday, April 23 in 2002.  I go full circle.  I'm going full circle in my thoughts here too, going back.  It seemed to me that going full circle with the libraries through history and the future would be a very appropriate way to talk about the issues that confront us today.  

The new Alexandrian Library has, perhaps, maybe 200,000 volumes right now.  They hope to have eight million volumes but there has been a lot of criticism, a lot of concern as to whether or not they should get eight million books, whether they need eight million books.  How are they going to afford eight million books?  How are they going to take care of these books?  But these are issues that are fundamental library-type issues.  I also point out the subtitle of the book, which John mentioned: "A Roving Chronicle of Book People, Book Places and Book Culture."  Book places take in libraries.  
I say book places because I also include institutions like the Strand Book Store in New York City.  I’m sure many of you know this wonderful institution.  Fred Bass tells me that every time he tries to clean it up and paint the walls or put in a good restroom or air conditioning, business goes down.  He said, “I like the crummy look.”  These are his words.  The crummy look for him is a lot of volumes, books coming in.  I certainly know that I found a lot of the books that I've needed for both of my research projects over the last 20 years at the Strand, books that I'd never heard of before, until I went in.  
And the same thing happens at Second Story Books, of course, one of the great secondhand bookstores.  I mentioned it on Mike's radio program this morning.  The first thing I do when I go into a new city is try and find where the secondhand bookstores are. 
 I love the antiquarian bookstores.  It's like picking between, you know, your favorite.  Do you have a favorite among your children?  Of course you don't.  I love the rare book stores, but I really do love the secondhand bookstores, the places where you can go in and make these discoveries, find these objects that you never knew existed, but you know instantly when you see them that you have to have them, and how much they could help you.  

Well, I write about the Strand bookstore.  I talk about Serendipity [Books] out in Berkeley, Calif.  I called these places splendid anachronisms.  I have another chapter in here I call, "Profiles in Bibliophagia," you know, because I had bibliomanes and bibliophiles in the first book, so why not have bibliophages, people who consume books, people who devour books, and in that category I include Umberto Eco, who I interviewed in Milan, Italy, 30,000 books.  He had to move four times.  The landlord kept saying, the place is going to collapse, and finally they found, he and his wife found a wonderful home in Milan that had been a former hotel, stones and steel and they could support the books.  But he says, "I have a strict rule: 30,000 volumes, not one book more."

[laughter]

I said, "Really?  You throw them away?  You give them away?  What do you do?"  He said, "Well I do have the country estate in the Pyrenees."

[laughter]

Then he teaches down in Bologna, so he has a flat down there, and then he also, since his success with “The Name of the Rose,” he has a home in Paris.  He has an apartment in Paris and he has a son in New York City.  Books go to all of these places.  And then when there are books left over, maybe he gives some away.

I want to get back on track because I did get off a little bit.  I want to read to you, and I never read, but I do want to read from -- I love -- this book has epigraphs, by the way.  Every chapter has epigraphs.  I used three in “Gentle Madness,” but I really found that I was able to explore another area here by quoting from people, pertinent people who may or may not be in the pages of the chapters themselves, but had something to say.  This is from Raymond Irwin who wrote “The Origins of the English Library,” and he says, "Almost without exception, every great library, from the days of classical Athens to the age of reason has been built on holy ground.  The reason is plain.  Of all the devices of magic by which a king maintains his sway over his subjects, the magic of the written word is the most potent."

With the events of Sept. 11, my book was coming out about that same, a few weeks afterwards.  You know, you wonder about the power of books and the meaning of books and the meaning of libraries, and you really, you have to start and reshuffle your priorities.  And I think about the words, patience and fortitude.  
I had a radio interview scheduled on Sept. 12, the day after the attacks in Washington and New York.  I had forgotten all about it.  Obviously I was consumed, as everyone else was, with what was going on.  And the fellow called on time.  I checked my calendar and we were going to -- I was going up to Rochester, N.Y.  It was a public radio program and we spoke and he said, "What can we talk about?"  I said, "You know, I have a chapter in this new book that I call, "As in a Vial."  It's the concluding chapter.  Happens to be the chapter that begins in the Library of Congress, and that chapter begins, and I will jump to this because maybe I'll even read you -- this is twice now I'll read -- but this is how the chapter begins: "A few hours after Japanese warplanes attacked Pearl Harbor on Dec. 7, 1941, Librarian of Congress Archibald McLeish, ordered the immediate evacuation of irreplaceable books and documents to secret storage depots situated well outside of Washington.  Packed in hermetically sealed containers, the most precious materials of all were shipped under heavy military escort to Fort Knox in Kentucky, to be kept alongside the nation’s reserve supply of gold bullion."  
Fully 70,000 books were removed from the Library of Congress and sent into storage, not only in Kentucky, but in Virginia and Ohio, and we wonder, you know, with the nation under attack, within hours it had been deemed essential to remove our precious books and our precious documents.  And after it was completed, McLeish made this statement: "I'm happy to be able to report that our principal treasures are already in places of security.  I believe all librarians will join me in declaring that, although libraries may be driven underground by the enemies of freedom, they will never be driven out of action.  Indeed, one book Hitler and his friends may find in time that libraries are weapons more dangerous to their hopes than planes or guns or submarines."  
And when you think that when McLeish was nominated to be Librarian of Congress in 1938, there was a firestorm of protest against his nomination.  The professional librarians of the United States really didn't want him to be named Librarian of Congress because he was not a professional librarian.  He was a poet.  How many times did he win the Pulitzer Prize for poetry?  And this really was a departure.  
Now, Dr.[Librarian of Congress James H.] Billington today is a great historian.  Dr. [Vartan] Gregorian of the New York Public Library and of the Carnegie Corporation is a historian and an academic, any number of examples that we can point to where we have gone outside of the profession to bring somebody in and they become wonderful librarians.  Borges, in Argentina, is one of the notable examples of a librarian.  

But at the time, this was really hotly debated and Roosevelt, in 1938, turned to his friend, Felix Frankfurter, on the Supreme Court, a great confidant of President Roosevelt and he asked him, "What do you think?" 
 Well of course I think Frankfurter was the one who suggested McLeish in the first place, so he was certainly very high on appointing McLeish to be Librarian of Congress, but this is what he wrote in a letter that persuaded Roosevelt that he had absolutely made the right choice.  I'll just read parts of it.  He said, "In the world in which we live it is no longer agreed that the common culture is a common treasure.  In the world in which we live it is no longer agreed that the greatest glory and final justification of human history is the life of the human mind.  To many men and many governments, the life of the human mind is a danger to be feared more than any other danger, and the Word --” with a capital W -- “which cannot be purchased cannot be falsified and cannot be killed is the enemy most hunted for and hated.  It is not necessary to speak of the burning of the books in Germany or of the victorious lie in Spain or of the terror of the creative spirit in Russia or of the hunting and hounding of those in this country who insist that certain truths be told, and who will not be silenced."  A fabulous letter.  "These things are commonplace as they are commonplaces to such a point that they no longer shock us into anger.  Indeed, it is the essential character of our time that the triumph of the lie, the mutilation of culture and the persecution of the Word no longer shock us into anger."  
This is 1938 and so when I see these buildings crumbling in New York City and we wonder, and I'm wondering about -- my next book is titled, “Life Beyond Life: the Permanence of Books in an Impermanent World” [published as “A Splendor of Letters: the Permanence of Books in an Impermanent World”] and an essential thrust of that book is the destruction of libraries, the destruction of culture, and one of the premises that I try to make, that I will be trying to make there is to really destroy a people, it's not enough to kill them.  You have to destroy their books and to destroy their libraries, and I try to document cases through history where this has been attempted.  
Of course the great salient example is Carthage, 146 B.C., where it wasn't enough to conquer the country.  They had to destroy everything and destroy their -- and there was a great Carthaginian library.  I call that chapter -- talking about the next book -- "Ex Libris Punicis" which is a quote from Sallust, the Roman historian.  He's talking about the books that he had available to him when he was writing a book called, “The Jugurtha War” [sic, “The War With Jugurtha”] and he says, "Well, my source’s differ somewhat from the traditional ones, because I had some books from the Carthaginian library,” and he uses that phrase, "ex libris punicis" that had been translated for me, and of course this is all vanished now.  
We talk about one night in 1992; it's all part of one work.  I know I’m talking about the next book.  I see this all as a corpus, by the way: “Gentle Madness” leading to “Patience and Fortitude” and “Patience and Fortitude” leading to “Life Beyond Life” [published as “A Splendor of Letters”].  I remember a critic once said when Gloria Vanderbilt wrote a memoir, she said, "This is the first volume of what she threatens to be a five-volume autobiography."

[laughter]

So yes, John, there is a trilogy.  But I’m thinking it might even be a tetralogy.  We'll see: so much to write, so little time.  
But I think of one night in 1992 when Serbian gunners in Sarajevo targeted deliberately and destroyed 1.2 million books.  I mean, Hitler on his best day never did 1.2 million books because the point was not only to ethnic cleanse and to destroy these people, but if you’re going to eliminate them, you have to eliminate their books and their culture.  And this is one way that it has happened through history.  

What is the central theme of “1984?”  I use this phrase from Orwell, then I will get back to “Patience and Fortitude,” I promise.  Orwell says, "Who controls the present controls the past.  Who controls the past controls the future."  And that was the whole thrust of “1984”  He talks about history as a palimpsest, constantly being changed and altered to suit the political needs of everyday.  

So anyway, that's the next book.  But it does emerge out of this book, and I was moved to these words and that’s quite uncommon for me to be lost for words and to be speechless.  But when I was being interviewed by this fellow from Rochester in Sept.12, the only thing I could think about is this great, great library here, this great repository of our national culture.  I used the phrase as the title of this chapter is, "As in a Vial."  That's from a wonderful quote from John Milton in the “Areopagitica,” the most famous quote of which is outside of reading room 315 at the New York Public Library in New York and it goes something like this: "Books are the precious lifeblood of a master’s spirit embalmed and treasured upon a purpose to a life beyond life."  “Life Beyond Life,” this is what books give us and then of course the subtitle of that book will be: “The Permanence of Books in an Impermanent World.”  Now I'm really taking the high road here.  There are a lot of good stories in here.  I do take an Eastside, Westside approach to public libraries.  I write about public libraries.  I write about national libraries.  I write about academic libraries, and that's in only one section.  There are three sections of the book.

The national libraries, I do begin with the Library of Congress, our national library, and what do we have here now: 123 million objects growing by how many thousands a week, John -- 50,000, 100,000 objects a week.  But I begin.  I chose to begin after I wrote about the removal of these precious objects, iconic objects.  You know, you think about it.  I attended a sale at Christie's two weeks ago in New York, a person I write about in New York, Abel Berland; I do have a chapter -- I'm jumping around -- I'll come back, I promise.  I do have a chapter in here that I call, "Madness Redux."  I haven't forgotten my collectors.  My collectors are here in this new book, and in "Madness Redux," I have six people who should have been in “Gentle Madness” if I'd only known about them at the time.  

They are here.  There is a rubric that I apply.  They are scholar collectors.  One of them is Carol Fitzgerald, who I met here at the Library of Congress.  Thank you, John for inviting me down.  That was 1997, I think.  This is a collector.  I may as well talk about her now because she is fabulous.  You all know of the “Rivers of America.”  Her books – her bibliography has just been published by Oak Knoll Books.  This is a woman who went to a book fair or someplace and thought she'd get a book for her sister on the Savannah River or something like that, and discovered this series called, the “Library of America,” and said, "Gee, this is pretty interesting.  I don't think I'll give it to my sister.  I think I'll keep it."  And she, of course, went out and not only got every copy of every edition of the “Library of America” in every language published over 30 or 40 -- what am I saying -- am I saying the “Library of America?”  I said the “Library of America,” apparently. Pardon me,  the “Library of America” is another great series.  The “Rivers of America,” of course, thank you, John.  She went out and found every book that she could of the “Rivers of America”.  Not only every book -- every bibliographical reference, every magazine article, every piece of [coughs] pardon me, work of art.  They had commissioned artworks from people like Andrew Wyeth and found out about every writer, every artist, the editors who worked on it, and she put together this enormous bibliography and made a great contribution.  This is what collectors really do when they are being great collectors.  
That was the premise -- that was the guiding premise of “Gentle Madness.”  The central premise and there was that, for all their eccentricities, for all their nuttiness, so much of what we treasure and value of our culture, our history, our heritage we owe to these driven people who have been emboldened to go out and gather this material.  Carol Fitzgerald and the “Rivers of America” is one of these people, and I profile her in this chapter.  

Another fellow I profile is this Abel Berland who quite determinedly said, “My books will not go to an institution,” and I maintain that you have to have these two segments of collector.  You have to have the people who will collect and give materials to institutions, as Carol has suggested, that her collection ultimately will go to some place, some research institution.  And then you have to have others like Abel Berland, who believes in nurturing and nourishing the next generation of collectors.  

Well, he had a library of 512 books, I write about him in here, and it just so happened that he decided in May to sell the books.  And there was an auction two or three weeks ago in New York.  I attended it and the fellow from C-SPAN asked me before the sale, "Why is it that somebody would pay $3 million for this first folio of Shakespeare?"  We’re talking about the 1623 collected works of William Shakespeare, the iconic object through which we get fully 20 plays of Shakespeare that we would never have otherwise received, including the “Tempest,” “Macbeth,” “Antony and Cleopatra” -- 16 of the plays appeared elsewhere in other quartos, but if we don't have this book, we really don't have Shakespeare.  And I said, "You know, you can go to the Internet.  You can download “Hamlet.”  You can download “Romeo and Juliet” for free, and I suppose the same text is in this book.  But somebody ultimately did pay, in fact, not $3 million for $6 million for it."  So, so much for whether or not the interest in great books had subsided in the aftermath of Sept.11.
But my feeling there is that what Mr. Abel Berland had done was to nourish the next generation of collectors.  There are six, there are six “First Folios” in private hands.  What he said to me is, he said, "The Folger Shakespeare Library,” which is right around the corner from here -- he said, "They have 79 “First Folios.”  Do they need an 80th?"  And, you know, there's some logic there, and when you look at what his collection was, it was these marvelous high spots.  He had a Newton's “Principia” there, which went for $350,000.  The “Third Folio” of Shakespeare, which was the same volume, by the way, that Samuel Johnson used when he was preparing his own edition of Shakespeare's plays, so you talk about provenance and an association copy, and this is all documented, that went for a half million dollars.  I don't want to throw out numbers because numbers kind of get away from the point of what I'm trying to establish here, but books are very precious, precious things, and when we talk about the 123 million objects in the Library of Congress, where do you start?  

Well I had the privilege of going into the vault in the Madison Building down here, the central vault.  We won't say where it is and what it was like to go in there, but it was really one of these great moments for me.  This gentleman who took me in, Mr. [Thomas] Albro  was -- of course I couldn't see the combinations and the locks and everything like that.

[laugher]

But, you know, you go in and you see these 18 objects, the top of the top treasures, you know.  We're not really supposed to know what they are but, you know, if you know anything about American history, you can probably figure out what half of them are.  And of course I was writing notes down furiously in my notebook, and I do report my own findings what they are, but it could have been these 18.  It could have been 200 others.  
But when we talk about the great, great objects of the United States of America, the texts are preserved.  I mean every school child knows the Declaration of Independence.  We know the Bill of Rights.  We know the Constitution.  Why is it so necessary to remove this piece of paper that has a text?  Why is the original object that has so much value?  I don't really have an answer for that just yet, and I hope to work towards it.  
But libraries, as I say, cull the DNA of a nation, where we say ‘as in a vial’.  I thought that was a very appropriate way to think.  When we think of DNA, what is the cultural DNA?  Of 123 million objects, I guess taking one at a time, it's just an object.  It's a piece of paper.  But when you pull it all together in this vast library complex, you really have a work in progress and you have the essence of what a nation is.

Parallel to the Library of Congress I write about -- I was privileged to come along at a time when this project, when the French National Library [Bibliothèque Nationale de France] and the new British Library were going up at the same time.  Well you talk about, you talk about does a library reflect a national persona and you have, in England, a library that took 36 years to plan and build, and it was ridiculed the whole way through.  The Prince of Wales called it an "academy for secret policemen."  It was, there were so many insults about this ugly, brick building.  
But when it finally opened, of course, in the ‘90s, fabulous building.  They sought the help of librarians, of readers, creature comforts, places to store the books, ways to deliver the books.  It was an unqualified triumph, and if any of you have had a chance to go there, it is a magnificent library because the book is central to the British Library.  

I'm not suggesting that the book is not central to the new French National Library, but it seems quite literally to have been put off in the margins.  They put up these four glass towers, skyscrapers shaped like open books, I guess though, there is some symbolism there.  But they put the books up in the glass towers.  Then later they said, "You know, sunlight isn't good for books," so they put shutters up there.  They put their readers down here.  I have an interview with the architect of the British Library.  He's very funny.  He said, "You know, we put our books -- at the British Library, we put our books where a Frenchman would put his wine, down in the cellar."  

[laughter]

He said, "And they put” -- he said, “We did have a tower, but we had the good sense of putting ours indoors."  They have the Kings Library of King George's books, which also were in a glass tower, but it's inside.  

The French [National] Library -- well, this was a fast-track thing.  This took about six or seven years.  President Mitterrand wanted to have this great expression of national patrimony, and the French, by the way, should be really commended for their commitment to books and building a new library and I do believe that they will get it right.  
I was very fortunate to be able to get an unpublished report.  I am an investigative reporter.  I do try and find things and I think that you will see, in that chapter, that there is a report that was prepared for a French journal, “Le Debat,” and this man is -- his name is Philip Leighton.  I can give you his name.  With Keyes Metcalfe he wrote a book about advising libraries about the things they should do and the things they shouldn't do. And he quite kindly gave me a copy, an English version of this report where he tells me about the things that are wrong with this library and the things that are right.  First of all, he doesn't think it's a good idea to build a library next to a river, you know.  Because now you can’t go below ground and store the books.  He doesn't think it's a good idea to keep the books away from the readers where they have to come down elevators. 
 I talked to Rich Oram at the University of Texas.  You know, the Texas, the famous Texas tower -- that used to be a library.  He said, "You know, we tried storing books in a tower.  It doesn't work.  I wish someone had asked us about this."  
But they didn't, and they store the books in the tower and when the library finally opened, there were fistfights.  I mean, the place was closing.  They couldn't get books.  They had a delivery system.  The books weren't arriving.  They were getting trumped, disappearing.  Now you get your books within 24 -- it works now, but you supposedly have to put in your request for a book the day before.  Well, I'm not being judgmental.  But -- 

[laughter]

I'm sorry.  I am the “Energizer Bunny” sometimes.  I really try to report, and I love, I really do love the French people.  I love the French librarians and I do love their commitment to their patrimony.  And I think that's what kind of upsets me a little bit, is when you more or less listen to factions that say, "The library of the future is an electronic library," because what a lot of the sense is in France is that, maybe the books were really going to be there as decorations.  We were going to put the books behind towers because the real business was going to be done down below in computers.  And what happened in France, and the same thing that happened in San Francisco, and I have a chapter in here that I call, "Once and Future Library," and I don't know if I have time to get into it, but I do believe that, if you have a chance to read the book, it is the definitive chapter on the San Francisco Public Library story. 

You know the story.  Briefly, it opened in 1996.  The day it opens physically it's larger than the building it replaces but there is less room for books here than the old Main [Library].  The new Main has less room for books.  So 200,000 volumes quietly, surreptitiously, in the dead of night go off to a landfill.  No notation is even written down what books have been discarded, so there isn't even a record.  That's why they can say, "Well, we don't know."  I said, "How many books were discarded?"  "Well, we really can't say."  "Why?"  "Well, no records were kept."  You know, “why were no records kept?”  I quote Kevin Starr, the state librarian of California.  He said, "Well, one thing you learn in librarianship: the worst thing to do is to move into a new building and try to deaccession books at the same time, because you’re going to find that you'll be making decisions on the basis of space and not on the basis of the constituency of the book."

Not only were these 200,000 books sent off to the landfill, another million books couldn't fit into the library that they decided to keep.  They were put in an underground cavern called Brooks Hall, which luckily abuts the new building.  Those books are still there.  I got in there.  I took some photographs.  You'll see books packed on pallets.  You'll see a wire fence.  You'll see puddles of water, and this is the library of the future.  

The librarian at the time, a gentleman by the name of Kenneth Dowlin, whom I respect, a good man, he did write a book called “The Electronic Library,” which is published a few years prior to the announcement that the people of San Francisco would be funding construction of a library.  The people of San Francisco put up $140 million; another 40 million was raised.  But the day it opened, Tillie Olsen, the great, great San Francisco short story writer, essayist, she wrote a book called “Silences.”  Tillie, by the way, never graduated from high school, never graduated from college.  She has multiple honorary degrees, a marvelous writer.  She says, in fact, on the dust jacket of “Silences” that, "my education was in libraries, and I learned what I had to learn in here, at the San Francisco Public Library."  She was a great champion of this project but the day it opened she walked in and she said, "My God, where are the books?"  And then she became a great opponent of what happened.  So I have a very telling interview and profile of Ms. Olsen in here.

Nicholson Baker is in here as well.  Nicholson Baker, of course, wrote the first article in “The New Yorker” [on the San Francisco Library].  I profile him at length.  I don't look at Nick Baker so much as a colleague with respect that we’re both writing about the same things, I look at him more as if he's a player in the drama because he is.  The article that he wrote for “The New Yorker” was “The Journalist [sic, Author] vs. the Library.”  So very clearly was an activist kind of thing.  He does describe himself as a library activist: "I see myself as the observer."  He's really one player out of many.

I'll tell you briefly about one other.  She's wonderful.  Her name is Deetje Boler.  She's the head of the Gray Panthers in San Francisco: long, gray hair, wears T-shirts, a button that says "Fight truth decay."

[laughter]

And, you know, it is alleged that maybe she's an activist from the Vietnam era looking for something new to complain about.  That's what the other side said.  But she said, "When I saw the books that we have gathered for our grandchildren, that we hope to pass on and all of a sudden they're gone," she said -- she used a stronger verb, but she got mad.  She got very angry and so she started -- and then when the news leaked that you could go adopt a book, she gathered up something like 1700 books, stored them in her house in multiple boxes.  They're still there, five years later, until the day she says, "They come to their senses," she's holding them against the day that she can return them to the people of San Francisco.  

But what she also did was do a catalog of just the books that she rescued, and I have a report.  She gave it to me.  Any number of last copies, by the way, last copies of books not only in the San Francisco system -- nonfiction books, novels, but she was partial to nonfiction -- also a few last copies in American libraries.  These books have been discarded.  She's preserving them.  How many thousands -- how many others, last copies, books that can't be replaced went off to the landfill, is anyone's guess.  That's my cautionary tale.

I do take an Eastside, Westside approach.  That's the Westside, just a circumstance of geography.  My Eastside is Boston.  Mr. [Bernard] Margolis is here.  In the chapter I call, "The People's Palace," that was a description by Henry James of the day the Boston Public Library opened.  He said, "This palace is the people's own!  Let the light stream in."  And Boston and the New York Public Library, I could have easily put in the Cleveland Public Library and the Chicago Public Library and the Los Angeles Public Library: marvelous institutions created and established for the public good and maintained for the public good, where books still are paramount.  There's a coda to the San Francisco story.  They did commission what they call a post occupancy evaluation, cost them a quarter of a  million dollars, and what they concluded is that for $28 million they could make the new library a real library and make space for the books.

[laughter]

And I suspect that may be something that they will do.  

When I gave my talk here five years ago, I told a little story and little did I know then that it would be the central premise that I would not only use for this new book, but that I would use in the prologue of the new book.  The story then, briefly told, was that as I was frantically trying to tie up the loose ends of “A Gentle Madness” and get it off to my publisher and I get the galleys approved, I had a query from a copy editor in New York.  She said  you have to -- we need some bibliographical details for this Pepys, the catalog of the Pepys Library [“A Descriptive Catalogue of the Pepys Library”], and it had to be the 1911 [sic 1914] edition, not the 1859 [sic, 1829] or the 1968 [sic, 1978].  It's a complicated story, but there was a codicil to Pepys will.  Pepys had a fantastic library that he gave to Magdalene College at Cambridge University in the 1600s.  He said, "It must be the 3000 books that I’ve gathered.  They must be kept in the same glazed bookcases that I give you.  You can add no books.  You can remove no books.  And if you do this, every year the people from Trinity College can come in, do an inventory, and if you don't like it, it goes to Trinity College."

[laughter]

What you have now is a unique time capsule, a 17th-century library that exists no place else.  Remarkable.

Well, that's where I got this particular codicil of the will.  I had to get it.  I couldn't find the books, couldn't find it at Harvard where I do most of my research, couldn't find it at the BPL – Bernie [Margolis], sorry, couldn't find it anywhere except at the Boston Athenaeum. Going through there, downstairs, I write about the Athenaeum here, on a compact shelf, in a dusty corner, the three volumes of the Pepys catalog, uncut, meaning they'd never been read, pristine condition, and as I'm signing them out I notice in the back, of course, the paste downs indicate that the books have never left the library before, had never been read, had never been borrowed.  This is 1995.  The books were published in 1911 [sic 1914].  I say something in my Energizer Bunny way like, “Ooh, gee, 84 years.  Who do they get these books for any way?”  Tom [James] Feeney looked up and he said, "We got them for you Mr. Basbanes."

[laughter]

You know, when you look around and you go out into this world and you see that there are computers now that can tell you that a book hasn't been read in five years, you know, that's grounds for discarding at some places now: three years, five years, seven years.  I have a whole chapter in here I call, "Deep Sleep."  It's about off-site storage.  I want to say, I got a blank look here.  Librarians say, "Wow, you've got a chapter about off-site storage."  Well, it's a great issue, isn't it?  Harvard has 14.1 million books and they're not all in Cambridge.  A lot of them are out in the Southborough campus.  I talk to Harvard grads.  They don't even know there's a Southborough campus.  The books share space with the monkeys.  That's another interesting story.

[laughter]

The Harvard Medical School has their -- this is funny -- I mean, you talk about the descent of man or the ascent of man.  Over here we have 2000 monkeys, and over here we have ten million books.  And the issue is -- I shouldn't be going off on this one --  

[laughter]

Well how many books they're going to be able to store there is going to hinge on how much water is available for fire, possible fire, and how much water they need for the monkeys.  So they said that we hope to be able to resolve that.  I'm sure they will.  But there is space now for 20 million books.  But deciding what books go off-site, that's a very interesting thing.  How does Harvard decide what books will leave Widener?  Ken Carpenter, a wonderful librarian who devised this whole program -- he worked with the faculty and the students.  If I take a book out of circulation, it's fine if you put it out in off-site storage.  But can a student, can a researcher, can a scholar still find it?  So they had to come up with a protocol to work with this.  And I don't have the time to get into it, but it's fascinating.  I mean, trust me.  Off-site storage is a very interesting thing.

[laughter]

“Deep Sleep” is the name of that chapter.  

Let me just read the final paragraph of the prologue because it does follow that -- and I guess if there is any thrust to this book I would like to conclude with, it is after he said, "We got the books for you Mr. Basbanes."  And then I say, “What Feeney did not say -- what he did not have to say -- was that the books had been set aside by his predecessors for the better part of a century on the off chance that one day somebody in need might want to see them.  Fortunately, the fact that nobody had requested the titles before me was not considered sufficient grounds for discarding them, a practice employed by so many other libraries in these days of reduced storage space, stretched operating budgets, and shifting paradigms.  It was as if the collective hands of Aristophanes of Byzantium” from the Alexandria Library, “Petarch,  Robert Cotton” -- I love Robert Cotton -- “Christina of Sweden,” one of my favorites, “Thomas Jefferson” here, “Arthur Alfonzo Schomburg,” the great African American collector, “every temporary custodian of the world's gathered wisdom -- had reached out through the swirling eddy” -- I got a little carried away here -- "had reached out through the swirling eddy of the ages and placed in my hands the precious gift of a book.  It was an act of faith fulfilled, and we, their heirs, own no less a compact with [to] the readers of the third millennium."  
And I will entertain any questions any of you might have.  Thank you very much.

[applause]

And let me again formally apologize for calling   the “Rivers of America”, the “Library of America.”  It's two different, wonderful, magnificent projects.  Yes, back here.

Female Speaker:

[inaudible]

Nicholas Basbanes:

I'm sorry, I didn't hear.  The magic, right.  Well, I think that, you know, the word hieroglyphic means sacred writing, and the thing about hieroglyphics -- the reason it disappeared as a language is -- I'm sorry, the woman asked about the magic of the book, magic of writing, and whether or not I feel that books and writing still retain this magical context, and I believe it does.  I certainly know that I have a, you know, I was asked today whether I think it was Mike -- you know, am I a bibliomaniac.  You know, that's a fair question.  I've devoted my life to writing about books and book people and, you know, I give a working definition -- “the bibliophile is the master of his books.  The bibliomaniac: they’re a slave.”  That's Hans Bohatta, and he quickly acknowledged that you never really know when you cross the line.  My easy answer is that I'm at risk.  I'm on the cusp.

[laughter]

I'm in control.  My children are in college.  There's food on the table.  My wife doesn't -- unfortunately we go to book fairs, you know, and I say it's like Ulysses; lash me to the mast, you know.  I mean, take the credit cards, take the checks.  But unfortunately, she'll say, “We have to have it.”  My wife will say -- you're not supposed to say that.  But there’s this feeling that you have when you pick up a fantastic book.  It happens to me every day when a when a review book comes in.  I see a book that has something beyond the text, and when I touched that first folio of Shakespeare in New York, it was, I was speechless.  When I touched William Scheide's copy of the Gutenberg Bible, I had my tape recorder on and I was interviewing him.  This was for the first book and you could hear this elderly man saying, "Are you all right?"

[laughter]

You know, I remember saying, "Sir, I'm okay.  I just have to gather myself."  He said, "Oh," he liked that.  He said, "Oh, Roger Stoddard would let you handle his Gutenberg Bible at Harvard."  I said, "Sir, Roger Stoddard is a friend of mine and I’ve asked and he said no."

[laughter]

“That's number one and number two, it's not his; it's Harvard's and this is yours,” and so you’re touching where metal type has bit into paper for the first time.  I mean it is the one tool that sets us aside from everyone else.  And when we talk about  life beyond life, what does the book, what does the word give us?  And one of the things I am interested in is not only the book between hard covers or the electronic book, but when you think of the clay tablet and the incisions on the stone and the papyrus manuscripts and books on parchment, palm-leaf manuscripts, copper plates, I mean everything, we have used every conceivable medium to preserve our thoughts, our thoughts and our culture, and it is magical.  I mean, I don't know how else to explain it and maybe that's a weak answer, but I agree with you, yes.  It is a premise that I subscribe to.  Anyone else?  Yes.

Female Speaker:

I think you were talking about the books in San Francisco.  We have retired friends who do volunteer work at that library and were [inaudible] discarding books.  There are a number of volunteers that aren’t known about who have many of those books [inaudible] preserving them for the library.  They said they’ll give them [inaudible]

Nicholas Basbanes:

As precisely as this woman says, I interviewed two pages who were there, and they allowed me to use their names and they talk about what it was like to be ordered to dump these books and it was a very traumatic thing.  

I start, by the way, in the Boston Public Library.  Bernie is here, and I have to say I set the scene for Boston.  In 1998 Boston had a flood.  It was a national story.  I had already written my chapter about, "This is the first great public library in the United States."  There was one up in Peterborough, N.H., earlier, but in the first urban setting, Boston is the first.  Millions and millions of books, and yet here on this particular day, an old water main breaks and thousands upon thousands of gallons of water come surging into the old McKim Building, and when I arrived there it was like you were -- it was like triage had been set up.  It was like -- there were grief counselors there to work with the librarians.  They were working frantically to save their books.  And let’s compliment Mr. Margolis.  I mean, you've read the double fold in Nick Baker's book about the discarding of newspapers.  The only major library in the United States that still keeps the newspapers is the Boston Public Library.  They keep everything at Boston.  Congratulations, really, thank you.

[applause]

And I felt, and here is this commitment to keep everything, and here we have a catastrophe and yet they’re trying to save everything.  They're sending the stuff out to be freeze-dried and that's how I start that chapter.  

And then I go into the San Francisco chapter because you see it wasn't just the opening of that library in 1996.  In 1989 there was an earthquake in San Francisco.  Five hundred thousand books fell from their shelves in the old Main. And the librarian there, Mr. Dowlen, was quoted as saying, "What a perfect opportunity to clean out the Augean stables." You know your Greek mythology?  The 12 labors of Hercules, how he cleaned out these torpid stables of the cow and horse manure by diverting a river and it was a decisive move and there were 500,000 books.  So it was done before.  There had been a precedent, and apparently there had been no alarm sounded.  I asked him, I said, "Did you make that, did you actually make that statement?"  He said, "Well, it wasn't original with me."

[laughter]

Okay, I said, "You know, the source notwithstanding, I mean, did you repeat it?"  And he had. And he said, "Well, I was just passing” -- but he had.  He did say that and, you know, rightly or wrongly, he was perceived as a librarian with an anti-intellectual bias, a person to whom books were now disposable things.  In his book, “The Electronic Library,” he compared books -- I don't want -- well, I'll have to, I mean, to disposable diapers or something like that.  I mean, things that are made and used once and discarded. And he called it like the Polaroid era when we have the snap picture or the Xerox era where you make a copy and you throw it away.  It's really the information and the data that matters and not the artifact.  Well, that's a particular point of view.  He may subscribe to that.  I certainly know that the people of San Francisco don’t [laughs]. And I think the vast majority of people here don't feel that way.  And I do really believe the book has a very long life.  Yes, sir.

Male Speaker:

[inaudible]

Nicholas Basbanes:

I don't think there are stores opening so much.  I think probably Mr. [unintelligible] would be a better person, but I think what hurts is the rents.  I mean, these are low-margin operations and when you get -- I write about the Argosy Bookstore here in this new book, for instance, up on Madison Avenue.  I mean, 10022, that's their zip code.  That's a really very tony zip code.  Six floors secondhand bookstore, how do they survive on Madison there?  They own the building, you know.  Their father, these are three women, the Cohen sisters.  Their father, Luke Cohen bought the building back in the 50s for $100,000 and they've turned down multiple offers.  A million dollars?  "Well, it's not for sale."   Amillion and a half, "You don't understand.  It's not for sale.  We love the book business."  But I do believe, to answer your question, I think the secondhand book business is strong.  I think it really works now.  Perhaps, it works better over the Internet than it does with the open store.

Male Speaker:

[inaudible]

Nicholas Basbanes:

Which one?  [unintelligible] in Seattle.

Male Speaker:

It closed down the retail operation: one of the largest retail stores in the country.  And they went [inaudible] and the explanation by the principle was when they asked what about your customers, “We don’t care.  We’re selling as many books on the Internet [inaudible] It’s a matter of economics to some booksellers and to others it’s a labor of love [inaudible].

Nicholas Basbanes:

But to distinguish the secondhand bookstore from the antiquarian books: now somebody like Bill Reese [William Reese Company] and Lou Weinstein who owns Heritage books [Book Shop], these are two of the top antiquarian booksellers in the United States.  They both have stores.  They both say that 50% of their business is now handled by the Internet.  But that 50% only represents 7% of the income.  When it really comes to the high-end books, to the half-million dollar books, to the $100,000 books, I think for any book probably over $100 really, people are going to want to see the book.  I wouldn't feel comfortable buying something for a 1,000, $2,000, not that I have the wherewithal to do that, without seeing it and handling at first.  And I think you really have to have it demonstrated to you that it's worth what you say it is.  And I think that continues and it actually flourishes.  That's just one take.  Anyone else?  Over here?

[inaudible]

[end of transcript]

