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The family of the late Allan R. Ross of 

Westfield has donated matching portraits of 

Edward Bates Gillett and his wife, the former 

Lucy Douglas Fowler, to the Athenaeum.  

These original portraits are encased in the 

original ornate oval plaster frames, and are 

believed to 

have been 

created to 

mark the 

occasion of 

their wedding 

in November 

1848. The 

formal 

portraits of 

Mr. and Mrs. Gillett are rendered in charcoal. 

 

Edward and Lucy Gillett were prominent 

people in Westfield, and donated their home 

and land, situated at the corner of Elm and 

Court Street (formerly Goose Lane) to the 

Westfield Academy. The Academy then 

conveyed the land and the residence to the 

Westfield Athenaeum  in 1898. The 

Athenaeum renovated the house, converted it 

into a library and moved from its former 

location at 26 Main Street, opening in its 

current location at 6 Elm Street in 1899.  The 

portraits will be  

unveiled as part 

of a special 

Treasures of 

the Westfield 

Athenaeum 

exhibit in the 

Jasper Rand Art 

Museum during 

November.  

This wonderful 

donation is the perfect capstone to a 

wonderful year celebrating the Athenaeum’s 

140th anniversary.  The exhibit will be open 

during all regular hours of the library, so 

please stop in to see Lucy and Edward! 
 

~ Christopher Lindquist  

Lucy Douglas Fowler Gillett Edward Bates Gillett  



 

As the 1930s came to a close and the nation’s economic health continued to improve, circulation numbers 
at the Westfield Athenaeum plummeted. The decline may have been related to significant cuts to the book 
budget, which in turn hurt the quality of the collection. During the Depression years, the Athenaeum’s book 
purchasing budget was slashed by 25%. The drop in circulation may also have had something to do with the 
fact that as the economy grew and Westfield residents found jobs, many did not have the leisure time for 
reading that they had during the Depression. One of the major goals of the Athenaeum during the early 
1940’s was, therefore, to improve the collection and to find ways to bring people back to the library. 
 
The Athenaeum’s librarians kept the importance of world affairs in mind as they set about improving the 
library’s holdings. While specific mention was made of the importance of having books relevant to the 
present and future, the war in Europe had then head librarian, Harold Dougherty, wondering if it, too, would 
result in the publication of war-inspired books similar to those published after World War I. In 1939, he 
wrote, “Will the struggle for supremacy abroad bring an output of books equal to those published a quarter 
century ago?” World War I inspired such classics as Erich Maria Remarque’s All Quiet on the Western 
Front and Mildred Aldrich’s Hilltop on the Marne.  
 
The outbreak of World War II and subsequent American involvement in the fighting had a tremendous 
impact on other aspects of the Athenaeum’s operations as well, from building maintenance decisions to 
matters of personal safety. Dougherty observed that the War had affected libraries in ways beyond the 
collection’s development, specifically noting that they were not exempt from the physical dangers of war. 
“We have now entered the war period, and realize that what has happened to many European libraries might 
happen in Westfield.” In 1942, rather than going through with plans to redecorate the Boys’ and Girls’ 
library, the Athenaeum instead chose to purchase War Damage Insurance at the price of $202.50 a year. 
The library organized a Blackout Planning Committee that same year. The Lang Auditorium was chosen as 
a shelter for staff and patrons who might be caught in the building during an air raid. Shovels and pails of 
sand were stashed in locations around the building and each service desk in the library was equipped with a 
flashlight. The library’s coal bin was filled much earlier than usual in the event of a coal shortage later that 
winter.  
 
Circulation numbers continued to fall throughout 1941 and beyond as residents occupied their free time 
with War related activities. They knit socks and sweaters for the troops and read publications related to the 
War effort. Popular reading material now included not only novels, but also Red Cross Emergency Aid 
Information booklets and official leaflets about air raid preparedness. Many Westfield residents attended 
classes in local defense work and first aid service. These wartime activities were most likely the main 
contributor to the continued drop in library circulation.  
 
Although the War seemed to loom over the daily operations of the library, some activities at the Athenaeum 
were carried on as usual. Athenaeum staff traveled to New York City and Brattleboro, Vermont for 
professional development programs. The librarians in the Boys’ and Girls’ library joined in a national 
debate as they fixed their attention on an internal threat – comic books. A quote from the 1942 annual report 
reads, “In the fall an effort was made to combat the serious menace of comic books by introducing children 
to classical heroes, less sensational perhaps than Superman and Buck Rogers, but certainly as daring and 
adventurous as any of the cartoon characters.” With the advantage of hindsight, one can easily understand 
the appeal that the Superheroes of comic books might have had during a War against the ultimate evil 

� � � � � � � � � � � 	 
 � � 	 � 
 � � � � � � � � � � � � �


������ � � � � 
 � � � � � � � � � � 
 � �




������
� � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � �

          
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

characters – Hitler and Mussolini. The librarians hoped to lure children away from Superman by 
tempting them with the heroics of Robin Hood, Odysseus, Simon Bolivar, Jane Addams and Florence 
Nightingale. What would the Boys’ and Girls’ librarians of that day think of the graphic novels now so 
popular with today’s young adult patrons? 
 
Comic books were not the only types of media that librarians of the 1940s struggled with. When looking 
for guidance for improving the collection after the Depression Years, the Athenaeum’s librarians turned 
to A Thousand Best Novels, a publication produced by the Free Library of Newark, NJ, though Librarian 
Harold Dougherty observed that many of the recommended titles “are such as would not be acceptable 
to our New England conservatism.” One wonders what New Jersey readers had access to that we in 
New England were missing. 
 
It is interesting to juxtapose the standards imposed on the Athenaeum’s book purchases with the role 
that books and information played during World War II. In 1943, the Athenaeum had a “reading 
committee” whose duty was to decide on appropriate titles for the library to purchase. Books were 
rejected for a number of reasons, some for being “too light,” others for being “too long and boring.” 
Those with “unconvincing plots, coarse language or poor writing” were also skipped. Novels with 
characters deemed “cheap, tawdry, trashy, dirty, immoral, too frank, too realistic, too ribald, raw or 
racy” were ignored as well. Novels with “too many characters having plural love affairs or showing lack 
of restraint” (charges also rendered then against comic books) were similarly passed over, and the 
political leanings of characters were also considered. The Athenaeum would not purchase books that 

had “taints of communism.”  
 
Yet in a quote from The Council on Books in Wartime President 
Franklin Delano Roosevelt observed “a war of ideas can no more be 
won without books than a naval war can be won without ships.” 
Indeed, in Germany during World War II, the Nazis tightly controlled 
access to books and information. Mass book burnings and a terrifying 
propaganda machine were hallmarks of the Nazis’ determination to 
completely control the flow of information. Some may find it 
surprising that the librarians of the 1940s, while actively engaged in “a 
war of ideas,” subjected book purchases to a set of standards and 
decisions that a majority of today’s Americans would consider to be 
restrictive and paternalistic. But standards were different in the 1940s 
and even today we occasionally struggle with what items should and 
should not be added to the library collection. Still, today’s book 
collection now holds the stories of characters that would once have 
been judged inappropriate, as well as many books dealing with 
communism, among other political and socio-economic ideas. 

 
Not surprisingly, the War influenced material exhibited in the Rand Art Gallery. An exhibit of war 
posters encouraged helping the war effort in a variety of ways, not the least of these being the purchase 
of War Bonds. Another exhibit featured photos of the North Africa campaign that were taken by a 
Westfield Army Captain. The Athenaeum itself contributed materially to the War effort by sending 
5,500 books to soldiers. They also sent 200 books to damaged and looted libraries in the Soviet Union, 
demonstrating an attitude that would rapidly change in the immediate post-war years. 
                                                                                                                                     
                                                                                                                                    continued on page 4 
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By 1944, it was clear that the War had taken its toll on daily functioning of the Athenaeum. Circulation 
was still very low as many of Westfield’s residents were overseas fighting in the War. Others were 
working in defense industry jobs that took them out of the city. Between 1941 and 1944, the number of 
library card holders dropped by more than twenty percent. The Annual Report of 1944 notes that the 
library was “hampered by book, coal and paper shortages.” 
 
The War’s end in 1945 was soon reflected by increasing circulation numbers brought on by the return 
of GIs and wartime laborers to the city. The growing, post-war popularity of movies, radio and social 
organizations illustrated the need to keep the library relevant, providing it with an opportunity for play-
ing an ever expanding role in the community. The Athenaeum now added a variety of services in an at-
tempt to meet the changing needs and desires of Westfield’s residents. The 1946 Annual Report notes 
that “these possibilities entail expense, time and effort, it is true, but as the years pass and the history of 
their success in other public libraries lengthens, the deserved fame now accruing to Westfield for its li-
brary will quickly fade if the library fails to keep pace.” The additions included a small teen corner  
with magazines and comfortable chairs, a music room complete with record players and a circulating 
record collection, and a radio in one of the community rooms so that children could listen to popular 
radio programs and teens could hear vocational programming.  
 
Similar services are still in place today though the library now has a CD collection, DVDs and many 
audiobooks rather than an LP collection. The library also offers other services unimaginable two gen-
erations ago, including free Internet access as well as passes and discounts to local museums. Harold 
Dougherty’s speculation about the types of books published as a result of World War turned out to be 
sadly prescient. Holocaust victim Anne Frank’s Diary of a Young Girl, Kurt Vonnegut’s Slaughter-
house Five, Herman Wouk’s The Cain Mutiny, and Joseph Heller’s Catch-22 represent only a tiny 
sliver of literary work in the Athenaeum’s collection that came out of the events of the those years. 
 

                                                                                                                                    ~ Anna Duprey 

Jazz with Ellen Cogan and Gary Culver 
Wednesday, October 29 at 7:00 p.m. - Lang Auditorium 
 
Two Women of Westfield: A Window Into the Past 
Wednesday, November 5 at 7:00 p.m. - Lang Auditorium 
~This lecture is supported in part by a grant from the Massachusetts Foundation for the Humanities. 
 
Westfield Cabinetmaker Erastus Grant (1774-1865) 
Thursday, November 13 at 7:00 p.m. - Lang Auditorium 
 
Inspiring People To Do Things Beyond Their Wildest Dreams: 
The Story of Rails-to-Trails Movement, in Westfield and Beyond 
Wednesday, December 3 at 7:00 p.m. - Lang Auditorium 
 

~ The Lecture Series is funded in part by the Friends of the Westfield Athenaeum ~ 

L E C T U R E  SE R I E S  ~  FA L L  2 0 0 8  
F U N D E D  I N  P A R T  B Y  T H E  F R I E N D S  O F  T H E  A T H E N A E U M  

Continued from page 3 
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  J A S P E R  R A N D  A R T  M U S E U M  N E W S 

November:  Treasures of the Westfield Athenaeum 
In November, the Westfield Athenaeum will exhibit artifacts highlighting Westfield's his-
tory, as part of its 140th anniversary celebration. Items associated with the First Congrega-
tional Church, furniture manufacturing, the whip industry, the Loomis car, Columbia bicy-
cles, photographs, quilts and other Westfield treasures will be on display. 
 
December:  Westfield Dickens Days 
The Western Hampden Historical Society will again decorate the Jasper Rand Art Museum 
with the 18' Holiday Tree and pictures of past and present houses which have been part of 
the "Dickens of a Day” Historic House Tours.   
 
This year's tour will feature houses from the 1890s to the early 1900s and will include an 
apartment, condominiums and houses.  The Dewey House will be open and will be serving 
wassail.  There will also be additional "feature" stops along the route. 
 
This is the 6th Annual House Tour.  All proceeds will benefit the Historical Society's effort 
to establish an historic district in the downtown and surrounding streets, as well as the 
Dewey House on South Maple Street.  An historic district is not restrictive but does allow 
property owners to apply for low interest loans and grants and is an effort to preserve      
historical properties. 
 

 

 
 

What is a Library Database?  
 

            Library databases provide published information from professionals in a particular 
 field - as opposed to most websites, which can be published by anyone. 

 

You can access nearly 30 databases from the Athenaeum’s website, many from home.  
 

From our homepage, just click on “research” to see a list complete of databases offered. 

Ancestry.com  - available only from library computers 
The New York Times back to 1995 – through Academic Onefile 
Consumer Reports – through Academic Onefile 
NPR, CNN and CBC  transcripts and Podcasts – through Academic Onefile 

Biography Resource Center - over 400,000 biographies 

...and many more! 



B O Y S  A N D  G I R L S  L I B R A RY 
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Y O U N G  A D U L T S 

    Teen Game Time  
                    Thursdays 3:30-5:00 PM 

����  DDR ~ ������������	�
���
� Board Games  
~ �����	� �
	�� 
� Open to students in grades 6-

Read to Rover Program at the Athenaeum 
 

The Boys’ & Girls’ library is excited to be part of a wonderful new partnership with Sandy Meadow Farm.   
 
Since 1999, Sandy Meadow Farm has been sending specially trained therapy dogs to the Shriner’s Hospital for Children in 
Springfield.  While at the hospital, the dogs aid in reducing anxiety and stress, and also provide a needed break from the normal 
hospital routine.   
 
With the popularity of the program, it had been adapted for use in the Franklin Avenue School.   While at school, the dogs help 
to improve verbalization, communication, and reading skills by enhancing self-esteem in a non-threatening environment.  
 
On November 15th, at 1:30 p.m., the Read to Rover program will be coming to the Boys’ & Girls’ library.  Fifteen children in 
kindergarten through second grade will have a chance to meet and read with one of Sandy Meadow Farm’s trained dogs.  Regis-
tration will be required, beginning Tuesday, October 28th, and a parent will have to stay with the child for the program.   
 
All the dogs have to meet a high standard to enter the program.  They must first take and pass a number of classes and certifica-
tions, be current on all vaccinations, and be physically healthy and properly groomed. 
 
If you would like more information about the program, please contact Dan Paquette in the Boys’ & Girls’ Library, 413-562-
6158 ext. 5.  If you are interested in finding out how to involve your dog in a program like this one, contact Missy Kielbasa at 
Sandy Meadow Farm, 413-572-4936 or visit their website at www.sandymeadowfarm.com.  

Herbert and Josephine Burk and the plaque in the Boys’ and Girls’ Library dedicated to their generosity.  
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Diaries are windows into past lives.  For the last several months, I have been looking into the lives of two 
Westfield women by reading the words they left behind.  The women are Aurilla Taylor who lived from 
1787 to 1844 and Lucy Douglas Fowler Gillett whose life spans 1830 to 1916.  When Aurilla’s diary opens 
in 1832, she is 45,  unmarried and  living on Main Street with her sister, brother, and father in a  farmhouse 
built by her grandfather, Eldad Taylor, the son of the minister Edward Taylor.  Aurilla records the sermons 
she’s heard, the friends she’s visited, and the work she’s accomplished.  Typical entries include: “I have 
been making soap and 17 dozen candles” and “I have dug 18 bushels of potatoes and put 16 in the cellar.”  
Like hundreds of other Westfield women, she uses her spare time to braid whip lashes which she 
exchanges at the store for goods.  On September 24, 1835, she writes:  “I have braided 8 lashes and been to 
the Green—bought 5 pounds sugar, gave 10 cents pound, spool thread 6 cents.”   Her industriousness 
belies her wealth; she serves as a banker by holding mortgages for neighborhood men, and she builds a 
house of her own at 131 Main Street which she decorates with wallpaper bought at the Green.  At 54, she 
marries for the first time with disastrous consequences.   
 
            Lucy, is the daughter of Aurilla’s cousin, James Fowler, a successful lawyer and legislator.  About 
1900, Lucy’s grown children asked her to write a reminiscence of growing up in Westfield in the 1830s 
and 1840s, and Lucy obliges.  In her book, she describes moving at age 8 to the family’s grand new home, 
now the Boys and Girls Library:   
 

“I remember taking the contents of my play cupboard in a 
little wagon and wheeling them to the new house, but they 
didn’t seem to fit the new place very well, and as it grew 
dark, I went into the kitchen and all was new and strange 
there, and I cried for my dear old home.” 
 

Not long after, her parents give a housewarming party:   
 

“The rooms were all made “spick and span” and lighted 
all over with lamps of whale oil, and all the town came to 
look it all over and to eat the refreshments provided.”     
 

 Aurilla was invited but didn’t go.  That night she wrote in her diary:  “Esq. James Fowler has a house 
warming this evening, George and Permilia [Aurilla’s  brother and sister-in-law] have been—they were 
treated with three kinds of cake,  fruit and . . .” 
 
            This is only a taste of the richness found in the writings of these Westfield women. Come spend an 
evening with Lucy and Aurilla on November 5 at 7 p.m. at the Athenaeum and listen as their words come 
to life. 
                                                                                                
                                                   ~ Elizabeth M. Sharpe, Ph.D.
                                                                                                                  
                                                                                                                   
 

              “Two Women of Westfield: A Window Into the Past” is supported in part by a grant from the     
             Massachusetts Foundation for the Humanities.  

T W O  W O M E N  O F  W E S T F I E L D :  A  W I N D O W  I N T O  T H E  PA S T  
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6 Elm Street, Westfield, MA  0 1 0 8 5 
 

Phone:                     4 1 3 - 5 6 8 - 7 8 3 3  
 

 
 

Monday-Thursday             8:30 AM – 8 PM 

Friday and Saturday          8:30 AM – 5 PM 
 

Contact us: 
 

Administration:                568-0638 
Boys’ & Girls’ Library:     562-6158  

Reference:                        562-0716 

Adult Circulation:            568-7833  

Outreach Services:           568-7833  

Fax:                                 568-0988  
 
 

Website:            www.westath.org�

 

           I n November, the Athenaeum will exhibit 
artifacts highlighting Westfield's history. Items from 
many aspects of Westfield’s past will be on display 
throughout the library. Among the items on display 
will be examples from Westfield’s First 
Congregational Church. The establishment of  the 
church allowed the town of 
Westfield to be founded. 
            Examples of manufacturing 
will be on display, including 
furniture made by cabinetmaker 
Erastus Grant, a Lewis stove, and 
cigar and whip making equipment. 
Items representative of Westfield's 
early transportation industry, including Columbia 
bicycles and information about the Loomis car will 
also be included in the exhibit. The library hopes to 
exhibit an actual Loomis car which was the first car 
built after the Duryea. 
            Photographs, maps, and the writings of 
famous citizens will illuminate the Westfield of the 
past and illustrate ways that the town has changed. A  
Grand Army of the Republic cabinet with 
photographs of Westfield's Civil War soldiers (shown 
below left), an early Methodist church quilt on which 
the quilters' names are embroidered, Victorian crafts, 
furs, children's toys, Ma Burke's hats and mannequins 
depicting a variety of early fashions, will remind 
visitors of Westfield’s rich history.  

T R E A S U R E S E X H I B I T  

Photos in the Grand Army of the Republic cabinet 

Small trunk with a child's shoes 


