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Libraries in my life.
EHFP IR Allan J. Sutherland

My Mother recruited me into the public library as soon as, if not before, | could start to
read, and we went there together to get our books. My mother and grandmother read
for me, very quickly I was reading books for myself. Despite that library being a
considerable walk from our house, by 6 years old | was walking there weekly alone,
more often in the dark of winter, to get more glorious books of Enid Blyton adventures,
children’s classics, Stevenson, Dickens, Verne, and more. My Mother often requested
me to choose and borrow books for her, marvelling | always knew what she enjoyed.
That library, an imposing Victorian, neo-Gothic sandstone building, with heavy wooden
doors, and interior, presented at the end of cold, wet dark streets a bright, warm cavern
full of words, and stories, stocked with knowledge to be indulged and absorbed. Its
books inspired fantasy play building tunnels and hideaways, and informed my hobbies
of bird watching, stamp collecting, and model aeroplane making. The reach of the
library seemed limitless. When we moved, aged 11, the public library became a modern
building, amidst houses with neat gardens. There | discovered more writers, books on
photographic processing. ecology, plants, design, Freud, Herman Hesse, the Mersey
beat poets, and other boundless wonders hinting at the cornucopia. As a teenager, a
good friend, Gillian, became a librarian; she ensured that any book | needed the library
soon bought. My first college library met the more rigorous engagement that college
demanded, compared to the autodidact with books of fiction, poetry, drama, economic
history, philosophy, social sciences, art history and culture. Books by Goethe, Ibsen,
Camus, Balzac, Andre Gide, Sartre, Kafka, Orwell, Auden, Kierkegaard, and books on
science, the welfare state, social economics, and politics. | also discovered that college
librarian, Alistair, was brewing elderberry wine and beers in the library’s office, giving
the library a fruity, yeasty odour, and understood library staff who dominated their
domain with determined rigor and strictness could be utterly eccentric. At university,
where students too often condescended library staff, respectfully befriending the
librarians was beneficial. Thus, tall, severe Mrs Ferguson who dominated Glasgow
University library’s social science floor, and the no-nonsense chief faculty library
librarian both welcomed me daily with a smile, by name. Then those libraries became
mine as for few other students. Many years later, when | inadvertently met that chief
librarian, | was surprised that she still spoke my name given all the students she dealt
with daily, and we talked as old friends, and | learned of her life and family. The Library.
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