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This article explores the positive and negative aspects of the feminiza-
tion of librarianship between 1880 and 1905, focusing on the early history
of the Los Angeles Public Library. It examines the careers of three of the
institution’s premiere women librarians: Mary Foy, Tessa Kelso, and Mary
Jones. Its goal is to propose a more complex understanding of how early
women professionals managed their careers within the institutional and
political environment in which they worked and to see what patterns
emerge pertaining to the employment history of the first generation of
women librarians.

In Reclaiming the American Library Past (1996) Suzanne Hildenbrand
observes that

the narrow focus of library history, celebrating white male leaders
and their institutions, reflects the politics of library history. It has
forestalled the development of a realistic library history in step
with contemporary historiography and fails to show the centrality
of women to library development.

Hildenbrand goes on to acknowledge historians’ recent biographical
efforts to “write women in” and show them *“as active agents, choosing
their work and making valuable contributions in the face of enormous
obstacles.”* This article continues this biographical journey to discover
women’s place in the history of libraries and librarianship in America by
looking at the careers of three women librarians working within the
same institution, the Los Angeles Public Library (LAPL).

Feminization: An Historical Construct

Between 1880 and 1920 women made significant inroads into the
American workplace, dominating a number of established fields as well
as creating and/or expanding others. Yet instead of signaling professional
or economic parity, these hospitable occupations became “feminized,” a
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process that depressed salaries, limited professional advancement, and
segregated women into low-status, nonadministrative positions. Still,
labor historians have shown that women workers did not view their work
as lacking in meaning or status. Indeed, young women enthusiastically
and in record numbers entered the labor force at the turn of the century
to work as clerks, telephone operators, secretaries, salesgirls, teachers,
and librarians. They sought employment because of personal choice
rather than economic need alone, and within these emerging female
occupations many found relative autonomy and satisfaction as well as a
community of like-minded friends. In addition, a few women enjoyed
meteoric success in their chosen fields and attained positions of leader-
ship and authority, at least during their professions’ formative period.
Feminization, then, had a contradictory message for early women profes-
sionals. It provided them unprecedented employment opportunities, yet
the constraints of its gendered construction compromised, even thwarted,
many promising careers.’

Librarianship offers a particularly good example of feminization’s con-
tradictions. In 1870 only 20% of the profession was female; by 1900
nearly 75% of all library employees were women, and they still account
for over 78% of librarians today.® As a result of this dramatic increase,
early women librarians enjoyed a rare opportunity to help shape the
emerging profession. These pioneers not only taught in but frequently
directed library training schools. They were prominent in the American
Library Association, they edited some of the profession’s major journals
and publications, and they directed many academic and public libraries.
Moreover, because women predominated during librarianship’s forma-
tive period, they were in a position to articulate the profession’s ideals
and goals, ones that, not coincidentally, reflected their own “gender-
linked value system” of altruism, advocacy, and intellectual and moral
uplift.*

Despite these myriad professional accomplishments, ambitious women
librarians were frequently frustrated by the limitations of the feminized
workplace. As Abigail Van Slyck has observed, although women librarians
were “active partners,” they were not “equal partners.” Moreover, Van
Slyck continues, library leaders “supported a highly gendered library
hierarchy, in which men were to dominate executive and management
positions in the field, while women were encouraged to fill less presti-
gious and lower-paid positions.”® As a result, even the most successful
woman professional could find herself removed from her administrative
post or demoted to a less responsible position. The feminization of librar-
ianship, then, offered pioneering women professionals both opportunities
and obstacles, as the early administrative history of the Los Angeles
Public Library will demonstrate.
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When the Los Angeles Library Association was organized in December
1872, Los Angeles was still a provincial outpost. Lacking a natural har-
bor or land transportation system, the city’s population stood at less than
6,000, with an economy based on the same ranching and farming enter-
prises begun under Spanish and Mexican rule a century before. However,
during the next fifteen years both the Southern Pacific and Santa Fe
Railroad companies established operations in Southern California, open-
ing the region to massive commercial and real-estate development.
When Mary Foy was hired as librarian in 1880, the population had grown
to more than 11,000. At the time Tessa Kelso was employed in 1889, the
population was well over 50,000, and when Mary Jones assumed the
directorship in 1900, L.A.’’s population topped 100,000. By the time
Everett Perry became the library’s chief executive in 1911, more than
310,000 people resided within the city that his institution served.®

At the outset of this great boom, Los Angeles developers and busi-
nessmen promoted an image of Los Angeles as a homogenous, prosper-
ous, and progressive community, and expounded on the many business,
health, and recreational opportunities the city afforded.” It was rather
disturbing to the city’s champions, then, that Los Angeles could not
claim a public library, the standard beacon of American civic pride and
culture. John R. McConnell, former California state attorney general
and founder of the Los Angeles Library Association, remarked in 1872
that he was “surprised that a city the size of Los Angeles, and which
contained the most cultivated residents of the coast, should be without a
public library.”® The Los Angeles Star likewise complained that “the
absence of a place where a cultivated person may go for books of ref-
erence or standard library works has been spoken of to our injury
abroad.”

On 7 December 1872 over 200 prominent and concerned merchants,
lawyers, educators, and ministers gathered in a local theater to organize
the library association.’® At this meeting Los Angeles pioneer John
Downey offered the use of vacant space in a building he owned in the
heart of the business district and near the historic Plaza, and the insti-
tution that would evolve into the Los Angeles Public Library was born.
The original library consisted of two rooms. The larger room was called
the “Book Room” for obvious reasons. The smaller space was tagged the
“Gentlemen’s Sitting Room” or “Conversation Room,” and it contained
newspapers, tables, chairs, and spittoons for the chess and checkers play-
ers who gathered there. The library appears to have been a popular
resort for local men looking for respectable companionship and self-
improvement, and its rooms were “filled every night with a crowd of
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thoughtful, earnest young men, intent on improving their minds and
increasing their stock of knowledge.”**

The Los Angeles Library Association was unusual in that women did
not play a significant role in its founding. Mrs. John Downey was given an
honorary membership out of “courtesy.”*? Otherwise, no woman was
listed in the association’s founding documents, women were not repre-
sented on the board, and women were denied access to the library’s read-
ing room. However, this situation quickly changed. Within its first six
months of operation, the board discussed allowing “ladys” limited mem-
bership, letting them use their male relatives’ membership cards to gain
access to the library’s collections.™® In 1876 the library added a “Ladies
Room” to its complex. Although the new room did not contain books, it
did house a number of popular magazines as well as comfortable sofas
and chairs for local clubwomen to use.

The Los Angeles Library Association became a tax-supported public
library in March 1878, predating by eleven days the statewide Rogers
Act, which authorized any incorporated town in California to levy a tax for
the establishment of a free public library and reading room. As a result,
the library’s initial governing structure was unlike other city libraries
in that during the library’s formative period the mayor and city council
served as the board of directors. In 1889 a new Los Angeles City Charter
reorganized the library’s management by establishing a mayor-appointed
board of library commissioners who served four-year, renewable terms.
The new charter also established a regularized operating and acquisi-
tions budget to be administered by the library board.

John C. Littlefield, a transplanted New Englander and editor of L.A.’s
Weekly Express, was appointed the city’s first librarian in 1872. Littlefield’s
former colleagues at the Express praised his selection, predicting that the
librarian’s “attainments, industry and intelligence will prove of great
value in giving the library such standing as we all desire.”** Despite the
general indifference of city officials, Littlefield made some significant
improvements in the library: he successfully set up the library’s facilities,
through fund-raisers and donations he more than doubled the library’s
book holdings, and he compiled the library’s first catalogue. Unfortu-
nately for Littlefield and the library, the position of librarian was con-
sidered a political appointment and viewed as part of the extensive
patronage system then prevalent in Los Angeles government. Thus, the
Office of Librarian was declared vacant each January, and it was up to
the board of directors to reappoint the incumbent or select another
whom they preferred. Indeed, the city charter indicated that the librar-
ian “served at the pleasure of the board,” giving the directors the author-
ity to appoint and dismiss librarians at their whim.

When the office of librarian was declared vacant in January 1879, the
board replaced Littlefield with a partisan appointee, Patrick Connolly.
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Connolly had no experience in library affairs; his previous employment
has been described variously as a clerk, a painter, and a “typical Irish
scholar.” Moreover, according to early LAPL board member William A.
Spalding, what Connolly “did not know about running a library would
have made a larger volume than any upon the public shelves.” Spalding
suggested that Connolly—who ironically served as president of the
Catholic Abstinence Society—was an alcoholic who regularly missed
work for intervals of ten days or more.™ Although always discreet, the
board minutes reveal serious concern over Connolly’s deportment and
performance. “Charges” were made against him as early as January
1880, though these were subsequently “expunged” from the record. But
in June the board asked the mayor not to endorse Connolly’s paycheck,
and the following month Connolly was discharged for his “continued
absence.” At this point board member William Spence moved that the
board “elect a lady librarian.” The motion passed unanimously.*®

For the next twenty-five years the LAPL would be headed by a series
of women administrators: Mary E. Foy (1880-1884), Jessie Gavitt
(1884-1889), Lydia Prescott (1889), Tessa Kelso (1889-1895), Clara
Fowler (1895-1897), Harriet Child Wadleigh (1897-1900), and Mary L.
Jones (1900-1905). Some were appointed because of their families’ polit-
ical connections, others because of economic need. Kelso, Wadleigh, and
Jones were Southern California migrants hired because of their experi-
ence with library work. Although all of these women administrators
made noteworthy contributions to the LAPL, Foy, Kelso, and Jones were
the most influential in determining the library’s policies, services, and
overall character. Moreover, Foy, Kelso, and Jones were also involved in a
series of conflicts with their boards of directors which culminated in
abrupt resignation or dismissal. The successes and failures of these three
notable L.A. librarians, then, help illuminate the experiences of late-
nineteenth-century women professionals as they confronted the realities
of feminization."’

Mary Foy (Sheri D. Irvin)

After Patrick Connolly was discharged, Mary Foy, the eighteen-year-old
daughter of prominent local merchant Samuel Foy, approached Mayor
John Toberman expressing interest in becoming the librarian for Los
Angeles. Mayor Toberman was a family friend and next-door neighbor,
and he advised her to contact all fifteen city council members to solicit
their votes. “She promised, if appointed, that in the two months before
taking office she would study librarianship with Ina Coolbrith, head of
the Oakland Public Library.”*® Mary Foy and three others (two women
and one man) were nominated for the position of librarian, and Foy was
elected unanimously. Foy proceeded to spend the summer of 1880 in the
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Figure 1.  Mary Foy. Photograph courtesy of Security Pacific National Bank Photograph col-
lection/Los Angeles Public Library.
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San Francisco area, meeting with Ina Coolbrith, Frederic B. Perkins
(head of the San Francisco Free Public Library), and librarians at the
city’s mercantile and mechanics libraries.

Unfortunately, the library board’s minutes do not supply any informa-
tion as to why they decided to hire a “lady librarian.” There was prece-
dence, however, for nominating a woman. Changes in the library board
usually resulted in the nomination of a new librarian. When Patrick
Connolly was nominated to replace John Littlefield, so also was a
Cordelia Bradfield. Foy’s nomination did not result from changes in the
board, but from Connolly’s incompetence. It is possible that Mayor
Toberman perceived Foy in need of a job and wanted to be a good neigh-
bor. It was not unusual for decisions to be based upon needs of the indi-
vidual. As Joanne Passet has observed, library boards and communities
“viewed the librarian’s position as a form of charity—an honorable
means of assisting needy men and women in the community.”*® Indeed,
in 1884 Foy herself would be replaced by a woman, Jessie Gavitt, whose
economic need was assessed by the board to be greater than Foy’s.
Others attribute the board’s hiring of Foy to heavy patronage by women
of the library and their complaints regarding Connolly’s intemperate
behavior.?’ The board may have selected Foy because she represented the
values that flourished in women’s organizations. Therefore, it may have
been a politic choice, a result of well-applied pressure by the city’s pow-
erful women’s clubs. Outside of Los Angeles the employment of young
women as librarians was becoming increasingly common, and according
to Ray Held, by 1879 city libraries in Marysville, Oakland, Sacramento,
and Petaluma had already hired women librarians.?*

Finally, the board’s action to hire a woman may have been largely eco-
nomic. John Littlefield earned $100 a month when he was hired in 1872,
but his salary had been reduced to $75 in 1878. In December 1878 board
member S. H. Buchanan argued unsuccessfully to drop the salary even
further to $50 monthly, with no compensation for janitorial work. He
repeated this argument the following year to no avail. Foy’s starting
salary was also $75, and she too was expected to provide janitorial ser-
vice. The board’s increasing parsimony when it came to salaries, indeed
any library-related expenditures, could well explain why it was time to
hire a “lady librarian.”??

When Mary Foy assumed the duties of librarian for the Los Angeles
Public Library on 1 September 1880, her responsibilities included

setting up a catalogue system, keeping the library accounts, acting
as hostess in the Ladies Reading Room, serving as referee for on-
going chess games in the Newspaper Room, and settling bets
made in the downstairs saloon on such questions as, ‘Who wrote
Webster’s Dictionary: Noah or Daniel?’?
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The library was also intended to enhance L.A.’s cultural and intellectual
life as well as to assist tourists temporarily in the city. In 1951, when Foy
addressed the Native Daughters of the Golden West, she recalled,

You know one of the great services of the library in that day was to
just act as headquarters for all the tourists who happened to be here.
Anybody coming into any hotel in Los Angeles—any stranger in the
city—all were welcome to take out books if they wanted them.?*

Early in Foy’s tenure, the board appeared supportive of her activities
and decisions. For example, on 1 February 1881 the board minutes note,
“The Board gave the Librarian to understand that they would support
her in any action she might take regarding unruly boys.” When Foy sug-
gested in September 1882 that the chess and checkers games be removed
because of a complaint of noise, the board voted to remove the games.
This would prove to be the most controversial incident involving Foy and
library operations. It continued as a topic of public interest, seen occa-
sionally to surface in the minutes of board meetings. On 2 January 1883
the board minutes note, “A petition from the citizens of Los Angeles
praying for the restoration of the chess was presented, read and referred
to the Finance Com.” The minutes also include an undated newspaper
clipping that discusses what improvements the library could make and
recommends the chess room be set apart from the general library.?®

Foy’s appointment was renewed for three years, during which time
her neighbor Mayor Toberman presided as president of the library board.
A new mayor was elected in 1884, C. E. Thom. This new mayor re-
organized the board and did not re-appoint Foy. According to historian
Jane Apostol, “The city council decided another woman was in more need
of the salary and gave the job to Miss Jessie Gavitt, whose father had
recently died, leaving small provision for his widow and children.”?®

Upon Foy’s resignation, she published a valedictory in the newspaper,
where she criticized the board for its lack of involvement and interest in
the library. This is the first real clue as to Foy’s relationship with the
board. Regarding the board’s activities, she states,

Had their meetings been more punctual and had the committees
taken more of their own work upon themselves and more fully real-
ized that the duties of the Board were of as vital interest as those
of the Librarian, then, | think, the Library would have reached the
standard of excellence which our taxpayers have a right to expect.

She points out that there were only ten meetings between September
1880 and December 1882, and ends the piece with, “Let the office which



319

prevents crime be at least as important in your eyes as the one which
punishes.”?’ Despite Foy’s frustration, her experience as LAPL librarian
“offered her the first taste of politics [and] was but the beginning of
active participation in the world of affairs.”?® After leaving the library,
Foy enjoyed a full career of teaching and political involvement until her
death in 1962, a few months before her one-hundredth birthday.

The significance of Foy’s 1880 appointment as the first woman librar-
ian of the Los Angeles Public Library underscores the changing social
expectations of the 1870s and 1880s. The library board may have
appointed Foy for personal reasons, based on acquaintance; practical rea-
sons, based on local business interests to maintain an image for tourists
and settlers drawn to Los Angeles; and political reasons, emerging from
their recognition of the changing status of women and the political mus-
cle of women’s organizations. Foy’s appointment also began a twenty-five-
year trend of women being appointed as librarian. Charles Fletcher
Lummis would be the man used to break that trend. Ironically, it was
Lummis, a prominent literary man but not a librarian, who observed,
“Miss Mary E. Foy was the first person in this city to grasp the privileges
and the responsibilities of librarianship.”?

Tessa Kelso (Karen F. Gracy)

In the annals of library history, the brief tenure of Tessa L. Kelso at
the Los Angeles Public Library stands out as a period of remarkable
accomplishment. She guided what was still a small, municipal public
library into something altogether more impressive: a civic institution
that stood as a fine example of progressive library administration to the
rest of the United States.

Previous to her time at LAPL, Kelso was a successful newspaper-
woman and publicist. In her six years at LAPL, she used her public rela-
tions experience to increase circulation and holdings dramatically. A
capable administrator and innovator, Kelso introduced the Dewey
Decimal Classification System and interlibrary loan services, established
a library training class, instituted a civil service program for hiring new
librarians, and founded the Southern California Library Club. She also
abolished most subscription fees for library card holders, advocated an
open-stacks policy, and established the first delivery stations to extend
service to the growing neighborhoods of Los Angeles.

Outside of the library, Kelso exhibited great zeal for activism and
reform. At the national level, Kelso participated often at the annual
meetings of the American Library Association, offering witty comments
and rejoinders upon topics under debate. A prototypical feminist of the
Progressive Era, she participated actively in local women’s organizations
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such as the well-known Friday Morning Club. Her fervor for art and
music led to substantial LAPL collections of art books and music scores
and the establishment of the Ruskin Art Club.

As this brief inventory of her many accomplishments shows, Tessa
Kelso was a remarkable woman. Yet, at the pinnacle of her success Kelso
was forced to resign her post, and she returned to the East to work in the
publishing industry. Although she worked at Baker and Taylor in the
library service department for over twenty years, her career in public
librarianship was over.

By all published accounts, Kelso’s forced exodus was universally con-
demned by Los Angeles citizens as the shameful result of partisan poli-
tics. From no corner was there any suggestion that Kelso’s performance
as city librarian was substandard. Yet, a current of disapproval ran
underneath the praise for her accomplishments. Kelso was a woman
unconcerned with conventions of the day. She had no compunctions
about litigation, filing two lawsuits during her tenure—one concerning
her use of public funds and the other resulting from a minister who made
slanderous statements about her character. She had a “habit of strolling
about the streets, her hair short, and wearing no hat, smoking cigarettes,
and o3t3viously not caring in the least for anyone’s opinion on the sub-
ject.”

The cumulative effect of Kelso’s protofeminist stance may have
resulted in a sub rosa movement to remove her as librarian. An uncon-
ventional woman such as Kelso was tolerated while the institution under
her charge remained small and unimportant, but by 1895 the Los
Angeles Public Library rivaled other public libraries in the country.
Twenty-five years ahead of her time, Kelso was too progressive for the
conservative coalition that controlled city government. In truth, she was
a victim of her own success. Her attempts to bring prestige and admira-
tion to the Los Angeles Public Library had the side effect of focusing the
limelight on herself, highlighting a lifestyle and opinions that were
unpopular with the conservative contingent of Los Angeles society and
government. When this contingent gained the upper hand on the library
board, Kelso’s days as city librarian were numbered.

Kelso assumed the directorship in 1889, when the board of directors
once again decided a change was needed in librarians. Kelso, a twenty-
six-year-old Cincinnati native, had no previous library experience. Due to
her active participation in the American Library Association, she was,
nonetheless, conversant with the difficulties and challenges of public
librarianship. (She had been a member of the ALA since the Milwaukee
Conference in 1886, where she was covering the event for the Cincinnati
Ilustrated News.)*! In addition, she was a woman of culture, renowned for
her knowledge of books.
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Figure 2. Tessa Kelso. Photograph courtesy of Pacific National Bank photograph collection/
Los Angeles Public Library.
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Librarian Kelso immediately set about making major changes to
improve the services of the library, aided no doubt by a generous increase
in the operating budget. As her first chore, she organized the library’s
move from the now cramped quarters in the Downey Block to the third
floor of the new City Hall. The library remained closed for two months
while staff cleaned, catalogued, classified, and shelved books in their new
location.

Progress after the move to improved quarters was swift and impres-
sive. During the months of September, October, and November of 1889,
the library added 4,771 volumes to the collection of 6,356 books.
Circulation increased from 4,833 transactions in September to 7,261 in
November, likely due to a combination of increased attendance in the
reading rooms and a greatly expanded collection. Kelso writes,

That our citizens are awakening to the importance of having a good
Library in their midst is apparent from the interest expressed and
in the increased apportionment for its support, and it is regretted
that a report at this time can give but a meagre idea of how well
founded this realization is.*

The librarian’s report for 1890 shows a continuation of the work begun at
Kelso’s appointment. Acquisition, circulation, and attendance figures
continued to rise, and the project of building a card catalogue according
to Dewey’s decimal classification system and Cutter’s Rules for a Dictionary
Catalog was begun in earnest. The library also inaugurated special col-
lections in several key areas: art, music, local history, and government
documents.

From this evidence, it is obvious that Kelso was trying to expand ser-
vices to encourage more Los Angeles residents to take advantage of the
resources at their disposal. In particular, she established an early con-
nection with the educational system of Los Angeles. The board of direc-
tors reports that the library had “endeavored to make the library
virtually a part of our public school system.”® Los Angeles teachers
would later become some of Kelso’s staunchest allies, offering support at
the time of her forced resignation in 1895.

It was during this time that Kelso promoted Adelaide Hasse to assis-
tant librarian. Kelso recognized Hasse’s abilities early on and set her to
the task of organizing the library’s large collection of government docu-
ments, an assignment for which she was well suited. Hasse would later go
on to create a classification system for government documents, which is
still in use by the United States Superintendent of Documents and many
depository libraries. Evidence suggests that Kelso became Hasse’s men-
tor, encouraging and inspiring her to adopt progressive views and become
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an outspoken, independent feminist.>* Their friendship was close, and
beginning in 1892 they became roommates.*® Their joint resignation in
1895 did not cut short their friendship, for they remained in contact after
moving back East.

After two years of highly satisfactory work, the board of directors were
quite impressed with the city librarian’s achievements:

The librarian, Miss Kelso, has demonstrated her possession of
excellent executive ability and to her knowledge of the wide range
of resources that can be made helpful in each department, and to
her energy and quick intelligence is owing no small share of the
library’s present prosperous condition.®®

Kelso now had the administration of the library firmly in hand, having
a facility for securing excellent assistants and an enthusiasm for adopt-
ing the newest methods of library economy. She was quickly building
up the Los Angeles Public Library to be one of the most progressive in
the nation, and in the 1891-1893 interval, Kelso continued along this
course.

The library in 1891 took the important step of abolishing all dues,
including those previously charged for home circulation. Although in
1889 fees had been reduced to fifty cents per quarter, Kelso felt strongly
that even so small a fee discouraged many from using the library. As
expected, the abolition of dues resulted in increased attendance and cir-
culation, and the impact on staffing and resources was felt. To increase
the number of assistants without burdening the library’s current budget,
Kelso began a training class to teach young women the rudiments of
librarianship. The training class had the added benefit of providing the
library with a pool of well-trained prospective employees from which to
hire assistants.

In 1891 six pupils began to train and were at the same time engaged
at the library. Two years later the number of pupils had expanded to
thirty. The prospectus for the training class states:

The training class of the Los Angeles Public Library is the first pub-
lic library class organized for the purpose of training pupils in the
rudiments of library science. The experiment was largely the result
of a firm conviction that the best interests of a library depend in a
great measure on the nonpartisan method of providing service. To
eliminate everything that savors of personal or political influence,
and make all appointments solely on the basis of individual merit,
is the only means whereby a thoroughly efficient staff can be
obtained.®
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The date of this brochure indicates that the training class was among the
earliest of such schools; only the Pratt Institute, founded in 1890 in
Brooklyn, predates it.%®

The introduction of civil service into the hiring practices of the library
through the means of the training classes was a first for Los Angeles city
government. The pointed language referring to “personal or political
influence” shows that Kelso and the board of directors at that time were
well aware of the effects of politics on the administration of the library.
Unfortunately, those efforts to provide job security for library personnel
would collapse two years later, when a new board of directors flaunted
the civil service regulations previously implemented.

However, between 1891 and 1893 the city librarian enjoyed the full
support of the board. Although two members were replaced in 1891, both
of the replacements were sympathetic to Kelso’s progressive plans. In
1892 the library opened a delivery station in Boyle Heights so that
patrons did not have to travel great distances to visit the library at its
location in City Hall. In her report Kelso asserts the importance of
expanding access to books in this manner, stating that “free distribution
of library books has become as much a necessity as free delivery of let-
ters.”® During the following year, several other delivery stations were
established near University Avenue, in East Los Angeles, and on
Angeleno Heights. The library also began to distribute books in public
schools in 1893, having taken over the school libraries the previous year.
In doing so, the library hoped to bring “children and families in contact
with books that would otherwise make no use of a library, and above all
to direct and in a great measure control the character of the reading of
the young.”*® Similar to other librarians of the era, Kelso felt strongly
that the library should be a positive force in the education of youthful
library users.

To encourage even more participation and interest in the activities of
the library, in November of 1891 Kelso began the Southern California
Library Club. At club meetings, papers were read and discussed. Initially
these papers concerned subjects of library science, but eventually art and
literature were topics as well.** Teachers as well as librarians formed the
core membership of the club. At the same time that Kelso launched the
club, the first issue of the Library Bulletin was published. The primary aim
of the Bulletin was to distribute monthly updates to the finding list, at
that time a crucial service since the card catalogue was not yet complete.
However, the most interesting aspects of the Bulletin were its short,
didactic editorials and reports on the most popular literature of the day.
Kelso often took the opportunity to proselytize the benefits of the public
library. In the first issue, she reminds readers that “in Southern
California out of 24 towns of over 1000 inhabitants 10 have libraries. Our
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State law makes it possible for all towns to tax themselves to support a
library. No progressive community can afford to be without one.”*

A final event of note in the period of 1891-1893 was the attendance of
Tessa Kelso at the World’s Congress of Librarians and the American
Library Association, both held in Chicago in July of 1893. In the annual
report for that year, the board of directors made special note of the
importance of sending a delegate to these important meetings (such a
subject was not a normal topic for the annual reports).** Despite this
board’s authorization, City Auditor, Fred H. Teale, challenged Kelso’s
reimbursement request for the $200 expense of attending the Chicago
meetings, and ultimately Kelso was forced to sue Teale for the money.**

The lawsuit against Teale was the first ripple in what was, up until that
point, a calm sea. Teale’s accusations that funds were being misappro-
priated and misused damaged the formerly stellar reputation of the
library and its librarian. A public that had approved of the progressive
methods of the library now began to question how the library was being
run.

In July of 1894, the Los Angeles Herald published a caustic editorial enti-
tled, “Plain Facts About the Library,” in which the financial policies of
the library, as implemented by George Dobinson (president of the board
of directors) and Kelso, were critiqued strongly:

The principle that the laborer is worth his or her hire, is one that
should be introduced in the public library. There are a few girls
working there who do the greater portion of the work and receive
the minimum pay. Absorbed in deep, abstruse problems, with ref-
erence to the ethics of bibliology to be sometime projected on the
heads of sapient thinkers in some book congress in Chicago, San
Francisco or Hong Kong (with expenses paid by the taxpayers), it
is very rare, indeed, that Miss Kelso or her high-salaried assistants
condescend to do anything in the way of doling out books to the
library patrons.*

The author goes on to suggest that if Kelso and other high-ranking assis-
tants “buckled down to work” in the reading rooms and workroom, the
operating budget of the library could be reduced to $6,000 a year.
Ironically, the city council had already reduced the library’s apportion-
ment from tax revenues for the 1894-1895 fiscal year by $4,700.% In
their annual report for 1894 the board of directors points out that

the salary expenditures of the Library have been kept down with
much rigor in order to save money with which to buy books
demanded by the public; the amount paid the members of the staff
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does not fittingly represent their worth, and is far below that paid
by any similar institution in the country doing the same amount of
business.*’

The ill will evidenced in the editorial suggests that certain constituen-
cies had grown tired of the progressive policies of the library. In the opin-
ion of the Los Angeles Herald, librarians should hand out books and type
catalogue cards, not attend professional gatherings to exchange knowl-
edge. Any activities that did not yield direct, tangible benefits to the
library users were suspect. In such an environment of mistrust and alle-
gation, the positions of the directors and the librarian were endangered.
It would be only a short while before Dobinson and Kelso’s foes were
offered a chance to oust them.

Soon after this captious editorial was published, Kelso found herself
again under fire. On this occasion criticism of the administration of the
library was coupled with a personal attack when a local clergyman,
Reverend Campbell of the First Methodist Church, voiced his disap-
proval of the library’s acquisition of Jean Richepin’s Le Cadet, a French
novel “of immoral character.” Campbell publicly denounced the librar-
ian, praying for the redemption of her soul during a sermon. Kelso was
outraged, particularly since she did not speak French, had not been
responsible for the selection of that volume, and was not even a member
of Campbell’s congregation! She sued Campbell for malicious slander.*®

Such public criticism could only have had a deleterious effect on
Kelso’s reputation among the conservative elements of the community.
At the same time, she faced unresolvable administrative problems, which
hindered the successful operation of the library. Though Kelso ran LAPL
with the same business acumen that she displayed earlier in her tenure,
she was battling the difficulties imposed by a shrinking operating budget
and increasingly cramped work space: “the present quarters of the
library are so cramped and inadequate, that the public are subjected to
crowding, bad ventilation, delays and confusion which make the drawing
of a book a disgraceful scramble.”® In December of 1894, Kelso com-
plained that “the status of the Library for the past two years has been
one of the frantic struggle to do, in mercantile parlance, a $100,000 busi-
ness on a $10,000 capital.”*

On 8 March 1895 the first hint of what was to come appeared in the
Los Angeles Evening Express. The paper reported that because the two-year
term of the library board was about to expire, a new board would soon be
appointed by newly elected Mayor Frank Rader. “In view of this the appli-
cants for appointment as Librarian are becoming especially active. A
number of applications have been filed for the place.”® The article also
recounted that a petition was circulated stating that Kelso and Adelaide
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Hasse were about to resign to go East. Kelso was quoted as considering
that statement to be “outrageously presumptuous.” Despite her denials,
on 18 March the newspaper again reported that

While no official intimation is given out, it is generally believed
that this entire change in the membership of the Board means a
change of head librarians. Mayor Rader, as an experienced business
man, believes that there are many places in both city and county
government where greater economy and better management can
be practiced, so as to bring public affairs nearer to the same judi-
cious management observed in private business, and that the
library is one of them.

The editors of the Los Angeles Herald were more optimistic about Kelso’s
future, pointing out that

The good work of the library has not been by accident. Some one
with a large knowledge of books, with a broad general culture, a
capable grasp of details, and the power to get the best service out
of assistants, has been at the head of the institution. Everyone who
patronizes the library knows who this person is, and the fact that
she is a woman does not make the work less creditable to her nor
the results less valuable to the city. . . . Miss Kelso’s work speaks
for itself, and the reading and thinking people of the city know
what it is. The fact that she is not popular in certain political cir-
cles can have no particular bearing on the question. The schools
and the library should be kept out of politics. We believe that the
new board will give a just recognition to the unusual merits of the
present librarian by a unanimous vote for her re-election.*?

However, between 18 March and 2 April (the next meeting of the board)
a confluence of events contributed to the instability of Kelso’s position at
LAPL. On 23 March the Los Angeles Herald reported that the Supreme
Court of Los Angeles County had ruled in favor of Kelso in her suit
against Fred Teale. The court pronounced that the decision of the mem-
bers of the library board should be honored:

It was not the province of this official [Teale] to judge whether the
benefits to be derived by the taxpayers and patrons of the library
from what might be learned by a delegate to a congress of lib-
rarians were too remote, too speculative and too chimerical to
make the expense of such a delegate a legal charge upon the pub-
lic funds. That question was one to be determined by the directors
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in the first instance, and it must be presumed that a state of cir-
cumstances was shown under which the expenditure would be
authorized and acted upon by the board when it made its
appropriation.>

For those members of city government who believed that the librarian
and the board should be shown to be fiscally irresponsible, this outcome
must have been galling.

On 1 April Kelso received another favorable ruling in the matter of
her libel suit against Reverend Campbell when the court decided the
prayer offered up for Kelso was slanderous. She had argued that “by his
invocation the minister conveyed the charge that [she] was a sinful and
immoral woman and unworthy of being librarian by reason of her moral
delinquencies.” The court agreed with Kelso’'s claim that Campbell
“intended to injure her by innuendo,” and gave the defendant ten days to
file an appeal.>

On the same day that the ruling in the slander suit was handed down,
the library board met again, and in the words of the Los Angeles Herald the
proceedings were a “circus.” Given the very public discussion of the past
month over whether Kelso and Hasse would be allowed to retain their
jobs, it is not surprising that they came to the meeting prepared to do
battle. At the beginning of the meeting the directors passed two resolu-
tions, the first reaffirming the civil service program that had been imple-
mented for the past three years, and the second stating that no changes
in staffing would be made until the close of the fiscal year.”® Kelso had
hoped that the board members would be forced to make a decision
regarding appointing a new librarian immediately, before they had had a
chance to review applications for the position. Thus, she objected to the
resolution, “saying that it placed her in an unpleasant position, she hav-
ing been in charge for six years, and did not like the idea of being prac-
tically on probation for three months.”*

At this point, Kelso decided to play her trump card, presenting the
board with her resignation—to take effect immediately. Hasse followed
suit, forcing the board to vote for successors when they were obviously
not prepared to do so. Nevertheless, nominations were given (Kelso
being among those nominated), and a vote was taken. A tally of the votes
revealed that the five board members could not reach a majority on who
was to be the next city librarian. At a loss for what action to take, the
board asked Kelso and Hasse to rescind their resignations. After they
agreed to do so, the board took the unorthodox step of expunging all
mention of the preceding events concerning the resignations. The first
round had gone to Kelso and Hasse, and the Los Angeles Herald noted that
“Miss Tessa Kelso looked happy while the board seemed ill at ease.”’
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In the next meeting, on 8 April, the board would come to regret their
decision to expunge the minutes. The city attorney had been consulted
to provide his opinion on whether the board had violated procedure, and
the board was obliged to amend the minutes to reinstate what had been
deleted. The anti-Kelso faction of the board had the upper hand in this
meeting, with Frank Flint introducing a resolution to reduce the salary of
the librarian from $150 to $125 per month and the salary of the assistant
librarian from $100 to $75 per month. Though Henry O’Melveny
protested this suggestion, maintaining that this action would likely result
in the resubmittal of letters of resignation by Kelso and Hasse, the
resolution was passed with a majority, the yea votes being cast by
Frank Flint, George Bonebrake, and H. E. Storrs. P W. Search, the City
Superintendent of Education who was present at the meeting, lodged a
protest in the name of the teachers of Los Angeles, to no avail. Kelso had
been outgunned by a board of men who, in their determination to sweep
the last vestiges of the old administration under the rug, cared little for
her past experience and accomplishments.

The public response to the attempt by the board to humble Kelso and
Hasse ranged from approval to outright disgust. On 10 April, an editor-
ial in the Los Angeles Herald, entitled “Economy in the Library,” cynically
stated,

Strictly from the point of view of municipal economy the fierce and
emphatic action of the new library board in cutting down the librar-
ian’s salary is to be highly commended. It is always expected of new
boards that they do something of this kind and if they show special
discretion in striking at the pay of those who hold their positions by
reason of brains and competency rather than through political
influence, they are fairly safe from adverse criticism.*

It did not take long for Kelso and Hasse to submit their resignations
anew rather than suffer the indignities to which they were being sub-
jected. At the 29 April board meeting, Kelso read three letters of resig-
nation (the third being offered by the head of the reference department,
Estelle Haines). The directors quickly accepted the resignations, the only
dissenting voice being O’Melveny who expressed his regret at the loss of
the talented librarian and her assistants.

The board immediately set about electing Kelso and Hasse’s succes-
sors. Clara B. Fowler, a woman with no library or literary experience, was
chosen as city librarian, while Daisy Austin became the assistant librar-
ian. Although it is unclear why Fowler was chosen, evidence suggests that
the appointment of Austin was a political reward of sorts. Daisy Austin’s
father, Henry C. Austin, had run against Frank Rader in the 1895 mayoral
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election, and Austin dropped out of the race under the condition that his
daughter receive a substantial promotion in the library. At the time of
her appointment as assistant librarian, she had only attended the first
term of the LAPL training class, making her quite unqualified for the
position she was given. In addition, her appointment amounted to a com-
plete violation of civil service that the board had just recently affirmed as
proper for library employment.*
After the meeting adjourned, Hasse remarked bitterly that

I should very much like to have remained in Los Angeles with the
library. 1 should like to have played chip for chip and met every
move as it was made in this game. But what is a person to do where
expert politicians are opposed to a woman?®

One might infer from that statement that Hasse felt the board members
to be opposed to a particular type of woman—a progressive woman.
Otherwise, they would have elected a man to replace Kelso, instead of
choosing Clara Fowler. Such statements also suggest that Hasse had real-
ized that their dismissal was inevitable once their champions on the
library board were deposed, despite her refusal to acknowledge their fate
publicly in March of 1895. Indeed, by the 29 April meeting of the board,
Hasse had already accepted another position in the library of the
Superintendent of Documents located in the Government Printing Office
in Washington, D.C.

Kelso, upon being asked by Director Stewart to assist the incoming
librarian, snapped that

Mrs. Fowler is amply competent to look out for herself, else this
board would certainly not have elected her librarian. I am now out
of a position, and will have to devote all of my time to finding a new
opportunity to earn my bread and butter.%

Unlike Hasse, however, Kelso did not seek employment as a librarian
after being ousted. After submitting her resignation for the second time,
Kelso moved back East, taking a position at the publishing house of
Charles Scribner’s Sons. In 1898 she began to work at Baker and Taylor,
and remained there for many years as the head of their library depart-
ment. Although she continued to attend American Library Association
meetings for another two decades, she never again worked in a public
library.

Twenty years ago, Evelyn Geller lamented the loss to the profession:
“Had she survived as a leader, we might have been able to boast of our
own Jane Addams.” Kelso did not disappear from the public eye com-
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pletely, however, as Geller's statement suggests. Her progressive zeal
merely found other outlets, as indicated by her active commitment to
reform through the New York Women’s Municipal League and her
employment at the New York Evening Post, where she wrote weekly
columns for and about working women.

Sadly, beyond these snippets of information, not much is known about
Kelso’s life in New York after she left Los Angeles. Primary source mate-
rial on Kelso is scant. Research has thus far failed to uncover any per-
sonal papers, and aside from a few scrapbooks, the collections of the Los
Angeles Public Library contain no trace of the tenure of Tessa Kelso.
Secondary materials are largely anecdotal, and much of the information
contained within them is contradictory or unverifiable. Lastly, aside from
her annual reports and a few writings, Kelso was not a major contributor
to library literature. There is no doubt, however, that her contributions
to librarianship during her tenure at LAPL were remarkable and deserve
a prominent place in library history.

Mary L. Jones (Debra Gold Hansen)

The administration of Mary L. Jones, LAPLs chief librarian from May
1900 through June 1905, culminated a generation of feminization and
professionalization. Jones expanded programs and policies initiated by
her predecessors, modernized the library’s cataloguing and bibliographic
efforts, and brought children’s and readers’ services in line with profes-
sional practices in the East. She also strengthened ties with local schools,
settlement houses, playgrounds, and the like, institutionalizing the
library’s social service and recreational functions. However, in pushing
LAPL’s outreach role to its limits, Jones privileged women and children
at the expense of more serious (i.e., male) researchers. This disturbed
and frustrated the board of directors, which had a different agenda for
the library. By spring 1905 the board decided that the LAPL required a
male executive officer whose ideology and intentions mirrored their own.

Mary Jones was born in 1865 in Bristol, Wisconsin. Of Welsh immi-
grant heritage, her father was a Methodist minister. She attended the
University of Nebraska and later Melvil Dewey’s New York State Library
School. Graduating in 1892, she was hired as University of Nebraska
librarian, where she remained until the school’s president informed her
that he planned to “secure a man for librarian as soon as the University
could pay a fitting salary.”® During 1897 and 1898, Jones worked at the
University of Illinois School of Library Economy, the lowa State Library,
and the American Library Association. In the spring of 1900, she was
appointed LAPLs head librarian, following a brief stint as an assistant
librarian.
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As director, Jones expanded and modernized the library, focusing on
three main areas: collection building, children’s services, and access and
outreach. Her first goal was to improve the library’s fiction and nonfiction
collections, and between 1900 and 1904 the library increased from 60,000
to over 110,000 volumes. She also added several sizable special collections,
including numerous photographs, exhibition catalogues, painting repro-
ductions, scientific treatises, and technical and engineering reports. In
1903, the library purchased 500 out-of-print Spanish language books,
forming the foundation of the institution’s impressive early California
history collection.

To bring LAPL in line with national trends, Jones next focused on
developing children’s services. She increased the department’s acquisi-
tions budget and agreed to purchase textbooks for local schools. She dis-
patched staff members to mothers’ circles and child-study groups to
advocate parents’ important role in stimulating good reading habits and,
moreover, closed the book stacks to children so that adults could monitor
youngsters’ book selection. Her staff compiled topical reading lists for
the library’s young clientele, and this work by 1903 evolved into a sepa-
rate card catalogue for juvenile literature. As a consequence of this sus-
tained effort, Jones felt confident that L.A. children’s reading had
“greatly improved.”®

Jones’s work with children was emblematic of her mission to increase
library use and access. During her administration the library opened
every day but Christmas. She liberalized access policies, lowering mini-
mum age requirements from twelve to ten and abolishing vestigial mon-
etary guarantees for library privileges. Her predecessor had opened the
library’s book stacks to the public; Jones did the same for magazines. She
also set up a “new books” shelf for quick perusal of incoming materials
and established a separate fiction catalogue to facilitate searches for pop-
ular items. Due to these measures, annual circulation jumped from
392,000 in 1900 to 751,000 in 1904, ranking the LAPL twelfth in the
nation.®* The main beneficiaries of these innovations were women and
children. With more than half of the acquisitions budget spent on fiction,
magazines, and children’s books, twice as many women as men obtained
new library cards during Jones’s administration.

Jones’s success in increasing library usage rendered its already
cramped quarters unbearable for staff and patrons. To alleviate space
problems, Jones set up branch libraries throughout the city. Tessa Kelso
had experimented with delivery and deposit stations, whereby the local
residents provided space and volunteers, and the library supplied a regu-
lar shipment of books. Emulating eastern libraries, Jones now trans-
formed these temporary reading rooms into regular branch libraries with
permanent collections, regular operating hours, and their own branch



333

Figure 3. Mary L. Jones. Photograph courtesy of Security Pacific National Bank photograph
collection/Los Angeles Public Library.
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librarian.®® The first branch was established for local children and immi-
grants in the Boyle Heights district east of Los Angeles in 1900. By 1904
the LAPL operated eight others at sites throughout the city, including
the El Felix Hogar Settlement House, the Pico Heights Improvement
Society, the Presbyterian Sunday School, Los Angeles High School, Grand
Avenue School, the Hollenbeck Home for elderly and disabled adults,
and the YWCA hotel for single girls. These small libraries had a decid-
edly social-service orientation, bringing library materials to children, sin-
gle women, the elderly, and the poor. Serious researchers were directed
to the downtown library.

Perhaps Jones’s most ambitious undertaking was to improve the
library’s cataloguing. “Next to an intelligent attendant,” remarked
Jones, “the most important item in a library is a catalogue.”® Desiring
that the LAPL have “as perfect a card catalogue as has been devised,”
Jones not only increased the cataloguing staff, she also began purchasing
cataloguing records from other institutions, such as the Library of
Congress, the Carnegie Library of Pittsburgh, and the Cleveland Public
Library.®” In so doing, the LAPL became one of the first libraries to par-
ticipate in a national cataloguing network.

In her 1904 annual report, Jones reflected with characteristic modesty
upon what she had accomplished:

It is worthy of comment that during the past four years the library
has nearly doubled in size both in number of volumes it contains
and in the extent of the home circulation. During the same period
the staff of the library has increased from thirty-one, nine of whom
were employed part time, to forty-four, twenty of whom have been
appointed since 1900. I know of nothing which can speak more for
the efficiency of the library service.

In this same report, the board of directors praised their librarian and
declared that the LAPLs popularity “indicates a degree of intelligence
and culture . . . gratifying to all who have at heart the best interests of
the city.”®®

Despite this apparent satisfaction with library management, the
1900-1905 annual reports exposed recurring facilities and personnel
problems. Each year both the board and head librarian issued desperate
pleas for a new, stand-alone library. Jones lamented that her staff worked
under conditions “scarcely conceivable to one not familiar with the cir-
cumstance,”®® while the directors insisted that the LAPL deserved a
building comparable with those in other major metropolitan areas.
Unfortunately, their joint call went unheeded.
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To deal with deteriorating, oversubscribed rooms, Jones resorted to
measures that simultaneously undermined her liberal access policies and
frustrated library users. Citing overcrowded and hazardous conditions,
she restricted public access to the fiction and documents sections. To
increase shelf space and work areas, she eliminated both the ladies read-
ing room and the newspaper alcove and consigned many children’s books
to an external storage facility.

The deteriorating building and impacted workspace not only inconve-
nienced patrons but also exacerbated existing staff tensions. The most
divisive issue was the implementation of civil service for city employees.
In 1892 Tessa Kelso had instituted formal procedures governing the hir-
ing, placement, and promotion of library attendants. In 1903 despite
objections from the board, the city imposed its own civil service require-
ments on the library staff, which required workers to pass two sets of
exams, one administered by the library and the other by the city. This
meant that all library employees, save the head librarian, had to take the
civil service exam to retain their current positions. Although all but one
attendant passed this initial exam, it precipitated a rash of resignations
and absences for “ill health.””® Notwithstanding that civil service
increased wages modestly, at $35 per month attendants were among the
city’s lowest paid workers.

Branch library employees were particularly discontented. To ensure
trained personnel at the various sites, Jones created in 1902 a new posi-
tion of branch librarian. Although paid slightly more than regular atten-
dants, these librarians had to remain on the premises from 3:00 p.m. to
9:00 p.M. Isolated in the town’s poorer sections, forced to work nights, and
divorced from their central library colleagues, attendants complained
bitterly.

Jones also was plagued by ongoing difficulties with certain employees.
She even told one of her librarians that had she been a man she would
“have been justified in shooting down some of the attendants on account
of their unruly conduct.””* Jones left most staff disciplining to her first
assistant, Celia Gleason. Attendants resented Gleason, complaining that
she had been unfairly exempted from the civil service exam and that she
treated them too harshly. Jones, however, relied on Gleason completely.

Jones’s most incendiary personnel problem was Nora Miller. A product
of LAPL:s first training class, Miller was library board member Isidore
Dockweiler’s “protégé,” and in 1902 he convinced the board, despite
Jones’s objections, to appoint her second assistant librarian. In February
1903, after months of tension, the two librarians had such a serious argu-
ment that Miller pressed charges against her supervisor.”” Jones, com-
plained Miller, had behaved in an “unladylike manner” toward herself
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and other attendants. Furthermore, Miller accused the head librarian of
being under the “hypnotic influence” of Celia Gleason, who ran the
library behind the scenes.” The board conducted a thorough investiga-
tion, interviewing the library staff about Jones’s behavior and effective-
ness as a manager. In the end, the board, with the exception of
Dockweiler, voted to exonerate Jones. “The matter is too trivial to war-
rant the time and expense it is entailing,” Director A. W. Fisher com-
mented dismissively to the Los Angeles Times. “These ladies have spats.””

The Miller case confirmed the liabilities—squabbling and petty jeal-
ousy—that the board felt prevented female employees from working
together toward larger institutional goals.” Instead of looking to Jones to
remedy the dissension, the board held her accountable. To restore har-
mony, they gave Miller a lengthy leave of absence and passed rules to
regulate on-the-job deportment: Attendants were forbidden to leave the
building, to receive visitors, or to gossip, while posted signs reminded
them to “be courteous.”

In addition to being concerned about Jones’s personnel management,
the board was extremely dissatisfied with her financial practices. They
disliked the librarian’s “playing favorites” with “effete” eastern estab-
lishments instead of patronizing local businesses. For example, the board
considered Jones’s ordering of equipment and supplies from the Boston-
based Library Bureau “peculiar,” “careless,” and “unbusinesslike.” As
merchant Siegfried Marshutz maintained, “l absolutely hate to send
money out of this town if | can help it.” The board thus dictated that all
contracts, so far as possible, be awarded to Los Angeles firms. Jones,
resenting this interference, argued that certain establishments manufac-
tured items exclusively for libraries. But the board refused to compro-
mise on the matter.”®

Jones reluctantly capitulated to the unbending board and hired a local
firm to make library catalogue cards. When the cards arrived, though,
they were miscut and deemed otherwise inferior. One can only imagine
the librarian’s frustration at seeing her “perfect catalog” marred by the
amateurish work of local printers and her concomitant annoyance at the
board’s failure to adopt industry standards. Jones rejected the offending
cards and ordered a new set from the Library Bureau. The board, infuri-
ated by the action, considered Jones insolent and insubordinate.

By spring 1905 the board decided that an administrative change
was imperative. “Were Miss Jones occupying the position of first or sec-
ond assistant librarian,” Dockweiler reasoned, “I believe she could be of
considerable service in the library.” But she required the supervision of
“a forceful and energetic librarian.”’” In short, the Los Angeles Public
Library needed to be headed by a man with strong business and political
connections and the authority to discipline the staff. It was Dockweiler
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who engineered Jones’s dismissal. Only the previous year he had suc-
cessfully lobbied Mayor Owen McAleer to have his friends and allies,
Foster Wright and Siegfried Marshutz, fill two board vacancies. As for
the mayor, he agreed to support a change in the library’s administration,
but he did not want to get embroiled in “a lot of women’s rows.””®
Unbeknownst to Jones, Dockweiler then convinced the board to ask flam-
boyant and noted man of letters Charles Lummis to serve as LAPL
Librarian. After some initial hesitation, Lummis agreed.”

As Lummis pondered the board’s offer, Jones approached Chairman
John A. Trueworthy, demanding raises for herself and Gleason. When he
refused, Jones became agitated and, according to the affronted
Trueworthy, spoke to him in a most “insolent and sarcastic manner.” A few
days later, he asked for Jones’s resignation, adding “it was for the best
interests of the library to have a man at the head of it.” Jones refused to
resign, indicating in her official statement that “she could fulfill the duties
of librarian just as well as any man.” She thereupon adamantly reported
to work daily, sitting regally at her desk and receiving well wishers.®

Whereas the board had assumed that Jones would comply with their
wishes, she easily out-maneuvered them through gaining public sympa-
thy. The local press portrayed her as “charmingly defiant,” and she
rewarded reporters with behind-the-scenes details and quotable obser-
vations. “Those directors seem as crazy after a man,” she wickedly com-
mented, “as though they were a board of old maids.”® Jones also
informed the American Library Association that “politics have again bro-
ken out in the Los Angeles Public Library.” The ALA, in turn, responded
with a stinging denunciation of the board’s action, declaring that replac-
ing Jones with a political appointee was “a blow to the whole library
cause.”®

Finally, Jones took her case to the city’s formidable women’s organiza-
tions—most notably the Friday Morning Club, the Wednesday Morning
Club, the Ruskin Art Club, the Ebell Club—and they, too, rallied around
this discrimination victim. Calling the board’s actions “unjust” and
“most humiliating to us as women,” club members crowded into the
library, bringing Jones flowers and offering encouragement. This female
solidarity outraged the board who, at their next meeting, ruled that the
librarian’s office was not to be used by women to “congregate in and gos-
sip.”® Unintimidated, the clubwomen petitioned the mayor and city
council to reinstate Jones and fire her enemies on the board. On 28 June
one thousand women crowded into the Friday Morning Club’s lecture
hall to hear the renowned feminists Susan B. Anthony and Anna B. Shaw
speak on the situation.

Capitulating to clubwomen’s pressure, the mayor fired all board mem-
bers except Willoughby Rodman, who had steadfastly supported Jones.
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At this juncture, the Los Angeles City Council intervened and conducted
a month-long public hearing into the dismissals of the librarian and the
board. In the end the city council ruled that the librarian served “at the
pleasure of the board” and could be discharged “for cause.” Jones’s dis-
missal and Charles Lummis’s appointment thus became official. During
her public lecture, Susan B. Anthony had foreseen this outcome: “Of
course the man will win, because there’s only men to settle it.”®*

Unlike her predecessors, Jones did not abandon librarianship following
her dismissal. In 1906 she assumed the directorship of the University of
California, Berkeley, summer library training program and thereafter
became library director at Bryn Mawr Women’s College. In 1913 she
returned to the Los Angeles area and worked for another five years in the
newly established Los Angeles County Library System. Her supervisor
was Celia Gleason.

Conclusion

Periodically the Mary Jones case resurfaces in the professional litera-
ture, as historians recount the time when a lady librarian locked herself
in her office and refused to allow the board of directors to replace her
with a man. Interpretations of the Jones affair range from denunciation
of the proceedings as a prime example of gender discrimination to exon-
eration of the board for their actions. Others treat the episode as a farce,
reveling in the eccentric characters involved and the escalation of
events.®® The trouble with these interpretations, however, is that they
focus exclusively on whether or not Jones’s firing was justified without
broadening the inquiry to consider what it reveals about women profes-
sionals in late-nineteenth-century America.

By looking at the experiences of three pioneering female librarians
who headed the Los Angeles Public Library between 1880 and 1905, we
have sought to go beyond this type of individualized narrative to locate
common career patterns. We wondered when and why library boards
began hiring women, and hoped to discover what impact these women
had on the public library’s roles, images, and status within the nation’s
emerging civic culture. We were particularly interested in discovering
what women librarians were able to accomplish during their administra-
tions as well as identifying the obstacles that they confronted as they
professionalized the library. We also hoped to illuminate the contention
that erupted between librarians and their boards to better understand
when and why city authorities began replacing women head librarians
with men. In short, by studying the LAPLs hiring and firing of three suc-
cessful women librarians, we aimed to illuminate the general process of
feminization.



339

The Los Angeles Library Association was founded in 1872 as a cooper-
ative effort among prominent men to advance the intellectual, cultural,
and moral character of the city. In designing the facility, these men cre-
ated a spectrum of male-oriented services and activities that centered
around a “gentlemen’s reading room” furnished with newspapers, gam-
ing tables, even spittoons. Allowing women the use of the rooms was
apparently an afterthought. Although documentation is sketchy, it
appears that by 1880 women were frequenting the reading rooms in such
large numbers that the board determined it was appropriate to hire a
lady librarian. This initial appointment had a strong economic motive as
well, for the lady librarian was paid only three-fourths the salary of her
male predecessor.

The hiring of Mary Foy was the beginning of the feminization of the
Los Angeles Public Library. Though a recent high school graduate at the
time, Foy influenced the library’s development in several important ways.
She was the first librarian to advocate specialized training for the posi-
tion, and she endeavored to learn professional practices and procedures
at her own expense. She also helped redefine the library’s mission and
uses, by removing the “unruly boys” and their games and making the
library a haven for individuals with more refined reading and recre-
ational tastes. Although her appointment represented a personal favor to
the city’s mayor, Foy did not become the passive library housekeeper/
hostess that the board likely expected. On the contrary, during her time
as librarian Foy developed into an assertive, proactive professional and
an advocate for the library’s needs and interests. When she found the
city’s management of the library wanting, she broadcast her critique in
the local paper and pressed for significant improvements in the institu-
tion she helped create. Later on, Foy would become one of the most
prominent women in L.A.’s club movement and suffrage campaign. One
has to assume that she provided a vital link between the library and
women’s public culture in turn-of-the-century Los Angeles.

If Mary Foy’s years as librarian inaugurated the library’s feminization,
Tessa Kelso’s administration brought about its actualization. Enjoying
unprecedented city and public support during her early years as librar-
ian, Kelso guided the institution to professional maturity. She improved
the library’s collections dramatically and democratized access to them.
She liberalized library use policies and modernized its cataloguing and
recordkeeping systems, while her training class, though justified as an
economic measure, established for the first time academic and skills-
based requirements for employees. Kelso also participated in the
California and American Library Associations and was instrumental in
establishing LAPL's strong reputation within the professional commu-
nity. In fact, the Katherine Sharp papers at the University of Illinois
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contain a number of items produced by the LAPL during Kelso’s tenure,
suggesting that one of the nation’s leading library educators was moni-
toring what was going on in Southern California.

Kelso’s professionalization of the LAPL was inextricably intertwined
with its feminization, and many of her innovative programs were suf-
fused with female values of the period. She attempted to remove residual
exclusivity in the library, making women, children, and even the home-
less welcome in the library. She promoted the library’s recreational uses,
once declaring that even if the library became a “loafing center,” its exis-
tence would be justified on those grounds alone.®® Kelso’s training class
accepted young women only, making official the tradition that librarian-
ship was a female occupation. Outside the library, Kelso aligned the
institution with the public schools and women’s clubs. This cooperation
reinforced the close relationship between librarians and other female
professionals and civic leaders, thereby creating a powerful network
among women in the city.

Ultimately, Kelso became a victim of the cruel paradox thwarting
many turn-of-the-century women professionals. As an outspoken, pro-
gressive administrator, she raised the LAPL to national stature. At the
same time, however, she earned the enmity of conservative Los Angeles
society for behaving too much like a man. When this traditional element
gained control of the board, they backed away from honoring Kelso’s pro-
fessional librarian status by sharply lowering her salary and reneging
on paying her conference expenses. Rather than see herself and her posi-
tion deprofessionalized, Kelso resigned and abandoned librarianship
altogether.

Mary Jones’s career as head librarian marked the culmination of
female professionalism. Following in Kelso’s footsteps, she carried on
with the LAPLs expansion and professionalization, enlarging its hold-
ings, improving access to the collections, and formalizing deposit stations
into regular branch libraries. Using her extensive professional contacts,
Jones broadened Kelso’s efforts to bring LAPLs services in line with
current standards and eagerly joined with other libraries in the latest
cooperative ventures. She, too, was dedicated to the library’s training
class, and under her stewardship twenty local girls became professional
librarians.

While Jones’s administration of the LAPL earned her the respect of
professional peers, her programs and policies brought her into conflict
with the board of directors, which had much different plans for the
library. As real-estate developers, entrepreneurs, and lawyers, they took
a boosterish rather than professional approach to developing the library,
and they adamantly believed that the institution should reflect the values
and needs of local business and government. So while Jones sought to
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TABLE 1
LIBRARIANS’ SALARIES

Librarian Start Date Beginning Salary Ending Salary
John C. Littlefield Dec. 15, 1872 $75/$100 $75
Patrick Connolly Jan. 7, 1879 $75 $75
Mary Foy June 15, 1880 $75 $75
Jessie Gavitt Feb. 1, 1884 $75 $75
Lydia Prescott Jan. 7, 1889 $75 $75
Tessa Kelso April 1, 1889 $100 $150
Clara Fowler April 29, 1895 $125 $125
Harriet Wadleigh May 21, 1897 $125 $125
Mary L. Jones May 29, 1900 $125 $150
Charles F. Lummis June 21, 1905 $250 $300

Source: Los Angeles Public Library, Board of Library Commissioners, Minutes,
1872-1910.

create a library with strong recreational and social-service features, the
board envisioned it becoming major research institution, one that would
proclaim L.A.’s coming of age and outshine other municipal libraries in
the East.

The series of conflicts between Jones and the board also derived from
the close connection between feminization and professionalization and
the board’s inability to distinguish between the two. As a result, when
problems in the library arose, the board treated them as gender rather
than professional issues. For instance, the board considered personnel
problems not as a by-product of grueling work schedules and low wages,
but the result of inherent weaknesses in the female character. Similarly,
the board did not appreciate that Jones’s patronage of eastern library
suppliers was grounded in professional standards. Instead, they dis-
missed her financial arrangements as “unbusinesslike,” “peculiar,” and
symptomatic of female particularism. The board also complained that
Jones could not handle her female staff, yet when the librarian disci-
plined the attendants, she was criticized for being “unladylike.” Likewise,
when Jones argued for her positions on library policy, she was accused of
“insolence” and “insubordination.” In retrospect it becomes clear that
when the directors fired Mary Jones, they were exorcising the female
presence that currently dominated and, in the eyes of the board,
demeaned the public library. The men were determined to refashion the
library in their own image, but to do this the LAPL had to have a man at
its head.
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This article originated in a panel presentation by the authors at the 1997
California Library Association Conference. The authors would like to thank Mary
Niles Maack and Rebecca Manley for their ongoing support and advice, and
Michele Cloonan and Cindy Mediavilla for their comments on earlier drafts. The
article could not have been written without the generous assistance of curators,
librarians, and staff in the Los Angeles Public Library Rare Book Room, Los
Angeles Public Library Board of Commissioners Office, Los Angeles City
Archives, the Southwest Museum, and the Huntington Library.
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