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“Most of twentieth century library 
history sc holarship promoted the ‘public  
library myth,’ [whic h] c elebrated noble, 
selfless librarians and ignored or glossed 
over issues of c lass, rac e, and gender in 
the history of libraries and librarianship.”

—Thoma s G lynn
L ibra ries without borders: N ew directions in libra ry history 
( 20 24)



Southern L ibra ries

● 1907 Anne Wallace’s presentation at the American Library Association 
(ALA) meeting on “The Southern Library Movement ,” Florida has a “most 
unsatisfac tory rec ord for so large a state”

● 1926 Southeastern Library Assoc iation ( SE LA)  presidential address by Louis 
W ilson “T he Library in the Advanc ing South” and the need for a regional 
representative

● 1930 C arnegie C orporation of NY gives ALA a 5 - year grant for regional 
fieldwork in the South & T ommie Dora B arker is appointed as field agent to 
the South

● 1936 B arker publishes Libraries of the South: A report on developments 
(1930- 1935)



C a rnegie L ibra ries

● Donated more than $40 million between 1886 and 
1919 to fund 1,679 new library buildings ac ross US

● C arnegie libraries had a different layout than other 
libraries at the time emphasizing public  servic e 

● C ontroversies over ac c epting money for C arnegie 
libraries

● 10  public  libraries and 3 ac ademic  libraries built in 
F lorida with C arnegie funds in the early 190 0 s

Andrew Carnegie (1913). 
Library of Congress, 
https://www.loc.gov/item/
2003669740/



  

West Tampa Free Public Library, 1718 North 
Howard Avenue. (1918). Tampa-Hillsborough 
County Public Library System Digital 
Collections. 

Tampa Public Library, 102 7th Avenue East. 
(April 18, 1919). Tampa-Hillsborough 
County Public Library System Digital 
Collections. 



Ta mpa  Public L ibra ry
● 1900 Willie Miller Lowry (Tampa Women’s Club) writes letter to 

C arnegie requesting funds to build a library
● C ontroversy over ac c epting C arnegie money and diffic ulty in 

dec iding on the site for the library delayed efforts
● 1912 C arnegie offers $5 0 ,0 0 0
● B uilding c ompleted in 1915  ( no books, furniture, and no funds to 

run it)
● Mr. and Mrs. L.H. Lothridge donated 4 ,0 0 0  books
● Library formally opened April 27th, 1917
● 1925  W est T ampa Library merges with T ampa Public  Library 

System



H elen V . Stelle: Biogra phy

● Born in Alton, IL in September 1884
● Attended Pratt Institute Library Sc hool, graduated in 1913
● Moved to T ampa in 1917 to ac c ept position as library direc tor 

of the T ampa Public  Library
● E stablished first branc h libraries 
● Started book mobile servic es in 1930
● Ac tive member of F lorida Library Assoc iation ( FLA) , 

c ompleted state survey of F lorida libraries for FLA in 1935
● W orked at T ampa Public  Library for more than 30  years
● Died September 194 7Portrait of Helen Stelle.

(1946). Tampa-Hillsborough 
County Public Library 
System Digital Collections. 



Children and staff in front of Tampa Urban League, Harlem Branch Library 
Tampa Public Library. (1923). Tampa-Hillsborough County Public Library 
System Digital Collections. 



 

Children at Tampa Public Library bookmobile while nearby library 
staff checks out books at Ragan Park. (1939). Tampa-Hillsborough 
County Public Library System Digital Collections. 



S ll ’  F l id  
Foreword (1935). Image from HathiTrust



 

Florida Library Survey (1935). Image from 
HathiTrust



N ext Steps

● Florida Library Association Archives research
○ C hallenges of growing library during depression
○ B ookmobile and traveling libraries in FL
○ Development of services to immigrant communities and 

African Americans
○ E ffects of the 1935  survey

● Public  vs. academic  library development in F lorida during that 
period ( Louise Richardson and the F lorida State C ollege of 
W omen)
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