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Today’s Topics 

• Library Development in 
West Virginia 

• History of the Ohio County 
Public Library 



Library Development 
in West Virginia 

http://www.50states.com/wvirgini.htm


The Early  
Years 

1807-1813 
Beginning of library 
companies in West Virginia 

January 1819 
Romney Literary Society 
developed 

1820’s-1840’s 
Various literary societies 
flourished 

1830’s-1840’s 
Lyceums, athenaeums, and 
literary institutions developed 

Mid 1800’s 
– Advent of education 

institutions 



The 19th Century 
May 18, 1859 

Wheeling Library Association 
chartered by the Circuit Court 
of Ohio County 
 
 

 
 
October 12, 1882 

Wheeling Library Association 
becomes Wheeling Public 
Library 



The 20th Century 
1900  

– 1 public library 
– 1 state law library 
– 1 historical library, partially 

supported by the state 
– Several college and 

university libraries 
– Most literary societies or 

library company collections 
had been dissolved or 
merged with school libraries 

1901 
– Governor requests 

legislation for public library 
system 



The 20th Century 
1914 

12 cities and towns had public 
libraries 
September 15, 1923 
Louis Bennett Public Library 
founded, the first county library in 
the state (Lewis County) 

June 8, 1929 
West Virginia Library 
Commission established  
by law 

1929 
Only 23 public libraries exist 

November 1932 
– Tax Limitation Amendment to 

State Constitution 



The 20th Century 
May 31, 1933  

Legislature creates 
the Ohio County  
Public Library 
 

1938 
WV Federation of Women’s Clubs funded 
a statewide library survey, which found 
that 88% of the state lacked library 
services 
 

1941 
West Virginia Library Commission is 
finally funded 
 

June 19, 1956 
Eisenhower signs the Library Services Bill 
into law 
 

April 2, 1979 
Gilmer Public Library – all counties now 
have at least one public library 



History of the Wheeling 
and Ohio County Public 

Library 



The Early Years 
Wheeling Library Company 

[Subscription Library] 
– 1807 

First reference to the company 
appeared in the Wheeling 
Repository, announcing officer 
elections for the next year 

– 1811 
• Pittsburgh Navigator, mentions 

the existence of a printing office, 
a book store, and a library 

• “The first two quit town for want 
of public patronage; the last is 
still upheld by citizens.” 

– 1833 
The General Assembly of the 
Commonwealth of Virginia passed 
an act incorporating the Library 
Company in the Town of Wheeling 

 
 



The Early Years 
Wheeling Lyceum 

Incorporated in1834 by Virginia General 
Assembly 

 
 
Wheeling Library Association 

[Subscription Library] 
– The Mercantile Library Association 

was founded in 1859 and was 
chartered later that year as the 
Wheeling Library Association 

– Absorbed the Wheeling Lyceum 
collection and provided the earliest 
foundation for the current library 
system 

 



“Our City Library Association”  
Wheeling Daily Intelligencer from November 1, 1865 

…we are happy to speak of the 
prospects of our City Library 
Association, an institution of which 
we should all be proud and in which 
every man, woman and child in the 
city has a deep personal interest.  
 
Every citizen for the sake of his 
family, if not for himself, should be 
an annual subscriber. The price of 
subscription is the merest trifle, only 
five dollars, and where is the man 
who loves to read, or who deserves to 
cultivate a taste for reading in his 
family, who cannot pay that small 
sum?  
 
…fellow citizens do not hoard up 
dollars for your children to the 
exclusion of advantages far more 
beneficial to them than dollars. Give 
them the benefits of an excellent 
institution like the library, by giving 
it your aid.  



The Early Years 

Wheeling Library Association 
[Subscription Library] 

– As early as 1877, there was 
public discussion about the 
possibility of the city financing a 
public library 

– While the early years of the 
Association were difficult, 
mainly due to the Civil War and 
lack of funding, the Association 
flourished until 1881 when it was 
disbanded 

 



The Early Years 
Public Library of the City of 
Wheeling 

– In 1882, one year after the close of the 
Wheeling Library Association, the 
Wheeling Board of Education began 
discussing the advantages of a public 
library 

– The Board of Education created a 
library committee 

– Later in 1882, state legislation was 
passed officially chartering the Public 
Library of the City of Wheeling and 
permitting the levying of taxes to 
support the library 

– With agreement from the Association 
Board of Trustees, the Public Library 
absorbed the Wheeling Library 
Association collection 



Andrew Carnegie’s 
Philanthropy 

Library Construction Grants: 
1899 Wheeling  $75,000  
1901 Huntington  $35,000 
1903 Parkersburg  $34,000 
1905 Bethany College $20,000 
1907 Hinton  $12,500 
1911 Bluefield  $10,000 
1913 Williamson  $10,000 
1913 Charleston  $45,000 
Total - $241,000 

 
$101,500 used of requests = 42.1% 







Board of Education Votes to Open 
Correspondence with Andrew 
Carnegie – October 19, 1899 



Board of Education Library Committee member 
Nelson C. Hubbard writes to  

Andrew Carnegie – July 28/August 12, 1899 



Wheeling Library and 
Andrew Carnegie 

Carnegie offers $75,000 to 
erect a library building in 
1899 
Original caveat: the local 
community must make an 
annual contribution of 
$5,000 
In 1909, maintenance of 
effort becomes a 10% 
contribution ($7,500) 



Wheeling Library and 
Andrew Carnegie 

• In 1901, the West Virginia 
Legislature passed a law 
empowering Wheeling 
authorities to procure a 
library site and to levy a tax 
sufficient to pay for it and 
maintain the library property 

• This funding required a bond 
issue 

• Negotiations continued with 
Carnegie over the next three 
years 



The Carnegie 
Controversy 

 
• In 1903, Carnegie’s secretary 

indicates offer still stands 
• The Board of Education reacted 

favorably to the offer but 
refused to incur any financial 
responsibility 

• The City Council passed a 
resolution to support the project 
with one member introducing an 
opposing resolution 
 
 
 
 

 



John J. Connelly’s Opposing 
Resolution 

“Whereas, Andrew Carnegie, a citizen of the United 
States, and a resident of Scotland, has offered a donation 
of $50,000 to the city of Wheeling for the purpose of 
erecting a library, with conditions attached whereby he 
hopes to perpetuate the name of Andrew Carnegie at the 
expense of the taxpayers of the city of Wheeling. 
  
And, whereas, the citizens of Wheeling are willing and 
able to provide for their educational wants; therefore, be 
it: 
 
Resolved, that the city of Wheeling do hereby reject the 
offer of Andrew Carnegie to donate $50,000 for the 
purpose of erecting a library, and we recommend to Mr. 
Carnegie that he give his proposed $50,000 to the 
widows and orphans created by him on the banks of 
Monongahela on the morning of July 6, 1892.” 
  

John J. Connelly 
December 22, 1903 





Carnegie 
Controversy 

The Ohio Valley Trades and 
Labor Assembly voiced strong 
opposition to Carnegie’s offer 

“We don’t want a monument to 
Carnegie…a man who has driven down 
women and children to the workship.” 
“God forbid that one of my children 
should ever bring home a book from a 
Carnegie Library.” 
 

Both sides launched campaigns, 
with the Board of Education and 
important figures in the 
community voicing their support 
 
 



Carnegie 
Controversy 

• Citizens voted on library levy in 
an election held on 

    January 16, 1904 
• Even as a huge flood covered the 

city, voters turned out at the polls 
• Levy did not receive the 

necessary majority and was 
defeated, making Wheeling the 
only city in West Virginia to 
defeat (by vote) a library levy to 
get Carnegie dollars 

• The issue won in all districts 
except the working class sections 
of the city, especially wards 
where iron and steel workers 
lived 

 
 



Wheeling Daily Intelligencer  
January 27, 1904 



Wheeling Intelligencer February 17, 1905 



Carnegie 
Controversy 

• In 1909, the Board of Education 
again contacts Carnegie: 
– Maxwell properties purchased by 

Board for high school and library 
– No bond levy required 

• Asking for grant between $75,000 
to $100,000 

• In March of 1909, Carnegie’s 
secretary indicates that the 
promise of $75,000 is still in force 

• Unions once again object to 
acceptance of Carnegie grant 

• In 1910, Carnegie issue again 
arose with the Board of Education 
voting to terminate contact with 
Carnegie and to erect a building 
with their own funds 



Construction of New 
Public Library 

Building 
• On March 3, 1910, the Board 

of Education accepts Charles 
W. Bates’ plans for a new 
public library 

• Library opened on  
                           January 9, 1911 



The New Public 
Library Building - 1911 
“The library was a two-story, red-
brick building; the doorway was 
framed by marble Corinthian 
columns and a classic pediment. A 
decorative cornice encircled the 
building above the first story.”  



The New Public 
Library Building - 1911 

“One enters the building through two 
glass doors which open on the stone 
steps and then one goes into the 
vestibule which widens out into a 
sort of lobby, in which is the desk 
and in back of that, the stack room.” 

“To the right is a room intended for a                         
juvenile reading room, although it is 
not yet equipped.” 
 



The New Public 
Library Building - 1911 
“To the left is the general reading 

room, in which are tables and chairs 
necessary for the comfort of the 
patrons. In this room are found the 
newspaper and magazine racks 
supplied with the best current 
literature of the day.”  

 

In 1919, the collection is changed from 
a closed stack to an open stack 
system. 



The Bennett 
Museum 

In 1920, Sallie Maxwell Bennett 
presented a collection of curios 
and collectibles from her travels 
around the world to the library. 
 



The Bennett 
Museum 

“Mrs. Bennett stated that she 
wanted this collection to be in 
memoriam of her father, a 
prominent member of Wheeling 
society and one of the Board of 
Education before his death.” 

 
               Eventually, the artifacts  
                  from the museum were 
                  removed from the library 
                  and distributed to the  
                  Bennett family home,  
                  Willow Glen; the New 
                  York City Art Gallery; 
                  and Oglebay Institute. 



The Statue of 
 Ethan Allen 
Donated by 
B. Walker Peterson, prominent local 
resident and president of the Dollar 
Savings and Trust Company in 
Wheeling. 
• Replica of sculptor L.G. Mead’s 

statue (Statuary Hall)  
• “This ideal of one of the heroes of 

the War for Independence is given 
to the Wheeling Public Library in 
memory of Dr. Daniel Peterson, 
Surgeon’s Mate, Colonel Stark’s 
Regiment, Colonial Forces, and his 
son, W.F. Peterson, Sr., who came 
to this community in 1824.” 



1950’s 

Larkin G. Mead 
Statuary Hall 

http://www.google.com/imgres?um=1&lr=&sa=N&hl=en&biw=1218&bih=792&tbm=isch&tbnid=pAcMghBp3cZkKM:&imgrefurl=http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Larkin_Goldsmith_Mead&docid=gAZa8Fc_tUE5iM&imgurl=http://upload.wikimedia.org/wikipedia/commons/thumb/1/1a/Larkin_Goldsmith_Mead_-_Brady-Handy.jpg/227px-Larkin_Goldsmith_Mead_-_Brady-Handy.jpg&w=227&h=278&ei=3ohsUcSWOurG0QGcooDgAQ&zoom=1&ved=1t:3588,r:6,s:0,i:103&iact=rc&dur=1031&page=1&tbnh=176&tbnw=124&start=0&ndsp=30&tx=74&ty=42


Tax Payer Limitation 
Amendment 

• Dire economic conditions 
precipitated by the Great 
Depression results in the 
passage of a 1932 state law 
that: 
– places limits on personal 

property taxation 
– reduces local control of 

taxation 
• Prevents the use of Board 

of Education money for 
public libraries 



OCPL Board of Trustees 
Minutes 
October 4, 1933 
 
“The present tax tangle 
leaving us with no income 
except gradually diminishing 
fine and rental collections it 
has become necessary to 
cut expenditures to the 
lowest possible figure.” 



OCPL Board of Trustees 
Minutes 
November 1, 1933 
 

“Bills against the Ohio 
County Public Library were 
presented.  Their number 
and size were not excessive 
but they smote with dismay 
an impecunious though 
honest Board. 
 
Mr. Archie Paull offerred the 
loan of Three Hundred 
Dollars ($300) until such time 
as the Board shall be able to 
pay it back.” 



Special Law 
• Local leaders petitioned the 

state legislature for a solution 
to the library funding crisis 

• The legislature responded 
with a special law that 
allowed public funding of the 
library 

• Money was carved out of  
Board of Education funds and 
later property tax collections 

• OCPL is one of 11 WV 
libraries funded through 
special library laws 



1950’s Teens 



Locations 
Wheeling Library Association 

Odd Fellows Hall 
The Armory in the Capitol 
Building 

Public Library of the City of 
Wheeling 

– Above R.J. Smyth(e)’s 
grocery at the corner of 14th 
and Market Streets 

– The Masonic Temple – 1407 
Market Street 

– Schmulbach Building 
– Delaplaine Building – 1305 

Main Street 
 



Locations 
Ohio County Public Library 

– 21st and Market Streets 
(January 9, 1911- May 18, 
1973) 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 



1926 – Third Floor Addition Completed 

Wheeling High – Commercial Department 
September 7, 1926 



Warwood  Branch 

Opened April 6, 1942 
 
Cooperative Venture With Woman’s  
Club of Warwood 
 
Second Floor – Warwood Bank building 
Women’s Club rooms adjacent 
 
After bequest from Howard T. and Francess P. 
Hildebrand -  renamed Hildebrand Memorial 
Library on July 25, 1986 
 
Moved to southwest corner of building 
 
Miss Florence Musgrave – first branch 
manager 
 
Closed January 31, 2003 
    (low patron use) 



Elm  Grove  Branch 

Opened November 11, 1951 – 1,500 books 
 
Cooperative Venture With Elm Grove Civics 
Association 
 
Located Hoge-Davis Building – Second Floor 
 
Later -  2214 National Road 
 
Closed in 1973 (low patron usage) 



Hempfield Yards – Wheeling – 1920s 



16th Street (May 19, 1973 – Present) 



Yet Another Controversy.... 



Board of Education Sues For Ownership of: 
   -- Contents of the Building 
   --- Real Property 
 
Library prevails on both suits – settles with BOE 
on August 19, 1976 for $61,055.97 [BOE gets old 
library building] 
 
Ethan Allen statue is purchased by Fort 
Ticonderoga in NY 
 



Ohio County Public 
Library Firsts 

1912 
Children’s services 

1932 
Special law funding 

1938 
Music room 

1939 
Bookmobile 

1952 
Teen Corner 

 
 

 
 



Henry H. Pendleton Etta M. Roberts 

Eleanor Hamilton 

Virginia Ebeling Jeannine Kreyenbuhl 

Elizabeth Fair 

Bruce Farrar 

Ernest R. Kallay, Jr. Dottie Thomas 

Harve 
Tannenbaum 
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