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ri MANUSCRIPT ROOM
MILIN S. EISENHOWER LIBRARY

to

RE-ORGANIZATION OF THE MERCANTILE LIBRARY

This was a speech delivered without notes nd is now transcftb-

ed from a reporter's report. The speech was delivered in

the rooms at the corner of North Charles and Saratoga Streets;

which had been rented by Mr.McCoy in the hope that the pub-

lic woula come to a generous support of the library. In this

hope he was disappointed.



RE-ORGANIZATION OF THE MERCANTILE LIBRARY

Ladies and Gentlemen:

Those who are in charge of this meeting

have thought it better that it should be informal.

They desire to regard it as a mPeting of friends assembled

to consult with respect to a very important public interest.

They propose that there shall be no chairman and no secretary,

but they hope that this gathnring will lead to a permanent

and substantial organization. Circumstances which I need not

recapitulate have brought me into the position of one who is

expected to tell others just how the question stands in

respect to the merits of the library, and, without delay,

I will proceed to call your attention to the situation in

which we find ourselves, and the hopes which we entertain.

I am sure I should do injustice to your feelings, as

well as to my own, if I did not begin these remarks with a

reference to the gentleman who has borne, almost alone, the

burden of the Mercantile Library. It is owing to his pro-

longed and serious ill health that he is not here now to tell

the story which he knows more than I do. It is to him we

owe the transfer of the books from the room below to this

large and pleasant place; it is to him that we owe the fact

that the library has had this commodious apartment for so

many years. To Mr. John W. McCoy we owe a hearty debt of

gratitude for his services to the library.

We are also under great obligations to the directors

1



.6

of the Mercantile Library for the good literature they have

provided; and that they have seen to it that, year after

year, accessions were made to this library of books people

desired to use. It would be a great mistake if in acknowledg-

ing the generosity of one, we did not pay a tribute to those

who have been the managers of the Mercantile Library.

I must also say that Baltimore is very fortunate in

possessing two public libraries, which, each, in its way, is

a very remarkable instance

lanthropy of the citizens,

very important wants which

of wealth, intelligence, and phi-

and each, in its way, provides for

are felt by the community. Of

course I refer to the Peabody Institute and the Enoch Pratt

Free Library. But as I shall proceed in these remarks, I

think you will discover that there is still a want which can

only be supplied by some such organization as the old Mer-

cantile Library; by these rooms to which we have been wonted,

these shelves to which we have had free access, this prompt

and ready delivery of books to which we have been accustomed.

So mach by way of preliminary. And now let me tell

you the first objection that has been encountered in an ef-

fort to reorganize the Mercantile Library. The first remark

made by many of those who are desirous of seeing

is: "It would succeed anywhere else, but it will

in Baltimore." Now I want to stop right on that

show you how utterly without weight that sort of

and I ask you to think for a moment of the steps

it succeed

not succeed

point and

remark is;

forward

which Baltimore has taken during the last decade. Only go

back ten years and see what advantages and improvements have
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been made in the intellectual and social welfare of this

town. Good as it was always as a place of residence, full of

delightful homes, famous for its varied and abundant hospi-

tality, Baltimore within the last ten,years has become more
3114 -1

and more a place of residences. The library of ninety

thousand volumes, actually catalogued, accessible to all,

meets the wants of thcse who care to study, or seek instruc-

tion or desire reference to this or that work. Our popular

library, with its brances, meets the wants of the world at

large, and supplies to any the opportunity to take a book

home for 14.1: instruction or entertainment. The beautiful

decorations which are coming into our public parks show how

much spirit has been awakened for beautifying this city. The

private gallery of ceramics and beautiful paintings that is

open to us is one of the best in the world, and is generously

open to the public. A collection of unique casts represent-

ing the most celebrated works of antiquity has been placed

within our reach; and a collection of engravings of unsur-

passed value has been brought to Baltimore, and year after

year, selections from that are displayed, and. there is no

place on the continent where the works of the most famous

engravers can be so well studied as here. Our musical at-

tractions are on the increase, and I am told by good judges

that they are only surpassed by two cities. I refer to the

Peabody concerts, the Oratorio Society, and the Philharmo-

nic Society. The lecturers who come here allow us to profit

by the instructions of the most eminent men. Now it is the

great Scotch physicist, then it is the German historian, or
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the Finglish naturalist, just now it is the Roman archaeolo-

gist, next year it will be the French philologist. We are

able to listen to the voices of the most cultivated men of

the times. Our private and public schools are making great

advances, laboratories unequalled in their equipment, most
h- 

excellent in their management, and with iikit instruction,

have been established here in chemistry, in physics, and in

biology. All this has come to pass in the last ten years,

and a city that can show such a record in intellectual work

should not hesitate a moment as to whether it is possible to

have a good public library for such a company of ladies and

gentlemen as are here gathered.

The next objection which I have heard mentioned is

that the multiplicity of cheal 'books, the abundance of re-

prints, the ease with which we get access to various libra-

ries, entirely excludes the public from any desire for a
Le"

permanent collection; and that I must say, at least, luwa

some plausibility about it. But I ask you to stop and think

a moment whether the books provided in these libraries are

adequate to the wants of the communities. We can

buy readily the last novel, all the standard novelists are

reproduced, and it is becoming quite the way to reprint

standard books for ten, fifteen, and twenty cents each. You

can buy Lord Bacon's essays and Milton's Paradise Lost in

this form, and it is very well to have them at our com.±,and

for so cheap a price. But that does not begin to meet the

wants of an intellectual community. They are easy to buy,

easy to lose, easy to throw away; but with all their excel-
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lenxe they do not begin to cover the range of literature and

science which a cormiunity desires to undertake.

I shall illustrate this poir_t by examples. "We have

been listening to one of the most celebrated archaeolcgists

and historians of Rome, viho haB 1,Pen reconstructing for us

the glories of the imperial city from the relics which are

found in the ancient temples and palaces. It is reasonable

to suppose that the seven hundred ladies and gentlemen who

have been following that course have had some interest

awakened in the history of that city. Haw are they going

satisfy that interest? There should be in a room lik- this

half a dozen books telling what is known about it,

trmtrIt by figures and illustrations of of what has bPen 

covered, and referring at every page or so to the costly
tit eel -

books to be found in our libraries.
A

Take another example. There is a great desire here to

extend the commerce of Baltimore, and to establish relations

with different ports of our own country, and with other

countries. How is that to be done, by shutting ourselves off

from all the commercial centres, and from all societies? Or

shall we have a great colrLiercial library? I see a great deal

said about the introduction of manufactures jnto Baltimore,

and history teaches how manufactures have been promoted in

Paris, Roston, and T,ondon; and it comes largely from bringing

before people and showing them what has been done elsewhere.

Tere are our organized clubs of various kinds and names

fI r the promotion of poldtical reform?) Where are our young

men to be informed on these subjects if we cannot have at

command a good library? Again, a large part of the people
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before me are engaged in the work of philanthropy, and in

any work that is in progress in that line. How are they to

know this great work and its history in the world unless

they may have access to the books which teach them these

facts? As I stood at the door, a moment ago, a lady met me,

and said, "I am one of fifty persons who wanted to come to

the meeting to testify to the need of such a librar:, but who

cannot." She was at the head of a school, and knew od the

importance of such a library as this to young ladies engaged

in study.

And so I might go on, and give example after example;

this is only to set you thinking, every one in his own way,

so that both from the point of view of good knowledge and

from the roint of view of good literature, you would age ey

that we must have a good circulating library.

We have had such a library here. Not so good as it
e "144 1,

ought to he the managers have be(,r, very much embarrassed

by the lack of money. They thought the public would pay their

subscriptions in sufficient numbers to furnish the running

expenses. But they have been disappointed, why, I do not

understand. It appeared, a few weeks ago, that this valuable

collection of books (and it is an admirable one in every

respect) were in danger of being taken away. What woula have

become of them I cannot tell you. It is possible the, might

have become a part of one of the great libraries now exist-

ing. It is possible that they might have been sold for some

large ITivate collection. It is possible that they might

have been taken away to form the nucleus of a collection in

some other city. It is possible they would have been sold
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en bloc or in detail. I only know that there was the most

imminent danger of their being disposed of. Matters had gone

so far that the door was closed, and no one has had access

to them for the last month. It occurred to some gentlemen

that they should be saved till such a meeting as this, when

it could be determined whether or not such a library as this

could be preserved. And some money was subscribed suffi-

cient to buy these books. It was necessary to obtain the

order of the court for the sale. You have seen the sale

advertised in the newspapers, and, whether it has actually

been completed or not, the situation is the same as if the

books had been bought. They are held now to say, "That

next?"

Some of the former managers of this library, and with

them friends of the Peabody and Pratt, have been talking over

the matter privately, and have Told their friends, as they

had opportunity, what is in progress; and they have found a

more generous response than I bad. expected. Now one and

another says "This is all very well to save the books, and to

open the door, 9.1d go on with the library; but the time has

come for Baltimore to take a step forward, and this library

ought to be put on its feet and reorganized on a firm founda-

tion. And you ought to get the experience of other places."

One and another has believed that a sum of money could be

raised quite sufficient to furnish a good endowment. The sum

talked of is $100,0001 and I think I see my way very clearly

to between $40,000 and $50,000 of it at the present moment.

That do we want so large an amount for? Just stop and
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figure what should be the cost of a library of this kind. We

cannot hire the rooms for less than e2,500 a year, and that

takes 500 subscribers. The next item is that of salaries for

the attendants. Here the question depends upon how long you

want the library open. If you are satisfied to have it open

from 11 a.m. to 6 p.m. it will not cost as much as if it is

desired that the room shall be open from 9 a.m. to 10 p.m.

But, without discussion, we will say $1,500 for attendants'

salaries. That carries us to $4,000, and we have used up

800 subscriptions. We must have something for gas and a

janitor and cleaning, and for the many incidental expendi-

tures that will be necessary. And yet we have not begun to

buy any books, we have made no subscriptions to periodicals

or newspapers. And we are not satisfied to come into this

room as it stands. You expect, to find the best newspapers

of Baltimore and other cities, the finest periodicals, and new

books. You expect the gaps in this library to be filled up,

and you expect the books not bound to be bound, and to have

maps and various other hangings on these walls. The money

we can get from subscribers will not be sufficient. Perhaps

you do not see that it is so. But whether you see it or not,

the experienent has been tried, and it has been shown that it

is not enough.

Now then, the only thing to be done is to secure an

income of about $5,000, independently of what we can receive

froia subscribers. Then we shall feel that all the annual

dues which are received can go to the improvement of the

library. Then, if we can bring in a thousand members, it
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means $5,000 worth of books. This thing has been tried

elsewhere and with very good results. With reference to our

gathering here this evening, I thought I would make some

investigations of these institutions in oth-r cities. I went

to Brooklyn the other day to see the transformation which had

been effected there from the old ilercantile Library to the

Brooklyn Library. I wish anybody interested in the subject

would take this trip. Take that wonderful elevated railroad,

and then cross the Brooklyn bridge, and walk up the crowded

thoroughfare and see what the old Mercantile Library has be-

come. Around the corner of the next street is the Long Is-

land Historical Society, a place where an admirable collec-

tion of books has been brought together. But the Brooklyn

Library is the place where all the teachers, all the busy

people and all who want to look up this or that thing, are

engaged in reading or study.

I can give you a better example than that, however,

and that is the example and history of the Boston Athenaeum,

which has never flourished so much as since the establishment

of the Boston Public Library. As the Boston Public Library

increases, the*Athenaeum still holds its own. And I believe
;•;-,

that if you would go through the list of those who books,

you would see a list of names unsurpassed in the Annals of

American history. There are the names of "Pmerson, Longfellow

Motley, Prescott, Sparks, Fuller, Williams, James, Howells,

and many others; and everybody has testified to the fact that

he derived a very large part of his education from the free

access he had to the books provided by the Boston Athenaeum.

I have another interesting illustration. It may be
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found in the biography of Thomas Carlyle, in regard to the

practical method of organixing a public liTrary. It seems he

had been put to college at Oxford. On entering the library

where he perceived the books had been little used, he ex-

claimed: "Oh, books, books, ye will have a poor aceo'unt to

give of yourselves at the day of judgirient. Here have ye

been kept warm and dry, with a good roof over ye, days and

weeks and months, and haw have ye made anybody better or

wiser than before!" But Carlyle on this occasion did not

content himself with objurgation. When he established him-

self in London, he felt this need of books. Somebody loaned

him a wheelbarrow load of them. But that did not satisfy

him. He said they must have a library, and expressed himself

even more vigorously than before. Carlyle repeated that

there was no evil greater in London than its condition with

reference to books. The meeting agreed unanimously that

the library should be established, competent persons were

chosen to collect books, a house was purchased, the thing

was done, and done most admirably. And what do we see coming

from London? I turn over the list of members and officers,

and I find the names of Bunsen, Lewes, Guy, Hohnan, Thomas

Carlyle, Charles Dickens, W.M.Thackeray, John Stuart Mill

I believe there As just as much brains in this country

as there is in England, and I believe there is just as much

brains in Baltimore as anywhere else, and we can have the same

literary life here as in other great centres if we can have

the culture for it. And the first thing needed is a circu-

lating library whence we can take books home, and where we

can have access to them on the shelves. I believe I have a

10



recipe by which this thing can be secured. If you take a

very small percentage of wealth, add one-half the enthusiasm

which was shown in the library when it was first started,

one-fourth the zeal which was manifested in the purchase of

opera tickets recently, one-eighth the eagerness which the

charity ball aroused, and, with a few grains of judgment, a

few scruples of coirunon sense, and a flavoring of local pride,

the thing will be done. And it will repay you for doing it.

We shall feel the benefit of it in all our households. We

shall find new ideas, new access to a world of ideas, mores

animated conversation, and we shall find ourselves more and

more in sympathy with the great and good of every age and

every clime. Lowell says of this subject "We find here the

people who will descend to any servility, submit themselves

to any insult for the sake of getting themselves or their

children into what is euphemistically called good society.

Did it ever occur to them that there us a select society

of all the saints to which they and theirs can be admitted

for the asking, a society, too, which will not in olve them

in ruinous expense, and still more ruinous waste of time and

health and faculties?"

It is by this communion with books, it is by this cul-

tivation of good literature, that we are brought into the

memory of those immortals who live in ideas of enduring rec-

titude, in scorn of miserable aims that end in self, in

thoughts sublime that reach the stars and urge men's minds to

vaster shores.

The story is all told, and now the matter rests with

you. Here is the nucleus of the library, and the matters

rests with you. It is simply the question as to whether the
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the men and women of Baltimore are to have a library to which

they can have freee access, from which they can draw books,

and where we can meet as on this afternoon.


