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The library was four blocks from where we lived, on the corner of Ninth St. and Sixth 

Ave, and it was one of the treasure houses of our Brooklyn lives. This was in the years before television, 

when we saw movies once a week at the Minerva or the Avon or the RKO Prospect, and fed our 

imaginations through radio and books. That is, it was in a time when The Count of Monte Cristo was as 

vivid in our minds, and talk, and dreams, as Jack Roosevelt Robinson. Dumas told the story of the count 

as vividly as Red Barber recited the unfolding tale of No. 42. 

We passed into that library between run mock -Corinthian columns that gave the building a majestic 

aura. For me, every visit was an astonishment .There was a children's room, first seen when I was 8, 

where I first read the wonderful Babar books, and then moved on to Howard Pyle's Book of Pirates , and 

all of Robert Louis Stevenson, with those rich, golden, mysterious illustrations by N.C Wyeth. 

There were bound volumes of a children's magazine called St. Nicholas, full of spidery drawings of 

animals that talked, and villains who didn't. There were picture books bursting with images of lost cities or 

the solar system. In that room, I learned that the world was larger than our neighborhood. 

And then, at 10 or 11, I found my way into the adult slacks, to borrow books about the daily life of the 

Romans, the flight of Richard Hannay across Scotland, the conquests of Mexico and Peru, the cases of 

Sherlock Holmes. On a high shelf, presumed to be safe from the curious eyes of children, was a lavish (in 

memory) edition of The Thousand and One Nights. 

No teacher sent us to those leathery cliffs of books. Reading wasn't an assignment; it was a pleasure. 

We read for the combined thrills of villainy and heroism, along with knowledge of the vast world beyond 

the parish. Living in those other worlds, we could become other people: Jim Hawkins, or Edmund Dantes, 

or (most thrillingly) d'Artagnan, with his three musketeers, we could live in the South Seas, or Paris, or 

the Rome of Caligula. It never occurred to us that we were inheriting our little share of civilization. But 

that's what was happening. 

Built by Carnegie 

The library of my childhood is still ill there, since 1975 known as the Park Slope Branch of the 

Brooklyn Public Library. It was built with grant money from my favorite capitalist. Andrew Carnegie, in 

1906 .But once again, as happened in 1992, the teeming imaginary life of libraries is in danger of being 

curtailed. Services might be cut. Hours trimmed. Staff reduced. The reason is the same: money, or the 

lack of it. 

Such reductions are absolutely understandable. As we all know, Mayor Bloomberg has more than a $4 

billion shortfall that must be made up. Unlike the spend-more tax-less leaders of the federal government, 

the government of New York City can't print money to keep things going. In this season of post-

September 11 austerities, something must give. I hope it isn't the libraries. 

The reason is simple: In hard times, libraries are more important than ever. Human beings need what 

books give them better than any other medium. Since those ancient nights around prehistoric campfires, 

we have needed myth. And heroes .And moral tales .And information about the world beyond the nearest 

mountains or oceans . 



 Today, with books and movies more expensive than ever, and television entertainment in free fall to 

the lowest levels of stupidity, freely circulating books are an absolute necessity. They are quite simply 

another kind of food. We imagine, and then we live. 

Hard times arc also an opportunity. Parents and teachers all moan about the refusal of the young to 

read. Here is the chance to revive the power of the printed page. The Harry Potter books show that the 

audience for young readers is potentially immense. A child who starts with Harry Potter can find his or her 

way to Dumas and Arthur Conan Doyle, to Mark Twain and Walt Whitman, and, yes, to Tolstoy and Joyce 

and Proust. 

Immigrants' Appreciation 

For those without money, the road to that treasure house of the imagination begins at the public 

library. When I was a boy, the rooms were crowded with immigrants and their children. That is, with 

people who came from places where there were no libraries for the poor. With their children, they built the 

New York in which we now live. 

Today, the libraries of I his city are still doing that work. The libraries of Brooklyn and Queens are 

jammed with the new immigrants and their astonishing children, the people who will build the New York of 

tomorrow. The older people want information about this new world, and how to get better jobs and green 

cards and citizenship. Their American children want to vanish into books their parents cannot afford, thus 

filling themselves with the endless possibilities of the future. 

They are no different from the Irish, the Jews and the Italians of my childhood. My father only went to 

the eighth grade in Belfast. I remember my mother drilling him at our kitchen table for his citizenship test, 

and I know that he first read the Constitution in a book borrowed from the Prospect Branch of the 

Brooklyn Public Library .Lying in a darkened bed off that kitchen. I first heard the language of the Bill of 

Rights. 

That process must go on in all the places where the poor now live. If it's possible for the city to do it, 

then we must do it ourselves, Bloomberg can give us the hard numbers, explain the shortfall in the library 

budget and explain how much we need. Then we should try to make it up with the establishment of a 

private fund to maintain the libraries al full strength for the duration of the crisis. 

All of us whose lives have been affected by the treasures of public libraries could contribute. The rich 

could emulate Carnegie, who used his wealth to create more than 1,600 public libraries, including 65 in 

New York. But the middle class could also send in small amounts from $10 to $50. This would be a kind of 

voluntary tax. On one level, it would be a powerful pledge to maintain the life of the mind among all 

classes in this city. That is obviously in our own interest. But above all, it would be a means of honoring 

the labor of those men and women who got us here, and who paid taxes to buy books for all New Yorkers, 

and first took us by the hand and walked us into the treasure houses. We who dreamed of Ebbets Field 

and the Chateau d'lf on the same American nights owe debts to New York that we can never pay. This is 

one that must be honored. 

 


