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A “Bouncing Babe,”
a “Llittle Bastard”

Women, Print, and the Door-Kewaunee
Regional Library, 1950-52

christine pawley

In the summer of 1950%, Wisconsin Free Library Commission (WFLC)
consultant Anne Farrington wrote to her friend and colleague Gretchen
Schenk, “All day today I've struggled to write an article for ALA [Amer-
ican Library Association] Bulletin and one for Minnesota Libraries.
Being in a very low state of mind . . . all that came forth was this ditty.
I have cleaned it up somewhat but am afraid | have allowed it to be-
come a bit maudlin at the end—effects of listening to the radio news
with one ear and the resulting depression of spirit | guess.”? Adopting
the title “Pregnant with Possibilities,” Farrington went on to describe
the Wisconsin Door-Kewaunee Regional Library Demonstration as a
child—a “premature, out-sized, Paul Bunyan of a baby, conceived by a
combination of circumstances growing out of frustration, idealism and
pig-headed perseverance of a group of librarians, commission and com-
mission staff members, and fellow-travelers. The baby, she wrote, “is
now a booming six-month-old infant of unpredictable tendencies.” But
whether the infant would prove to be a “bouncing babe” or a “little bas-
tard” was anyone’s guess.
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Farrington’s use of a metaphor of maternity was an apt one for
the period. Historians describe the 1950s as a decade in which many
American women experienced a distinct contraction in lifestyle options.
Not long after the end of World War 11, Rosie the Riveter and her sisters
were laid off and sent home to make room for hundreds of thousands of
returning veterans. Despite the vital role they had played in manufac-
turing and commerce, women were suddenly redundant in the labor
market. An informal practice of “domestic containment” persuaded,
instructed, pressured, and sometimes coerced them to rededicate their
lives to homemaking and childrearing.® Cheerfully or reluctantly, many
women returned to their kitchens and nurseries.

Yet some women broadened their range in the 1950s. One such
opportunity offered itself in Wisconsin between 1950 and 1952 through
the Door-Kewaunee Regional Library Demonstration, a state-spon-
sored experiment in rural library service. In the postwar period, poor
rural library service in many parts of the United States was a matter of
concern to librarians and public policy makers. Despite the turn-of-the-
century establishment of a wide-ranging traveling library system and
an increase in small-town public libraries, fifty years later those living
in fifty-three out of Wisconsin’s seventy-one counties still lacked free
library access. But by the late 1940s, a movement to provide demonstra-
tions of best library practice in rural areas had gained momentum, and
in September 1949, the WFLC succeeded in obtaining state funding
for a regional library project in the contiguous counties of Door and
Kewaunee, which together form the Door Peninsula, an area of great
natural beauty that juts into Lake Michigan—the “thumb” of Wiscon-
sin’s mitten-shaped outline.

The purpose was to demonstrate the library’s value as “an
important educational and informational asset . . . [and] to prove and
perfect more efficient and economical procedures.”* Library supporters
hoped that once rural residents experienced the very best public library
service possible, they would be willing to support this level of service on
a permanent basis, through local taxes. The plan provided for six (later
seven) existing library “units” (i.e. permanent library buildings), plus
two new bookmobiles, each capable of carrying at least one thousand
volumes. While recognizing that past studies had showed that children
and women tended to be the most frequent users of public libraries, the
WEFLC hoped that by providing a wide range of reading materials, the
demonstration would attract more men to the library.®
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For three years, residents of Door and Kewaunee counties ex-
perienced vastly improved library service. For the first time, local librar-
ies not only cooperated in selecting, purchasing, and cataloging materi-
als but also provided the kinds of public services—including reference,
reader’s advisory, and children’s story-telling—that urban residents
might take for granted but which rural residents rarely, if ever, expe-
rienced. The regular bookmobile service also offered a range of choice
in reading materials that the region’s farm families had never before
enjoyed. Overall, library circulation figures soared by 160 percent. But
in November 1952, at the end of the three-year trial period, when voters
were asked to pass a referendum authorizing the project’s continuation,
only Door County voted in favor.® So while the Door County book-
mobile continued for another forty years, the Kewaunee bookmobile
service came to an abrupt halt.

While the project lasted, it was women who both invested most,
and perhaps also received most. Although the majority of bookmobile
users were children, 95 percent of adult users were women—including
many farm women, married and often with large families. Another
group—also mainly women—who placed high value on the bookmaobile
service were the teachers of one- and two-room rural schools. A third
group whose lives were transformed by the project were the librarians
(again mostly female) who administered it locally, who interacted with
the library’s patrons, and who infused the process with energy, hope,
and commitment. Each of these groups of women used the library proj-
ect in different ways to push out the boundaries of their traditionally
gendered domains—librarianship, teaching, and homemaking—and to
challenge prevailing definitions of how they might fulfill their roles.

Despite wartime industrial expansion in the Kewaunee County
cities of Algoma, Kewaunee, and Sturgeon Bay, the most common post-
war occupation was still agriculture.” In the late 1940s, farmers contin-
ued to dwell in enclaves of the ethnic groups that had migrated there in
the nineteenth century. In southern Kewaunee County were groups of
Czechs and Poles. Belgians lived in and around the Door County com-
munity of Brussels, while farther north lived groups of Scandinavians,
including Icelanders on Washington Island, which lay at the very tip of
the peninsula. Germans were scattered throughout both counties. The
region also experienced an influx of seasonal visitors. The picturesque
coastal villages of northern Door County had long provided a desirable
summer cottage location for wealthy business and professional families
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from urban centers like Chicago and Milwaukee.® These summer visi-
tors introduced to northern Door County a value for middle-class lei-
sure pursuits that included reading; but the residents of southern Door
County and Kewaunee County, mainly agricultural, did not necessarily
share the same values. At the same time, cherry and apple orchards
employed seasonal workers—mostly Hispanic migrants who also trans-
planted their families to the Door Peninsula for a few weeks during the
summer. Thus the region as a whole was culturally more heterogeneous
than the blanket term “rural” conveys. While the northern districts
gradually took on the characteristics of an upper-middle-class tourist
destination, the southern districts retained their independent, conserva-
tive values, resisting “outsider” values and resenting both the prosperity
and “other” quality that characterized the northern peninsula. And it
was rural families of the type that predominated in the south that the
WFLC particularly wanted the demonstration to reach.

For the librarians, teachers, and homemakers, the library proj-
ect provided scope and pretext for expanded horizons. Some undertook
a level of political action and organizational decision making that was
still unusual for women at mid-twentieth century. Other women experi-
enced opportunities to interact socially and professionally not only with
other women, but with men, both locally and at the state and national
levels. Officials and researchers based in Madison made frequent trips
to the peninsula. So did WFLC Secretary Walter S. Botsford and Chair-
man John Chancellor, University of Wisconsin rural sociology professor
John Barton and graduate student Eugene Rector, all of whom came
not only to observe but to support and advise. The Door-Kewaunee
Demonstration attracted interest from all over country—and all over
the world. American visitors came from as far away as Alabama and
Vermont, New York and California. International visitors came from
Burma, Germany, New Zealand, the Philippines, and Sweden.

The demonstration enabled women who were full-time home-
makers to step outside the then normal routines of domestic chores,
child care, and church activities. Through social encounters at the
bookmabile, and through reading the printed materials they took home
with them, women experienced a subtle enrichment of their lives. Li-
brary books and magazines provided the means to breach the bounds
of domesticity. Yet at the same time, and in some ways, women chose to
embrace the ideology of domesticity through the language they used to
describe and justify their activities, and through their reading choices.®
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Ostensibly, it might seem likely that the three different
groups—librarians, teachers, and homemakers—Ied clearly distinct
lives. Compared with most Door Peninsula residents, librarians were
educationally privileged. In addition to a bachelor’s degree, they also
had graduate-level professional training. Schoolteachers, too, had bene-
fited from several years of education beyond the norm. After graduating
from high school—itself an unusual achievement in the 1930s—aspiring
teachers attended the Door-Kewaunee Normal School in Algoma for
two years before receiving certification. It might be assumed, therefore,
that teachers and librarians would feel themselves somewhat set apart:
elite members of the community, whose role was to provide expert
reading guidance to the children and rural families they served. And
indeed, that may well have been the perception of some farm families.
However, interviews with former librarians and teachers suggest that
they saw their identities as overlapping those of their rural patrons—
both adults and children. Though they recognized that not everyone
necessarily valued reading to the extent that they did, in their own eyes
they felt they retained an authentic rural identity that to some extent
justified their intervention in the local community. In particular, some
recalled their own grade-school education in one-room rural schools,
where all eight grades were instructed by a single teacher, and where
they suffered, they felt, from a chronic shortage of reading materials. At
the same time, however, librarians recognized that some of the ethnic
groups that composed the farming community had distinctive charac-
teristics that they themselves did not share.

Library staff fulfilled administrative, professional, clerical,
and technical roles. Headquartered in Sturgeon Bay (the seat of Door
County) were project director Jane Livingston, reference librarians and
catalogers, technical services staff who processed materials, clerical staff
who dealt with day-to-day administration, and bookmobile personnel,
consisting of a librarian and driver. Livingston was a Wisconsin native
who had worked in a Michigan county library system for several years.
However, on a visit home, she found herself recruited for the director-
ship of the Sturgeon Bay Public Library, largely on the basis of her
Michigan experience. The Sturgeon Bay library board was interested
in the concept of a county-wide system that would open up reading op-
portunities for rural residents, and wanted to hire a director who could
facilitate such a program.
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In August 1945, Livingston moved to Door County. At that
time, rural residents were permitted to use the Sturgeon Bay library
for an annual fee of fifty cents, but either this apparently modest sum
was too much for many families, or perhaps they were simply not in-
terested in patronizing the public library, for few took advantage of the
arrangement. With the support of county school superintendent Curtis
Tronson, Livingston set about stumping the county, making speeches,
and drumming up support for a county system that would not only co-
ordinate service among the existing libraries but also provide books for
rural readers through a bookmobile. Success depended on her ability
to convince local politicians, and she undertook this task with tireless
energy. Stanley Greene, originally a library board skeptic, changed his
mind about the potential value of a county system after he attended a
Wisconsin Library Association meeting in Madison. But not all com-
munity leaders were able or willing to make such a journey, so to win
over county supervisors, Livingston and Tronson arranged for the
evidence to come to Door County. At the 1949 Door County fair, they
set up a bookmobile demonstration, using a state-owned vehicle that
they borrowed for the duration of the fair. “We snared every [supervi-
sor],” Livingston commented. “All we did was tell them we wanted to
show them what it was. We didn’t put any pressure on them. . . . But
we got most of them.” However, they missed one supervisor from the
north of the Door Peninsula. “On Monday morning the bookmobile
was still here. . . . So we took off and went up there and stopped at his
house.” Fortunately for Livingston and Tronson, the man’s wife was
a library supporter. “He’s off out in the woods up there, but you can
get through,” she told them. Following her directions, Livingston and
Tronson drove the bookmobile off the highway into the woods and fi-
nally located—and persuaded—the elusive supervisor. From then on,
“he was always one of our supporters,” Livingston recalled. “I think it
impressed him that we chased him down. . . .”%°

In addition to the headquarters staff, each of the local library
units—in the towns of Algoma and Kewaunee in Kewaunee County,
and in several villages of northern Door County—employed their own
library staff. While the project director and some of the headquarters
employees were professionally qualified, most of the women who
staffed the regional units were not. But boundaries between staff with
professional qualifications and those without were far from rigid. All
library personnel, no matter what their qualifications, took part in key
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decisions. Materials selection, for instance, was devolved to local units
and bookmobile staff on the grounds that those in closest contact with
readers should be responsible for choosing what to buy. Like many
women of her time, Olivia Traven, the librarian at Bailey’s Harbor,
had not gone to college. Yet lack of a library degree was no barrier to
Traven’s contributing as fully to the demonstration as those with more
formal qualifications. Highly active in local affairs as a vocal woman’s
club member and library volunteer, she possessed solid writing and
leadership abilities, so that when the previous Bailey’s Harbor librarian
resigned, she seemed the natural choice to take over the running of the
library. For Traven, the library provided the outlet for her consider-
able skills and energy that she had always longed for, at the same time
enabling the community to benefit from her commitment and creativity
for twenty years.!

Librarians included not only those locally employed but also
Wisconsin Free Library Commission field workers based in Madison.
A key figure was Anne Farrington. Her staff associates saw the red-
haired and slightly built Farrington as dynamic and idealistic, as well as
practical and pragmatic. Born in southwestern Wisconsin, Farrington
had also worked in Michigan, eventually becoming county librarian for
Van Buren County.* In 1949, the Wisconsin Free Library Commission
hired her to liaise with local staff in Door and Kewaunee counties, the
area already selected for the regional library experiment. This move
prompted a happy coincidence: Jane Livingston was a former colleague
of Farrington’s from her Michigan days. Although the two women had
previously been no more than acquaintances, now they became friends
as well as close collaborators.

Farrington loved Door County. She bought a cottage on the
shore near Sturgeon Bay and spent as much time there as she could.
“Anne had such great hopes for things,” recalled Livingston. “I can
remember sitting looking out over Green Bay and watching the sunset
and talking with her about things we were going to do. She was just that
kind. . . . [She] inspired people to want to do things.” The librarians
used Anne’s cottage as a social and strategic center. “We would all go
over to Anne’s for dinner,” remembered another former librarian. “She
would say, ‘I'll provide the place—you bring the food. I’'m not much
of a cook!””® In this domestic setting, then, these relatively undomestic
women reveled in their professional freedom.
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Together, they formed themselves into a close-knit group—
“almost like a family,” this librarian related. To be sure, sometimes the
“family” failed to function effectively. In August 1952, as participants
were gearing up for the coming electoral struggle, Farrington addressed
a staff meeting: “Those of you who have been here for the ‘duration’
know something of the trials and tribulations, the unforeseen crises, and
the element of real tragedy which have gone into this program.”** One
such “tragic” aspect was the discovery that one library staff member—
a bookkeeper—had been embezzling funds. At this news, other staff
reacted with outrage. “It was like a betrayal,” Livingston remembered.

Teachers constituted another group that was heavily invested
in the experiment. School facilities in the two counties were very limited
in the late 1940s. Of the farm men and women in Door County, barely
one-quarter had more than an eighth-grade education. In Kewaunee
County, this was true of only 18 percent.> At the close of the 1940s, most
of the area’s rural children attended their local country school for all
eight grades. In 1950, of a total of 114 schools, seventy-five were rural
one-room schools and another twenty-two were rural graded schools.
Four parochial schools, both Catholic and Lutheran, also served rural
areas. But rural children’s school performance persistently failed to
match that of their urban counterparts. Even rural children who at-
tended urban schools were less likely to succeed in the eighth grade than
were urban children.’® Rural schoolteachers were often young women
who had themselves been pupils in a similar school before going on to
high school and preparing to teach by attending the Door-Kewaunee
Normal School. At the age of twenty or even younger, they might find
themselves in charge of as many as forty children in a one-room school
containing all eight grades. In school, children sat in columns according
to their grade and studied on their own for long stretches. Typically,
lessons aimed specifically at their grade lasted no longer than ten min-
utes. Teachers struggled to maintain the high degree of organization
required to satisfy the needs of such a wide range of ages, while older
children often found themselves helping younger students—a practice
that carried both advantages and disadvantages.”

The classroom contained little physical equipment beyond
basic furniture. A meager shelf of well-worn books at the back of the
room might provide the only reading materials apart from the district-
designated textbooks. “We had very few library books in our school .
.. and we [had] probably read all those books at our school already,”



216 paw ley

recalled a former student.’® And few public libraries served the two
counties. The cities of Sturgeon Bay in Door County, and Algoma and
Kewaunee in Kewaunee County, each had its own library. Six northern
Door County villages—Bailey’s Harbor, Egg Harbor, Ephraim, Sister
Bay, and (offshore) Washington Island—also had small libraries that
were, for the most part, run by volunteers, open for restricted hours,
and poorly stocked. But southern Door and Kewaunee counties had no
rural libraries at all, though rural residents could use the city libraries
for a fee.

The Door-Kewaunee Regional Library Demonstration sud-
denly changed all this. Now, from January 1950 to the end of December
1952, classroom reading opportunities were transformed by regular
visits from the two county bookmobiles. Staffed by both a librarian and
a driver, these consisted of heavy-duty vans carrying hundreds of books,
pamphlets, and periodicals arranged by age and subject level. For the
first time, rural teachers had regular access to an educational resource
that simply arrived on their doorstep. “If it hadn’t been for that book-
mobile I suppose those children wouldn’t have had the opportunity to
read many books,” pointed out a former rural teacher, “because I don’t
think any of them had a library. . . . Well, there wasn’t a local library.
You would have had to drive to a library and most of those people
didn’t have time to do that.”*® The children, too, eagerly anticipated the
bookmobile’s arrival. As a former student recounted, “[We were] very
very excited. . . . I'm sure we were hard to contain for the teacher, be-
cause it was such an event for us to think that they were bringing books
out to us.” This student remembered that the books were arranged “by
grade level. There were encyclopedias way on the top shelf and then
they went on down with the lower grades on the bottom so they could
reach them and see them.” More importantly, perhaps, she also recalled
the “warm, cozy” feeling of the bookmobile, and even the smell: “I don’t
know, it was a good—yeah it was—there was just something about it
that | liked the way the bookmobile smelled.”? Some teachers limited
the number of books children could choose; others encouraged children
to pick as many books as they could carry away. Some organized a sec-
ondary circulating system, so that children had access to a constantly
changing collection of books chosen by their classmates. Teachers and
children became accustomed to the bookmaobiles’ regular appearances.
Teachers could count on a supply of print materials to enhance their
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classroom activities. Children looked forward to tapping the seemingly
endless supply of stories.

But in the summer of 1952, as the referendum approached,
the teachers grew anxious about the library’s survival. Passage seemed
likely in Door County, but in Kewaunee County, opposition to pay-
ing for public library services had always been stronger. In September,
fifty-eight Kewaunee County rural teachers (almost all women) issued a
notice “To Voters of Kewaunee County” in the local newspapers: “Do
you know that the part of your tax dollar which was spent for the Book-
mobile has been a great factor in aiding and broadening of the educa-
tion of the Kewaunee County rural children? We, the rural Teachers
of Kewaunee County wish to thank you through this publication and
sincerely hope you continue such a fine program at the Referendum
vote in November.”%

This mild example of collective action was hardly indicative of
a radical political consciousness, but after Kewaunee County defeated
the referendum on 4 November 1952 by a vote of 4,239 to 3,459, some
teachers took the more assertive step of addressing the Kewaunee
County supervisors’ meeting. Door County supervisors, following the
results of the referendum mandate (which carried the county by 5,149
to 3,459), quickly designated $30,000 to establish a county library. But
in Kewaunee County, even after a teachers’ delegation argued for two
hours in favor of some kind of rural library, they failed to convince a
majority of the Kewaunee supervisors. The debates dragged on for an-
other six months, but in June 1953 the supervisors took a final vote of 11
to 9 against the county library, and the service was pronounced dead.?
As the Kewaunee County bookmobile made its final rounds in Decem-
ber, teachers, schoolchildren, and their mothers said a last goodbye to
its driver and librarian, some in tears, others furious—most in dismay
and disbelief.?

Of the three groups of women—Ilibrarians, schoolteachers, and
library patrons—the latter are the most difficult to discern through the
mists of time. They were less likely than teachers and librarians to be
mentioned in surviving institutional records, and because of their sta-
tus as “ordinary citizens” it was also rare for their letters and diaries to
survive in archives. However, the records of their library choices help
to reconstitute a picture of their reading practices. About six hundred
charges represent books and magazines selected by a group of about
two hundred married women.?* The majority (69 percent) were rural
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residents who used either the bookmobile service at its crossroad, school,
or village stops, or who patronized the small village libraries. Probably
these women’s lives conformed to what seems to have been a common
pattern for rural married women at the time: an endless series of farm
and domestic chores that included child care, gardening, cooking, clean-
ing, laundry, and perhaps still overseeing poultry and milking. (Some, it
would seem, drew the line at making soap.)® The traditional, ethnically
based families in which many farm women lived in the postwar period
were male-centered and male-dominated. Men ran not only the family
farm but also made the major decisions in that key local institution, the
church. Women in German Lutheran farm families, for instance, were
expected to focus their energies almost exclusively on home and chil-
dren. Even at church, they provided “the equivalent of domestic labor
to make the church function.”?

But the 1940s saw structural changes in the lives of farm women,
the result of an accelerating industrialization of agriculture. On the one
hand, the mechanization and concentration of some traditional spheres
of women’s farming, like poultry and egg production, meant relinquish-
ing this activity to men. On the other, mechanization of fieldwork made
it possible for women to “help out” in activities formerly reserved for
men, and a general shortage of hired male labor made it increasingly
likely that they would spend more time in the fields. But farm women
were not exempt from the domestic ideology of the 1950s, and fieldwork
was contrasted unfavorably with “homemaking,” an activity that was
represented as being not only as natural to women but also preferred by
them.?

By 1950, most Wisconsin farms were electrified, though many
still lacked indoor plumbing—as did many village homes of the period.
With electrification, farm and village women joined city dwellers as po-
tential consumers of such household appliances as refrigerators, freezers,
stoves, and water heaters. Some women learned to drive, while others
depended on their husbands or older children to take them to town,
to church, or to visit a neighbor. Another destination was the monthly
meeting of the local homemakers club. These organizations, sponsored
by the state-funded county extension agency, provided not only a social
venue in which rural women met regularly as a group but also a means
of expanding their learning opportunities and organizational abilities.
Homemakers clubs focused primarily on domestic skills and activities,
and so seemed to reinforce the era’s conservative message of “domestic
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containment.” But at the same time, club activities recognized the bifur-
cated nature of farm women'’s lives and represented an effort to reduce
this burden. Home agents drew rural women'’s attention to the new,
so-called labor-saving devices being commercially produced for the
household.? Farm journals likewise drew women’s attention to house-
hold consumer products, and some editors even suggested—a radical
ideal—that domestic technology might have priority over the purchase
of new machinery for the farm.® Thus county extension agencies, farm
publications, and commercial advertising joined in urging farm families
to mechanize household tasks, just as they were mechanizing other farm
tasks. So—at least in the idealized world of printed publications and
farm women’s own educational institutions—the domestic lives of rural
women began to approach those of their urban counterparts.

The reading materials chosen by rural women library patrons
reflected the era’s preoccupation with gender and domesticity. A rough
classification of charges indicates that, conforming to the urban patterns
uncovered by previous research, these rural readers preferred popular
fiction—especially novels with a domestic theme, written by women.*
A favorite was Kathleen Thompson Norris, a prolific novelist of Irish
Catholic descent who wrote stories that idealized family life and the role
of women as mothers of many children. Close behind Norris were other
best-selling women novelists: Faith Baldwin, Frances Parkinson Keyes,
Mazo de la Roche, Emilie Loring, and Daphne Du Maurier. In choos-
ing predominantly domestic fiction, the women seemed to express their
value for leisure and entertainment in a gendered form.

The nonfiction that the women patrons borrowed also echoed
the domestic themes that dominated not only their favorite fiction but
also the homemaking club meetings, women’s magazines, and the ad-
vertisements in local newspapers. By far the most popular consisted of
craft books with titles like Painting Patterns for Home Decorations, How to
Beautify and Improve Your Home, and Use and Care of Furniture. Cookbooks
and manuals of food preparation, too, were popular, including the
best-selling Betty Crocker’s Picture Cookbook and Home Freezing for Everyone.
Women checked out sewing and knitting titles like The Complete Book of
Knitting and Sewing for the Home, in addition to books about gardening like
Garden Flowers in Color and Grow Your Own Vegetables. Among charges of
periodicals, the most popular were Good Housekeeping, House and Garden,
and the Ladies Home Journal.
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The women also charged out materials for their young chil-
dren. About 30 percent of their charges consisted of children’s stories
and readers. Evidently mothers wished to pass on to children their own
love of reading as a recreational activity. Moreover, the borrowing of
women who chose several books at once suggests that they made reading
choices for other family members. For example, Mrs. J. of rural Door
County charged out seven books on one bookmobile visit. Two were
children’s titles—Maj Lindman’s Snipp, Snapp, Snurr and The Big Farm,
and Phil Strong’s Honk the Moose. The rest were novels: as well as Faith
Baldwin’s High Road Mrs. J. picked a crime story—Eleazar Lipsky’s People
Against O’Hara, and a western—Frank Robertson’s Wrangler on the Prod.
Perhaps she had eclectic reading tastes; perhaps she was choosing books
for other family members, including her husband. A casual comment
in a local newspaper suggests that women were indeed expected to pick
up—and perhaps select—books for others, especially men and children.
After recommending that readers borrow a particular title available in
the public library, the newspaper editor suggested to the implied male
reader, “Perhaps you can get your wife to bring it home for you, too!””*

On the other hand, some women had very specific informa-
tional needs when they chose books at the library. In November 1950,
Mrs. B. of the city of Algoma chose six titles that suggested a theme,
including Understanding Your Boy, Life with Family, and Keeping Your Child
Normal: Suggestions for Parents, Teachers and Physicians; with a Critical Estimate
of the Influence of Psychoanalysis. Mrs. B.’s preoccupation with parenting
and family books reflected an application of expert study and recom-
mendations to what in previous eras had been largely a matter of pri-
vate, individual choice based on class, religion, or ethnic tradition.*

For these three groups of women, the library demonstration
carried with it possibilities of change. For the librarians, it represented
the chance to put into practice the most innovative ideas of the time in
the company of committed and like-minded colleagues. For the rural
teachers the bookmobile provided not only a much-appreciated break
from the daily challenge of educating too many children of too many
different ages in too many subjects but also a stimulus to the teaching
and learning that went on in their classrooms. To the married women
readers, it provided access to diversion and pleasure as well as infor-
mation—their own, as well as that of their children. The bookmobile
also provided a site for social interaction, where neighbors could meet
and chat, not just with each other but with the bookmaobile staff, who
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became familiar figures, literally the embodiment of the library and its
values, throughout both counties.

After 1952, the Kewaunee County bookmobile ceased its
rounds, and the Kewaunee bookmobile librarian left the district for a
post elsewhere in Wisconsin. The rural schoolteachers went back to
the old teaching methods—at least until consolidation caught up with
them later in the decade and the small country schools were closed. In
Madison, WFLC officials lamented the failure of the referendum, and
Anne Farrington, who had worked so hard to make the demonstration
a success, did not live much beyond the end of the project. Even as the
county-wide referenda were being conducted in the fall of 1952, she was
suffering from the debilitating effects of colon cancer, and year later, in
August 1953, she was dead. By then, the demonstration, too, had died a
premature death. To voters, cost appeared to be the principal obstacle.
However, to the program’s participants, its worth was intangible. “The
most valuable part of the program to me personally,” wrote one staff
member, “has been the sharing of professional training and experience
in the monthly staff meeting.” “I am proud to be a member of this staff,”
wrote another. “I have utmost pride and confidence in our director,”
wrote a third.® For these library workers, the rich social and profes-
sional interactions that the demonstration afforded outweighed all other
benefits.

Nor did 1952 really mark the end of the story. True, rural Ke-
waunee County still lacks local library service, but in Door County, the
county system proved to be a “bouncing babe” after all. Like a charac-
ter in one of her library’s romances, in 1954 Jane Livingston married
library board member Stanley Greene (by then the mayor of Sturgeon
Bay), thus cementing with a personal alliance a political one that served
the interests of Door County readers for decades. An attempt by county
supervisors to put an end to the bookmoabile service in 1967 (when the
old 1950 vehicle finally came to the end of its life) met with such a storm
of protest that they gave in and bought a new van that maintained ser-
vice until the mid-1990s. In the 1970s Bailey’s Harbor librarian Olivia
Traven helped to spearhead a successful drive for a new county library
headquarters in Sturgeon Bay—the only woman on the fund-raising
committee—and went on to become the first president of the Friends
of Door County Libraries. And in 1981, eighteen women of the Home-
makers Club of Forestville, a southern Door County village (population
around four hundred), tired and resentful of the fact that while northern
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Door had seven library branches, southern Door had none, took mat-
ters into their own hands and founded the first branch library in the still
mainly agricultural southern part of the county.

Without the help of male “fellow-travelers”—library support-
ers like Stanley Greene, Curtis Tronson, WFLC Commission Secretary
Walter Botsford, John Chancellor, and rural sociologists Gene Rector
and John Barton—the women'’s efforts would doubtless have had less
impact. But what was remarkable about the role played by women in
the transformation of the local print culture on the Door Peninsula
was not only the phenomenon of female local leadership, but also the
women’s adaptation of the language of domestic ideology to express and
to achieve their aims. Rather than representing an acceptance of tradi-
tional home-centered roles for women, this use of domestic metaphor
and choice of domestically oriented reading demonstrated a degree of
resistance to past restrictions and an excitement about new possibilities,
albeit within domains already established as female. At least in Door
County, it was the women’s actions that won legitimacy for the “little
bastard,” which knitted the disparate group of library staff members
into a “family” and extended conceptions of homemaking beyond the
instrumental fundamentals of cooking, cleaning, and child care into a
more creative expression of individual taste and judgment through the
provision and use of advice books.

Participation in print culture also provided a pathway for
women into the traditionally male-dominated arena of policy making.
The Kewaunee teachers who wrote and signed a public political docu-
ment, and who represented their colleagues at the county supervisors’
meeting, were publicly speaking out for perhaps the first time in their
lives. Jane Livingston provided her library staff with a model of deter-
mined action that eventually won over the conservative-minded male
politicians of Door County. And in the end, it was a group of home-
makers who exercised practical judgment and political acuity when
they introduced permanent library service to the agricultural southern
peninsula. For all these women, print provided the rationale, as well as
the means, for making their voices heard. Ultimately, print helped them
to acquire influence over the distribution of print resources in this area
of rural Wisconsin.
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