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Biographical Statement 

 
With this interview, conducted in 2015, Lucretia W. McClure, AHIP, FMLA, is the first 

person to be interviewed twice for the MLA Oral History Project.  Her first interview in 

1998 followed her retirement from the University of Rochester.  Since then, she had a 

second career at Harvard University and has continued her numerous professional 

contributions and her influence on multiple generations of medical librarians.  The new 

interview focuses on her activities since 1998 and her perspective on the changes and 

continuity in health sciences librarianship. 

 

McClure earned her bachelor’s degree in journalism from the University of Missouri in 

1945 and her master’s in library science from the University of Denver in 1964.  She 

began her career at the Edward G. Miner Library, University of Rochester Medical 

Center, as a cataloger, followed by a succession of positions before directing the library 

from 1979-1993.  She was president of the Medical Library Association in 1990/91, Janet 

Doe lecturer in 1985, and received the Marcia C. Noyes Award in 1996.  She served on 

the Board of Directors in 1980-1983 and chaired six MLA committees, two sections, and 

the Upstate New York and Ontario Chapter.  She was president of the Association of 

Academic Health Sciences Library Directors in 1985/86.  The Noyes presentation noted 

her wide-ranging expertise in copyright, reference, acquisitions, preservation, information 

systems, medical history, international librarianship, and education. 

 

After her first retirement in 1993, she commuted to Boston as special assistant to the 

director of the Countway Library of Medicine at Harvard Medical School during 1996-

2011, working on collection and other projects.  She was a member of the National 

Library of Medicine’s Literature Selection Technical Review Committee (LSTRC), 

chairing it in 2005/06.  She chaired the New York State Regents Advisory Council on 

Libraries in 2005-2008 and was president of the Rochester Regional Library Council.  

She continued her active schedule of publication, teaching, and presentation and her 

involvement in MLA.  She chaired the MLA Ethics Task Force and served as MLA 

parliamentarian, copyright referent, and convener of the Fellows.  The Lucretia W. 

McClure Excellence in Education Award was established by MLA in her honor, and the 

initial award was presented to her in 1999.  She contributed a chapter on history sources 

to the 2004 edition of Introduction to Reference Sources in the Health Sciences.  She 

maintains contact with colleagues, writes a column in MLA News, and meets with new 

MLA members at annual meetings.  In recognition of her unique role in the association, a 

day of the 2013 Annual Meeting in Boston was designated “Lucretia McClure Day MLA 

‘13.” 

 

In the interview, McClure emphasizes the function of the librarian and her perspective on 

how it has evolved in the era of technology.  To improve the skills of future librarians, 

she urges MLA to partner with educators to influence preparation for a future difficult to 

envision.  She advises MLA to transform the structure of meetings to collaborate with 

other professions in order to open doors for librarians.  For her own part, she loves the 

profession, both the way it was and how it is changing. 
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Medical Library Association Interview with Lucretia W. McClure 

 
[Wave sound recording file_1] 

 
JULIA SOLLENBERGER:  This is an oral history interview with Lucretia W. McClure.  

Today is Tuesday, November 10, 2015, and the interviewer is Julia Sollenberger.  

Lucretia and I are in my office in the Edward G. Miner Library, University of Rochester 

Medical Center.  First, I want to thank Lucretia for doing this interview.  Lucretia has 

been a great influence on our profession for decades and I know that her insights and 

remarks will be valuable for generations to come. 

 

This is a different kind of an interview.  You had a previous oral history interview in 

1998, five years after your retirement, as the director of the Edward G. Miner Library, 

University of Rochester Medical Center.  Now it’s almost twenty years later and we 

realize that you’ve practically had another whole career.  And things have changed so 

dramatically that we’d like you to share your thoughts once again.  I really believe you 

are the only person that the MLA Oral History Program has deemed important enough to 

interview twice.  And, this year, in 2015, you will have been an MLA member for fifty 

years, another good reason for an interview. 

 

First, to provide some context, I’ll read from a little talk that I was asked to give at the 

annual meeting of the Upstate New York and Ontario Chapter of MLA in 2011.  We 

were honoring you, the only founding member of the chapter who was in attendance.   

 

Lucretia McClure stands as one of the great medical librarians of our time.  She has 

served in leadership positions in library professional associations at the local, regional, 

and national levels.  She has been MLA president, board member, committee or task 

force chair, appointed official, teacher, editor, author, and scholar.  She has received the 

highest honors and awards that can be bestowed upon members of the MLA.  And she has 

presented to audiences worldwide, always bringing to light that which is the essence of 

our profession, and I quote, “an understanding of literature, how knowledge is 

organized, and the history and bibliography of medicine.”  

 

But has been my good fortune to have known Lucretia in a very personal way.  She was 

my supervisor for thirteen years, and a colleague and friend for many more, and has 

influenced me in more ways than I can count.  She has supported me, taught me, cared 

about me and my family, listened to me when I needed her, helped me to gain insight into 

human nature, made me laugh, confided in me, and help me put things into perspective.  

She served as a personal and professional mentor, and for that I am grateful. 

 

So, I am honored to be the one to conduct this second interview with Lucretia McClure. 

 

So, Lucretia, let’s talk for just a moment about your first interview.  One of the most 

striking things for me was your emphasis on the librarian, the professional, as the most 

important element in a library rather than the resources or the physical space.  You said 

that, and again I quote, “the best thing in the library is the thinking librarian.”  Could you 
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talk a bit more about this, especially in light of all the changes that have happened in 

libraries in this century? 

 

LUCRETIA W. McCLURE:  Thank you, Julie.  Well, I’ll give you an example or two.  

One day when we were teaching a MEDLINE class at the library, a fourth-year medical 

student told me that she had it all figured out, and the way she searched was, her topic 

was cancer, and she searched women and cancer.  And she said with great joy, “I got 

3,000 results!”  And I said, “But what kind of cancer where you interested in?”  I said, 

“There are six pages of neoplasm subject headings for this database, and you could zero 

in on a specific cancer; you could zero in on a specific treatment; you could zero in on 

female or an age group.”  I said, “Why are you missing all these extras that you can 

have?”  And she said, “Well, I think this is good enough.”  I thought, that’s why you need 

a librarian.  I will never know what she did after she was graduated and went on, but it 

seemed to me so sad that this is what happens in a library, or any kind of institution, if 

you don’t have any connection to some person. 

 

In another instance, a young man came and said to me, he had searched all over; he 

couldn’t find anything about the early days of psychiatry.  And I thought of all those 

volumes that we have on the history of Freud and everybody since.  I said to him, “Why 

don’t you start with this book?  It’s called One Hundred Years of Psychiatry, and it will 

take you through those first years and give you the names of all the people you need to 

study and read about.” 

 

I thought, these people have all gone to very good universities; they’ve all studied their 

chemistry and their biology and their physics and their math; and they can’t find a simple 

history of psychiatry.  So I feel that the librarian sets a tone in the library for what is 

important.  And what’s important is the relationship of the people in the library to all of 

the people who come in.  That means even the scruffiest young person that you ever saw, 

and it means the oldest person who can hardly read anymore with their poor eyesight.  It 

means that the library is a place where everybody can get some kind of assistance.  I 

think the librarian has to set that concept up in the library.  So that’s why I think the 

thinking librarian can make a big difference. 

 

S:  So without librarians, we’re just a place. 

 

M:  That’s right. 

 

S:  We’re a reading room, right? 

 

M:  Yes, we’re a building. 

 

S:  I know that you went back and read your 1998 oral history interview, and I’m 

wondering if there are other things you’d like to highlight—maybe any additional 

insights into similarities or differences in libraries and librarians from your early years in 

the profession to your more recent experience. 
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[Wave sound recording file_2] 

 

M:  Years ago, we used to study all of the reference books that came into the library.  We 

had to make sure we knew what was contained in the sources, because that was the only 

kind of sourcebook we had for the library.  And we studied the literature.   Also, the 

faculty members used to bring their students to the library, and they pointed out the 

journals and why this journal was better, and what you should be looking for when you 

read a journal.  I don’t think they do that anymore, because everybody is expected to be 

skilled with a computer, and the computer, of course, does have all the answers.  You just 

have to learn how to find them.   

 

So it’s a changing world from the world that we used to know in the library.  There was 

so much that we had as librarians to learn in order to help people.  Now, gradually, we 

are becoming an automated world, and in every aspect we have seen the changes that are 

made.  And we as a profession have to do that, too.  I think we’re a very useful 

profession, but it’s taken us a long time. The changes came right after World War II, 

when, first of all, we were just drowning in literature and we had no avenue to make it 

better until the computer came along.  Of course, automation is the whole secret of this 

generation.  In the early 1960s, there was talk about a computer.  We really didn’t know 

what it meant, had no idea.  And then we got a photocopy machine.  And I tell you, that 

was just like a revolution.  You could put in a nickel—it was only a nickel—and get a 

page out of that machine instead of sitting in the library and making notes. 

 

S:  Was that in the ‘60s? 

 

M:  Yes.  And the first machine was the Xerox 914.  It was an absolutely wonderful 

machine.  And fortunately the library had one.  We thought it was just the most amazing 

thing ever.  If you did your graduate work in this institution, you could always tell a 

graduate student, because they carried shoeboxes full of cards, and at every free moment 

they were sitting down reading, trying to make their bibliography.  And it was a tedious 

job because not only did you have to read everything right here—couldn’t take it away 

from the library—but you had to make notes on it.  So it wasn’t a matter of carrying out 

sheets of paper as they do now; it was a matter of reading and containing what you read 

and making notes on it so you could quote it in your thesis.  That totally vanished the day 

we had a photocopy machine.  So that kind of thing told us what was coming.  There was 

help coming.  And I must say, I loved that 914.  I would give anything to have one today.  

It was a workhorse. 

 

S:  Was it huge? 

 

M:  No, it wasn’t terribly large.  But the very fact that you didn’t have to copy pages and 

pages and pages.  If you wanted to retain something, you had to copy it by hand.  So that 

was a major step forward.  And then the day came that we had the real revolution—the 

Biomedical Communication Network that came in 1968.  [Editor’s note:  The State 

University of New York (SUNY) Biomedical Communication Network (BCN) was the 

first online information retrieval service for biomedical literature; it operated from 1968-
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1977.]  Now, before that, I don’t think anybody had seen or handled a computer, and 

there were no books to tell you how to do it; there were no instructions to speak of.  But 

that day we turned it on and it did work.  That was the very beginning of what became 

what we are today.  Now, it was created by Irwin Pizer at Upstate Medical Center [SUNY 

at Syracuse], and there were nine libraries that were in this network.  Most of them were 

in New York because it was created here.  It had two years of Index Medicus.  But to put 

in a subject and see all this paper come out with all these citations, when beforehand you 

had pored over these printed indexes, and for hours and hours and hours, to find out what 

your subject was about. 

 

Of course, it was the best thing that ever happened to librarians.  You had to read it.  You 

couldn’t say, “Here, Doctor, is your bibliography about this subject,” because you 

couldn’t tell if the subject was really the primary focus of an article unless you read it.  

So when you compiled a bibliography, if you were any good, you had to read the content.  

That was the best introduction to library work that ever could be.  Now, today you don’t 

have to read it.  And you don’t—partly because of the pressure of time.  But in the early 

days, some libraries even set aside time for the reference people to read, because this was 

part of their job.  And you had only printed indexes which had a subject, not a 

combination of subjects.  If you wanted to look it up and it had two subjects, you had to 

go to both.  You wouldn’t know what animals were in there unless you read it.  You 

wouldn’t know what treatment was in there unless you read it, because they had no way 

to give you these details that the computer does.  But we were inventive creatures.  And 

one of the worst parts of our jobs was that we had a big interlibrary loan [ILL] service, 

but you didn’t know where any journal was.  There were no outlines with everybody’s 

holdings. 

 

S:  So you didn’t know who had a journal. 

 

M:  You didn’t know who had a journal.  Many libraries went to Harvard and then NLM 

[National Library of Medicine], which was a killer to both of those places, because the 

journal could be sitting next door in that institution and you didn’t know it, so you 

wouldn’t bother looking in your neighborhood.  You would go to a big library and 

interlibrary loan.  But what we did—we sent labels with our ILL.  There were four 

medical schools in Upstate New York.  So when we had a request for a medical journal 

we did not own, we would send it to Buffalo with mailing labels to Syracuse and all the 

different libraries.  So rather than sending it back and saying, “Sorry, folks, we can’t 

provide it,” they forwarded it on to the next library. 

 

S:  It was all done by mail. 

 

M:  It was all done by mail.  And it had four or five pages on the ILL form that you had 

to type out, put in the mail, and send along with those mailers so that it went the circuit.  

Then in the end, if you couldn’t find it, you went to NLM.  But they were overrun with 

requests for very common journals.  And that’s when the networking began, and that’s 

what was important about having a network.  So you didn’t do that, and you were 
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required to use your local area before you went to somebody beyond.  For all you know, 

it could be right over there in a hospital library, or it could be someplace close to us. 

 

S:  So no wonder it took so long. 

 

M:  Oh, that’s right.  But we thought we were quite foxy and clever to do that—save the 

time of returning it and sending it out and returning it and sending it out.  So that was one 

of the ways we coped with problems.  Then the Medical Library Center of New York 

developed a union list of serials in this area, and that was a godsend for the library.  We 

had to rely on other people.  No library could buy everything.  And there were lots of 

requests for journals that we would never own.  So this was a way that we could share.  

And when you belonged to the network, that was one of the rules.  You couldn’t join it 

unless you agreed to share...  Because some people borrowed dozens and dozens and 

dozens and maybe loaned only a few.  And yet you had to have something you could 

share in order to be part of the network. 

 

So bit by bit, these automated things were coming into being.  In the early 1960s, 

MEDLARS [Medical Literature Analysis and Retrieval System] was created at the 

National Library of Medicine, and that was a computer database.  You could request a 

search from them.  However, it often took six weeks.  Well, there was no researcher who 

could sit around and wait for six weeks to get a bibliography going.  So you could do 

that, but obviously that wasn’t going to be the solution.  So when the SUNY BCN came, 

that was what was going to happen.  It was a great opportunity for us, because at the 

beginning, only the librarian knew how to do it.  We didn’t have any real training at the 

beginning, but we could put in subjects and get a search for a user.  And we even for a 

while allowed users to do it on their own with us standing by telling them, “No, you can’t 

put in a big subject like biochemistry.”   But we became very prominent when we were 

the queens of the database. 

 

S:  You were the keepers. 

 

M:  We had people lined up wanting searches.  And they asked for the craziest things, 

because they had no concept of the MeSH [Medical Subject Headings] list that told you 

what the subjects were.  They didn’t know those words and they didn’t use those words.  

So that was just like our cancer lady.  Cancer was not a subject; neoplasms was the 

subject.  And you had to learn.  But that MeSH book was a marvelous tool, and we had 

those available for people, and learning how to formulate a search and get the best 

subjects using the MeSH with a reader.  We gradually got that going.  But people weren’t 

content to let us do it.  It would be something they thought they should be able to do.  

And that opened the door to our big teaching element, and I think that was wonderful.  

But once we had Index Medicus, then we couldn’t stand it until we got Biological 

Abstracts, and Chemical Abstracts [online].  And Science Citation Index came along with 

citation indexing.  All these things were just remarkable, because it gave us the ability to 

do what we had done in the past by hand.  By hand is a very slow process.  And then you 

had no help; you had to do it all yourself.  There were people who just did bibliographies, 

and they spent their lives digging into things.  But this was a very important point for us.  
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And I think, if a hundred years from now when they look back, they will see what 

changes started with that little bit of automation. 

 

S:  Can I ask you a question?  What was the relationship, if there was one at all, between 

the BCN and MEDLARS? 

 

M:  Irwin Pizer was a visionary man, and he really got the BCN going.  NLM had been 

involved in that [making the MEDLARS tapes available], but it wasn’t an NLM product.  

We had these nine libraries that paid into that, and the State of New York did a lot of the 

funding.  As money got tighter and New York decided that they were spending too much 

money, the BCN looked for a buyer and got one, and became an independent 

[Bibliographic Retrieval Services (BRS)].  They were not part of NLM.  The NLM 

databases started soon after that—the very beginning ones.  And BCN went on for a 

while with another owner, but gradually the volume took them over.  They couldn’t really 

do what NLM could do, so it went out of existence.  But it was the first interactive, online 

medical database in the world. 

 

S:  So did they have people who input all this by hand? 

 

M:  Oh, yes, they did.  They had computer people, and they had library people at 

Syracuse who worked on this as well.  What was interesting was that we had nothing to 

show us [how to use it]; it just started.  And we used to call each other on the phone and 

say, “I found something today.  I figured out how to do something today.”  That’s how 

we learned from each other.  But soon, there were many, many groups.  Every database 

had its little cluster of people who were advising. 

 

Because most of the people who were in the computer business had no idea what libraries 

really did.  We had, in the early days, vendors come to show us their product, and they 

had already been in industry.  So they could do things with cans of soup or do things with 

bolts and nails and whatever.  They knew how to organize that.  And one vendor came, 

and he didn’t know much about journals, so I asked him, “We have some journals with 

more than a hundred volumes.  They go back to the 1800s.  And each one of those 

volumes has to be recorded, because you can’t just put in a journal title; you’ve got to 

have a record of exactly every volume and issue that you have, and how do you do that?”  

Well, he had no idea what I was talking about.  Now, they were selling this product to 

libraries.  And I said, “How are you going to deal with a music library, where one 

hundred different violinists play the same piece and there’s a record?  How are you going 

to do all those records?”  I think they went home very discouraged.  But that’s the kind of 

thing that made you a part of the whole thing, because we had to first understand all of 

this stuff.  So I think we shocked them a lot, because of what we expected out of them.  

They had thought, well, a book is a book and that was easy.  They could sell their thing to 

the public library that didn’t have 14,000 journals.  But when it came to an academic 

library, the big libraries, you have to be able to contain every item somehow or other in 

your system. 
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But it was a great, exciting time, because you didn’t know from one month to the next 

what great thing would be discovered.  It was a very, very good time to be a librarian, 

because you could get up and talk about your databases and your this and your that, and 

most people didn’t know what you were talking about.  But it was very good, because it 

gave the people access.  Beforehand, if you didn’t have the journal, you really couldn’t 

give them anything. 

 

And then along came OCLC, and there were lots of people who lost their jobs, because in 

the manual days you had to handle each item by itself, and maybe three million people 

cataloged that same book across the world.  But you didn’t know it and you didn’t have 

any access to it.  When OCLC came along, some academic libraries had thirty catalogers 

to handle the volume.  Well, if you were a four-million-volume library, you had a lot of 

material. 

 

S:  And you had backlogs, too.  Wasn’t that the norm? 

 

M:  Oh, yes.  You tried to keep up with the new, but there were stacks of things you 

couldn’t get to.  And no one liked to do government documents, so they piled up all the 

time.  But every inch of the library was becoming involved with the machine.  And, of 

course, when you could catalog with OCLC and you didn’t need a librarian to know how 

to do it, because it was already on the screen for you, and what you had to do was a 

technical job to transfer that data into your catalog, well, all those thirty melted down to 

two or three for a big library, and the rest of the staff was trained to do the rest of the 

work. 

 

But it was an exciting time, because not only did people enjoy having this extra 

knowledge, but we really had an opportunity to learn.  We had training classes all the 

time to go to, and there were new things every time.  And when you went to the exhibits, 

there was something you never heard of.  Oh, it was just more than we could believe.  

There are so many things that—you can read about them in articles about the history of 

libraries.  For centuries, the library was exactly the same.  There was nothing different 

you could do. 

 

S:  Then all of a sudden it exploded. 

 

M:  It did.  It burst on the scene like fireworks. 

 

S:  How might you compare that time, when you’re talking about the automation, with 

what’s happening now?  Do we have as much new stuff happening now as we did before? 

 

M:  I think we do in terms of the refinement that they’re making on all these systems.  

Every time I get a library journal, there’s somebody talking about a new way to do ‘this,’ 

or you can search across your whole collection.  You can digitize the library books and 

have them sent to any place in the world that has a computer to open it up.  I think that 

some of the things have been great additions to education. 
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At Harvard, we had a number of programs on subjects.  They did one on immigration.  

Our medical library there had a lot of material on early physicians and so on.  And all of 

the libraries contributed to this.  They put together a package on immigration and made 

this free and available to the world.  Now, if you were in a small college that didn’t have 

any rare books or didn’t have any extensive collections of that time period, your students 

could take that and write papers and do research.  So I think that is the kind of marvelous 

thing that digitization and automation has done for us.  When you look at the [Medical] 

Heritage Library and you see what you can see in there of old journals, old books, 

classics—everything that you can possibly imagine—and it’s free and anyone in 

Timbuktu can read it if they can read English. 

 

So it seems to me that the pluses of this automation have been very good.  There are 

detriments, I think, because, for example, I have taken books to students that have a 

wonderful answer to their question, enough history to give them a little background but 

not too much, an answer to whatever they were looking for.  And then I would sit and 

watch the student, and about four-and-a-half minutes after I had given it to him or her, 

they would get up and come over and say, “That’s okay, but do you have anything 

online?”  They were not content to read that book.  And I thought, okay, but it’s cutting 

out some of the great stuff that libraries have.  If you were look in our history collections 

and just handle some of those materials, you would have a sense of people over the ages.  

But they don’t want to do that. 

 

S:  Well, they grew up in the digital age. 

 

M:  I know.  And when I see these little kindergarten kids at their computer, I think, okay, 

but, on the weekend, make them read a book.  Because they’re missing out.  Not only 

missing the great literature that’s in the books, but they’re missing the habit of reading 

that way.  Now, I do not want to read a whole book on a computer, but I don’t think they 

read the whole book.  I think they read the pages they need and that’s it.  Sometimes the 

whole book has great stuff.  Journal issues are the same way.  Now, you can find the 

articles on your subject.  That’s easy and that’s great.  But if you look through journal 

issues regularly, you find all sorts of little, hidden treasures that you will never find any 

other way, because you won’t necessarily go to the computer and read the whole issue. 

 

S:  Can you give an example of one of those treasures? 

 

M:  Well, letters to the editor.  That’s one treasure.  Editorials.  We’ve had some fiery 

editorial writers in the medical field.  So it’s just a different way to absorb.  But there’s 

something about time.  If you take a year of Index Medicus and you look at your subject, 

and you follow the next year, you can see the patterns.  You can do the same thing with 

the textbook, like Harrison [Harrison’s Principles of Internal Medicine].  If you read ten 

years of Harrison, the same subject, you will see the developments of medicine.   

 

There are all kinds of things you can do with material that you don’t do the same way 

with a computer.  Now, when you want something quick, the computer is your answer.  

When you want an expansive thing, a computer is your answer.  But if you want to revel 
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in a subject, if you are really interested in somebody or something, then I think you have 

to turn to a different access point than simply putting [a subject in a computer].  I had a 

library friend whose answer was the computer every time.  Somebody wanted 

biographical information.  And we have all these areas full of biographical data.  

Wonderful collections and excellently written biographies of famous people in science.  

But you’re not going to find that in the computer.  But that’s the only way she knew how 

to look.  So it depends on how you approach the field.  If you are a natural reader, you 

will read, and if you’ve not been a reader, then I don’t think you will, because the 

computer answers your question and then you don’t go beyond that.  But that’s a soap 

box... 

 

S:  Well, that’s great.  You gave us your insights on the evolution of the profession.  Do 

you have anything else to add to that? 

 

M:  No.  I think the one other good thing about that for the librarian was that we began—

we’ve always been teaching in the library.  I used to take a truck of books and show them 

examples of every form of literature. 

 

S:  I remember that, Lucretia, when I first worked here.  I remember you going out and 

doing that with your truck of books. 

 

M:  That’s right.  That’s what we did.  We showed people—it’s amazing how little 

people understand unless they have a guide.  I had many students who had been to the 

best colleges who had never heard of Science Citation Index, never heard of citation 

indexing, never heard of this, never heard of that, and I think, that was our job: to make 

you aware.  Statistics—we had a wonderful collection of statistics, wonderful collection 

of dictionaries in medical subjects, all kinds of things that people had spent their...  One 

man spent his entire lifetime on an abstract service that covered his field for fifty years.   

Now, if you were interested in that subject, you wouldn’t have to lift a reference book.  

You could take that.  He had read everything; he had eliminated the poor stuff.  This was 

a book that would be your bible if you were studying.  And schistosomiasis was the 

subject.  Now, that’s not a very popular subject, but it covered that whole fifty years of 

what happened to that.   

 

S:  And people don’t know it existed. 

 

M:  They don’t know it existed.  So I think in some ways we’ve lost something.  The 

computer is a great advantage to science because it’s quick and you can do great things.  

And the people in math can do giant things. 

 

S:  Big data, huh? 

 

M:  Big data is the word today. 

 

S:  I believe we are ready to go on and talk about you and what you’ve done since 1998.  

So you had been retired for five years when you did your first oral history interview, and 
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at that point you’d some consulting gigs, I think, at Stony Brook and at Harvard.  Tell us 

more about that.  How did you end up at Harvard for another whole career? 

 

M:  When I retired in 1992, I had no plan whatsoever.  I thought, I don’t know what I’ll 

do, but I’m too busy to think about it right now.  You know, you have to clean out your 

office and you have to take away all the stuff, and you have to wind up everything.  

Anyway, so I didn’t make any plans.  Somebody had told me that the best thing to do in 

retirement was nothing, and let things come to you.   So everything that I have done since 

I’ve retired was something somebody asked me to do, not something I ever dreamed I 

would do. 

 

The first thing after I did after I retired was take a cruise to the South China Sea with my 

sister and her husband.  When I came home, I thought, now I’ve got to think of 

something to do.  But before I could, I had a call from Nina Matheson asking me to come 

with her to Stony Brook [University, SUNY].  Now, I had never been to Stony Brook.  I 

had no idea about that institution.  But she was consulting there, and they were planning 

to give their librarian a year’s sabbatical and hire a different person to be the director of 

the Health Sciences Library, and so they needed somebody there while they had the 

search going on and to be a placeholder.  So that summer, I commuted to Stony Brook 

four days a week and met with staff, and we did what we had to do to keep the library 

going.  We had a search, and the various candidates came and so forth, and they found a 

new director for the library. 

 

But while I was still going to Stony Brook, I was also invited to be on a committee at the 

Countway Library [of Medicine] at Harvard, because they were going to be getting a new 

director of the rare book collection.  So I would periodically take an afternoon and go to 

Boston for that meeting, and so I was working with them.  Then I was asked to do some 

surveying of the collection and various things at the Countway Library, and so I went 

there quite frequently.  Then Judy Messerle was the director, and she asked me to come 

for three months to look at the search process for this new director of the rare book 

collection.  So I went there that fall.  Then the director of rare books who was retiring 

was asked to be scholar in residence for a year.  Because he was going to be there, it 

didn’t seem proper to hire someone with him on the premises.  So I stayed for that year, 

again as a placeholder for the history of medicine section of the library. 

 

Now, the Countway is, I think, the largest medical school library in the world, and is 

really second to NLM and the New York Academy of Medicine for size.  It has about 

600,000 volumes.  And it’s a great, big building.  One of the things that people were 

talking about was the need for renovation of the Countway Library.  So I was continuing 

to go to Countway to work in the collections in rare books and to do other things that 

were needed.  Judy was a great mentor to me.  She had taken over this library, which is a 

very large institution.  It had had not much direction with the previous director, and then 

there was a long spell of somebody who was sitting in that place as a placeholder while 

they waited to hire a new director.  So I commuted to Boston every week, because I had 

little grandchildren here and I didn’t want them to never see me, and I didn’t want to miss 

all the excitement of little kids.  So I would go on Sunday and come home on Thursday 
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night, and I worked four days a week.  I came for three months but I stayed seventeen 

years. 

 

S:  So you did that back and forth by plane? 

 

M:  Oh, yes. 

 

S:  And I remember one time you and I did some traveling together not that many years 

ago—just maybe two or three years ago.  And when I was with you at the airport, the 

people knew you. 

 

M:  Oh, yes, they did. 

 

S:  And they were so happy to see you again after you had not gone for a little while—

after your second retirement.  And I was so impressed that all these people knew you and 

were so concerned about you and wanted to make sure you were comfortable. 

 

M:  Oh, yes.   I said to them, “Well, I supported US Air over the years.”  They were very 

nice people, and yes, they helped everyone, but they got to be friends, because they 

would always say, “Well, where were you last week?” or “Are you coming on Sunday?”  

And I would answer, “Yes, I’m coming Sunday, and I hope no snow will fall.”  But it just 

worked out.  I had no reason not to.  I lived alone.  My husband died and so I was alone.  

And I had no reason not to do things, so whenever I got an invitation, I went and did it.  

So it was just what the person said, “You wait and then something good will come to 

you.”  So it was a very, very good move for me, because there were lots of challenges in 

that library.  Judy was a very good mentor, and she had strong leadership. 

 

Then it was determined that the medical school wanted the library to be renovated.  When 

you think about 600,000 volumes, six floors, jam-packed full, every inch full; and of 

course it’s an old institution, so the collections were also old.  So there was much to do.  

This Countway Library opened in 1965, and that’s when it was a brand-new building and 

very exciting and half-empty and all of that.  But now it was in the late 1990s, and there 

was new renovation coming, and we had to move this enormous collection.  The first 

move was to take the rare books, which were on the fifth and sixth floors, and move them 

to the ground floors so we could have compact shelving.  Now, the rare books collection 

had 250,000 books of its own, plus all the archives and the objects and everything else 

that we had in that collection.  We packed and sent 5,000 boxes out to the depository 

from rare books, and that was just the beginning.  We also had to go through the various 

collections, the older collections, and weed out anything that was not needed.  In fact, I 

found some mimeographed bibliographies that had been done, and that purple ink had 

faded totally away, so there was nothing there. 

 

S:  I guess you threw those out. 

 

M:  And we threw those out, yes.  You accumulate lots of things, and there were many 

items that were not at all relevant to medicine or were in other Harvard libraries.  So we 
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did a housecleaning with that in mind, to clear out anything that wasn’t really needed and 

then to pack it up.  We had to pack books, we had to pack journals, we had to pack 

everything that we had to get out of that floor. 

 

S:  So you sent it to a temporary area? 

 

M:  Harvard has a depository. 

 

S:  But then you brought that back again. 

 

M:  Some of it.  Oh, yes, it came back bit by bit.  But there was just an enormous amount.  

And a lot of it was objects and things like that.  Well, you can’t just throw that in a box.  

So we had to hire a lot of people to help with this.  The first thing they did was to do the 

ground floor and move the rare books down, and then we could move floors bit by bit.  

But it was an enormous job.  And working with the collections was wonderful for me, 

and we had many treasures that we found in working with the collections. 

 

S:  So were you like a project manager on this? 

 

M:  My title was special assistant to the director, and that meant that I could do whatever 

Judy needed me to do.  And I did lots of different things at Harvard.  I edited the 

newsletter, and I did book sales.  Over the years I was there I raised $360,000.  Now, the 

book sales didn’t bring in very much money, but I had three or four a year, and I had 

book dealers coming.  We didn’t sell individual books; we sold lots. 

 

S:  Okay, so you did it to dealers. 

 

M:  Well, most people don’t want these anyway.  They could have come, but we 

wouldn’t sell them a single book.  One man came, and he wanted a book.  Well, I said, 

“We don’t sell books; we sell lots.  You’ll have to take the whole thing of forty books” or 

whatever it was.  Anyway, I had a lot of good friends in the book world there.   

 

We organized the reference collection.  It had books as old as 1978 in it, and I thought, 

we don’t need to give space to that.  The book is there, but nobody would use it for 

current information.  So I did that kind of thing.  I had a rare book binder who came 

periodically, and we were trying to fix some of the bad books in the library.  I had all 

kinds of jobs like that. 

 

S:  So if it needed to get done, ask Lucretia to do it. 

 

M:  That’s right.  I did gifts.  I did whatever came forth that somebody needed to do.  So I 

was involved in lots of things.  When a person got a new job and moved away, I could be 

their temporary person.   

 

S:  You were the Gal Friday. 
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M:  I was, indeed, and that was a wonderful experience.  Anyway, we did get the 

renovation done.  The library was beautiful.  And we had a big rededication in 2000.  It 

was a big, big undertaking.  So, one of the exciting parts of being there was seeing what 

could be done, because, obviously, when the building was built in 1965, they didn’t need 

plugs everywhere.  But the collection was monumental, and it was a great thing to be able 

to work in rare books.  I worked in both rare books and reference and did whatever. 

 

S:  Do you have any memorable moments from your days in reference? 

 

M:  Well, going back to the early days when I was a reference librarian here in this 

library—going back to doing searches for people and finding books for people—we had 

classes for students, and I taught one on using research material.  The students who came 

were very new students.  Didn’t know anything about the medical literature and so forth.  

Among the things I showed these people was material from Oliver Wendell Holmes, who 

had been a dean of Harvard Medical School at one point.  Of course, most people 

remember him as an author, and they don’t know anything about him as a medical 

person, but he was the dean and he actually admitted black students to Harvard in his day.  

He wanted to admit women, but the students set up such a howl that he backed off of that.  

There were never any women students until World War II at Harvard Medical School.  

But I had talked about him in this class, and one day I got a call from a faculty member 

saying that they were having this dinner, and they wanted somebody to talk about Oliver 

Wendell Holmes, and this young fellow in my class had told him that I could do it. 

 

S:  That you knew all about it, huh? 

 

M:  So I got invited to that, and I gave it a couple or three times to groups there at 

Harvard.  It was a great experience because, as always with students, you never know 

what you’re going to find out, you never know what you’ll be asked, and you have no 

idea what the answer is, and that’s the great blessing of our job. 

 

S:  Did you ever help any important people? 

 

M:  Well, I did a lot of work for the dean of the School of Public Health, and of course 

the dean of Harvard Medical School had been a student here at Rochester, Joe Martin, so 

I knew him and came to his Christmas party and talked to him and his wife.  Yes, there 

were many, many scholars who came to the library to use material, and I knew some of 

them by name.  So, yes, I did meet some people who were wonderful to meet.  We had 

collections of papers, as all rare book places mostly do, and we had some marvelous 

collections of people in the library when they came to edit their books and read and learn.  

So helping those people was a very nice experience. 

 

One day the phone rang—we all shared time at the reference desk—and I answered the 

phone.  It was a woman from Washington, DC, who said she was calling on behalf of 

Hillary Clinton, and Hillary Clinton had been invited to come and speak, and she wanted 

some information, and if I could help her.  I said, “Yes, I can, and I will be very glad to,” 

and she said, “Now, you cannot tell a single person about this.”  So until long after, I 
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never told anybody that I had spoken to her.  Anyway, so I looked up the material that 

Hillary Clinton wanted, and I reported it to the lady, and she came for graduation and was 

one of the speakers.  I read her speech, and she used what I gave her.  But it was 

interesting, because I thought, who am I going to tell that it would make any difference? 

 

S:  But you were sworn to secrecy. 

 

M:  But I didn’t do it until then.  And Hillary came here to speak to the School of Nursing 

when they had a big program. 

 

S:  Here at the University of Rochester? 

 

M:  Yes.  And I went up afterwards and shook her hand.  I didn’t tell her I got her library 

information, but I shook her hand and said I was glad to hear what she had to say.  But it 

was kind of interesting. 

 

People you helped often put your name in the credits, the acknowledgements, that they 

appreciate the work… 

 

S:  In books or articles. 

 

M:  Yes, in books and articles.  So it was a very interesting kind of work.  And I’d be 

there still today if I didn’t think I should be closer to home.  So I had a good time 

anyway. 

 

S:  Well, good.  So, anything else you want to say about Harvard, or shall we go on to 

your post-Harvard time? 

 

M:  Well, let’s go on to the next item. 

 

S:  Since your second retirement from Harvard...  What year was that? 

 

M:  2011. 

 

S:  …You’ve continued to be a librarian.  So can you tell us about your volunteer 

positions?  You’ve had two that I know of—one here at the University of Rochester at 

Edward G. Miner Library, and the other at Valley Manor, which is your residence. 

 

M:  I’m having a very good time in retirement and doing what I’ve been doing for the last 

fifty years, and plan to do it forever.  Now, it’s Miner Library.  I’m working in the 

archives, and I’m doing different projects.   

 

One of them was a collection of trade cards, and they were all these little cards that 

dealers used to give people when they were selling their patent medicines.  And, you 

know, Mrs. Jones’s Indian cure would cure diabetes, cancer, broken legs—almost 

anything.  It was an interesting, interesting collection.  And I must say, I think Lydia 
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Pinkham had 18% alcohol, which was no doubt why people felt better after they took her 

stuff.  And I had a collection of Rorschach tests that a psychiatrist had done over the 

years.  I don’t think there’s any scientific evidence that proved [the value of the 

Rorschach test], but it was very popular.  He was a well-known psychiatrist in New York 

City and treated all sorts of people, some famous.  And I have done a lot of photographs 

of the university medical school in the building of it.  There was one collection that was 

of patients and their doctors, and the diseases had very strange names, because they were 

not what you would call them today.  That is a restricted collection because it does have 

patient names in it.  But there are all kinds of collections that people leave for libraries, 

and they don’t do any good unless you have access to them.  Now they have a place in 

the computer, so people will know that these things exist, and they can come and use the 

collection. 

 

S:  So you’ve been working with Chris Hoolihan, our rare books and manuscripts 

librarian, to do all of these things.  I’ll say that we’re all so very happy that you are, 

because Chris can use another pair of hands and another good brain to work on all these 

projects. 

 

M:  A lot of these are collections, and people don’t know how to do collections.  

Sometimes you get a box, and it’s just like they took the desk and dumped it in, and 

sometimes you’ll get old Christmas cards and all sorts of things that people put in a box, 

just because they don’t know where to put it.  But it’s been very interesting, and we have 

a lot of wonderful illustrations of the building of the medical school.  The pictures are 

great, because you can date it by the cars that are parked around this area.  It’s very nice 

for me, because I remember this building was the original building that was the hospital 

when I came here.  The new hospital didn’t get built until 1975, so for a long time we 

worked in that original setting.  There was no paint on the floor.  There were no ceiling 

tiles; the pipes were exposed.  Dr. Whipple and George Eastman were both very tight 

with the dollar, and they said, “You can get your plumber much cheaper if there’s 

nothing up there but pipes.”  So there was nothing on the ceiling but the pipes.  The floor 

was unpainted cement; the walls were unpainted cinder block.  [Editor’s note:  George 

Hoyt Whipple was founding dean of the University of Rochester School of Medicine and 

Dentistry, serving from 1921-1954.  He also shared the 1934 Nobel Prize in Physiology 

or Medicine.  George Eastman, founder of Eastman Kodak Company in Rochester, was a 

major donor in establishing the school.] 

 

S:  Now, there was one beautiful area, however, and that was the old lobby. 

 

M:  The lobby of the medical center had been done... the architect wanted to make it 

marble.  Well, George and George wouldn’t hear of that, because that was too costly.  

But they did make the lobby a beautiful wooden oak wall cover.  And when the library 

was expanded, we got the lobby and were able to restore it just exactly as it was in its 

original day except that it became our reading room. 

 

S:  And still is. 
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M:  Yes.  And it’s a very nice area.  Dr. Whipple was a wonderful man, but he was very, 

very cheap.  He was not going to spend any money on frills.  So there were no frills when 

this building was built.  And also, there were no locks on the doors, because he said that 

nobody in science would need to have locks.  And that’s an interesting comment on our 

society, where we have to lock up everything, and it’s different. 

 

S:  Something that he did spend money on, though, was historical collections. 

 

M:  He liked the library.  He was very fond of the library.  He also would give you a 

perfectly marvelous microscope, but he wouldn’t buy you a desk; he’d give you a table to 

work on.  But he did like the library, and he did believe that students needed it.  After he 

retired, his office was right down the hall here, and it was not painted.  It had a cement 

floor that was not painted.  One of the workmen here said, “Dr. Whipple, I’ll come and 

paint it, and I’ll buy the paint myself,” and Dr. Whipple said, “No, I’m not going to have 

any of that.”  His office is a museum, and it’s still just exactly the way he had it.  But he 

had a telephone, and he would let the medical students use his phone if they needed to 

call home, and he would let them come in and talk, and he would tell them all about 

whatever. 

 

S:  How long was he dean? 

 

M:  He died in ‘76.  He was retired when I came here in ‘64, but he came to work until 

the last two years of his life he was in the hospital. 

 

S:  And the medical school [the first class] started in ‘25. 

 

M:  It opened in ‘25.  And we had women in the first class, which I think is very 

interesting, because many places did not.  The medical school was very much a reflection 

of Dr. Whipple and his ideas.  He had very strong opinions, and the students really liked 

him.  He taught the Saturday morning pathology class, and they always worried about 

him.  But when we used to open his office during graduation and when we had alumni 

coming, they would stand in there and weep. 

 

S:  Wow. 

 

M:  Because they remembered him...  And his legacy is all the people he taught.  They 

went out and taught like he did. 

 

S:  I’m not sure we’d have former students weeping over deans these days. 

 

M:  No, I don’t think so.  But he was a powerful man in the medical school.  And, of 

course, the library has his Nobel Prize, and it’s been on display.  He was an 

acknowledged leader in the medical field.  But a very simple man.  Mrs. Whipple was a 

beautiful Southern belle, and she was a lovely lady.  I knew her too.  But that original 

faculty here was quite distinctive, and most of them came from Johns Hopkins.  That’s 

why we were called the “Little Hopkins.”  They got their training there, which was a 
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great institution.  We had remarkable faculty at the beginning.  And we do today, but it’s 

a different kind of institution. 

 

S:  So how about telling us about your librarian position at Valley Manor. 

 

M:  Well, Valley Manor has had a library since it opened, and there have been different 

people organizing it and running it.  But it’s always been a focus of the institution, and 

we have a lot of people who are good readers, and they want a nice lot of books.  So 

when the librarian at Valley Manor several years ago died, I was asked to become the 

librarian.  I have gone back to the original life of public librarian.  I buy the books, I 

catalog the books, and I shelve the books.  Just the way it is.  And I have a great time 

doing so.  There are a lot of people who are not able to get out a lot, and reading is one of 

the great joys of being in an institution where you have access.  So we have new books 

every month and we get lots of nice gifts, and they add to our collection.  So it keeps me 

busy, and that’s good so I won’t forget all I learned way back when. 

 

S:  How do you catalog? 

 

M:  Very simply.  Well, it’s a public library, the way it was set up, so that’s what we 

have.  I use a very simplified form, because we don’t need great detail.  We don’t have 

people doing any research, or we don’t have people writing any papers, so... 

 

S:  Do you have a card catalog? 

 

M:  We have a card catalog, and I told the people that they need to make sure that they 

build in plenty of access in the building for when the library will someday be automated.  

But most people don’t have computers at this point, but I think in the next decade they 

will.  It will be up to someone when the time comes to automate the library. 

 

S:  So it’s not going to be you? 

 

M:  Not me, no, I don’t think so.  I don’t think it will be that soon.  But it is a great 

resource.  Especially in the winter or when it’s terribly hot, and you don’t want to get out, 

you always have something you can read.  We have a lot of classics as well as new 

books, a lot of good nonfiction; a lot of things to read.  And it’s amazing, because I think 

if I had been in a public library, this is exactly what I would have done, and now I’m 

doing it at the end. 

 

S:  Okay.  So is there anything I’ve forgotten to ask about that part of your life—your 

retirement and your time at Harvard and your current jobs? 

 

M:  I can’t think of anything else specific that I wanted to bring up. 
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[Wave sound recording file_3] 

 

S:  I think we’re ready to move on.  We are looking at your professional activities since 

1998, when you had your last interview.  You’ve remained active in our profession all 

along, Lucretia.  In fact, you just went with me to the UNYOC [Upstate New York and 

Ontario Chapter] annual meeting in Buffalo a couple of weeks ago.  So, since 1998, 

you’ve written at least twenty-five articles or reports; you’ve served as editor of five or 

six publications; you’ve chaired committees and boards at the local, regional, and 

national levels; you’ve taught classes; you’ve given presentations; and you’ve received 

more awards.  And all of us wonder how you do it.  But rather than how, let’s first focus 

on the why.  Why has it been important for you to stay involved? 

 

M:  I think that the profession has become such a part of me that I just can’t stop. 

 

S:  You don’t know how to do it otherwise. 

 

M:  I don’t want to live otherwise, right.  I’ve got to have some book connection.  In fact, 

I think of myself as a bookie, because everything I do isn’t all books, but I like to write 

and I’ve had good experiences.  I edited one of the handbooks [Current Practice in 

Health Sciences Librarianship, the successor series to Handbook of Medical Library 

Practice].  I’ve written about Estelle—that she was a very important mentor in my life.  

She was as tough as nails, and she could really send an arrow to your heart. 

 

S:  So that was Estelle Brodman. 

 

M:  Estelle Brodman, right.  But she was a wonderful friend and a great mentor, because 

she laid it out to you and told you what it was, and it was.  So I worked hard on those 

articles about her.  I wrote about Brad Rogers, I wrote about Nina Matheson, the people 

who had influenced me.  It’s awful to write; it’s hard to write; but it’s very satisfying, too.  

I like to write about reading and journals and advocating libraries, about copyright, about 

preservation—all of the things that I have been involved in.  And you talk about librarian, 

and I know people have this view of us that makes us an old maid with a bun on her hair, 

and telling people not to make any noise in the library.  But we’re not like that.  We’re 

very aggressive, and we’re very eager to do something with our experience.  So it’s 

important to have people who will be telling you things that you need to know.  I was 

also involved with the newsletters at the Countway, and of course the newsletter here that 

I edited—the IFLA [International Federation of Library Associations and Institutions] 

newsletter for our group.  And I had a column in The Watermark for the [Archivists and 

Librarians in the History of the Health Sciences].  So I had a little voice in a lot of places. 

 

S:  What might have been the most memorable or important writing project?  Can you 

think of one or two that you were specifically really engaged in? 

 

M:  It’s hard to say.  Usually I wrote because somebody said, “We want to put this 

together and here’s your chapter,” or “here’s your section.”  The things that I wrote for 

publication were things I wrote, but I responded to people saying, “We need somebody to 
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do this or that.”  But as long as it’s published you feel good about it, even if you wish you 

had done better.  And you can rewrite until the end of time, so the best thing to do is get it 

down on paper and then work on it.  And that’s the only advice that I really think counts 

when it comes to writing.  I’ve had one or two more in my head, but they’re not on paper 

yet. 

 

S:  Specifically things that people have asked you to do or that you want to do? 

 

M:  No, just things that I want to do, but may never do.  Of course, you never know. 

 

S:  Oh, I don’t know, I think you probably will.  Well, since 2000, you’ve presented 

seminars at Simmons Graduate School of Library and Information Science, also at the 

University of Massachusetts Medical School, and at the Countway.  What do you 

remember about those teaching experiences in particular? 

 

M:  It’s always interesting when you’re speaking to think about the audience.  When you 

talk to young people in library school, always try to rattle them up; make them think 

about something they haven’t thought about.  Last time we went to Simmons for that 

group, my assignment was to talk about cataloging and copyright or something like that.  

And both subjects I think...  I don’t really know if they teach cataloging anymore, other 

than some basic things, because they assume everybody will have OCLC. 

 

S:  Well, I think they call it metadata now. 

 

M:  They probably do.  Everything has a new name.  But in fact, cataloging was the basis 

of librarianship before the computer came.  Everything was based on your understanding 

of knowledge, and how to put it together, how to deliver it, and all of that came with the 

cataloging.  And it was really a very interesting job.  Although nine out of ten librarians 

would tell you it’s boring, it isn’t boring.  Again, you can read the book while you’re 

doing it.  I mean, how can you get anything better than being paid to read?  Anyway, we 

talked about that, but I don’t think copyright thrills anybody, either, although it has a 

great impact on us.  And I think we really need to work on getting better rules for 

copyright in the digital age.  They are working on it, but it’s very slow to move.  All the 

people, like Disney, don’t want to give up any rights, and it’s too bad, because we can’t 

now have any of that literature for so long that you can’t use it in the way we could use 

old literature. 

 

S:  Well, I think people are confused by copyright. 

 

M:  They are confused. 

 

S:  And so having someone who is an expert on it, which you have been for a long time, I 

think we all count on you. 

 

M:  It was an interesting subject.  I didn’t ask to do that.  I was just invited to be—bluntly 

told no one else wanted to do it, “So please do it.”  So I said, “Fine.”  But it is a very 
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important subject for us, because our work is being pirated around the world, and there 

are many countries that don’t honor anything to do with copyright.  An author ought to 

know what is okay and what is not okay. 

 

S:  It’s even more interesting now with all of the educational resources that are put 

together, and what can you put in your syllabus or your online course? 

 

M:  That’s right.  I’ve had people here who wanted to gather all their good articles and 

put them together in a book, and I say, “No, no, no, you can’t do that unless you have 

permission.”  I said, “You just can’t gather up anyone else’s work.”  And the worst thing 

is authors giving [publishers] their copyright.  When they sign the agreement, then the 

publisher owns it.  It’s their work, and they can’t use it. 

 

S:  I think we’re trying to change some of that with open access and such things. 

 

M:  Yes.  And I think over time, there has to be a new and better way, because it’s too 

difficult today.  But those are subjects that interest me.  I find it very interesting.  I’ve 

talked to some copyright authors and editors, and it is a very tangled mess when you read 

it. 

 

S:  Well, I’m sure that you made it at least somewhat clearer to those students in those 

courses. 

 

M:  Yes, well, you had to go back to the basics.  I went to one meeting about copyright, 

and they distributed a booklet that was full of pictures, and not one of them had 

permission.  They didn’t mean anything, but they really didn’t realize that those pictures 

were not theirs to take.  You can’t give permission for somebody to use something that 

belongs to someone else. 

 

S:  So, in the past seventeen years, in addition to your teaching, you’ve also given lots of 

presentations to librarian audiences around the world.  I looked up all of your 

presentations.  You’ve gone from Boston to Washington, DC, to San Antonio, to 

Phoenix, to New Orleans, and as far away as London.  Tell me, first of all, do you get 

nervous when you have to present to a group? 

 

M:  There’s always a little edge of apprehension, because you think you’re ready, and 

then you get there and you think, “Oh, I should have said this, and I should have said 

that.”  But once I get talking, I don’t mind it.  I do have to tell you the funniest one, I 

think, although I don’t remember any of the details about it.  But do you remember when 

we had the great debate? 

 

S:  With Herb White? 

 

M:  No.  This was a talk between Bob Braude and me.  I think it’s in my list of 

presentations, but I don’t remember what we were debating about.  But Brett Kirkpatrick 

introduced me and Bob to the audience, and he said, “This is a debate between the 
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Energizer Bunny and Godzilla.”  I thought that was the best description of us I had heard.  

[Editor’s note:  McClure and Braude debated removing/replacing the reference librarian 

at the reference desk; the session was held at the MLA 1994 Annual Meeting in San 

Antonio.] 

 

S:  Now that you say it, I do remember it, because I remember that characterization. 

 

M:  It was so funny. 

 

S:  Do you remember anything else about any of these presentations, or about them 

collectively?  Some things that might stand out in your mind other than that?  Or which 

one you might think was the most significant presentation you gave during that time 

period? 

 

M:  It’s hard to say one or the other, because usually there was an emphasis at the time 

we were talking about.  I’m very interested in the history of medicine and the value of it 

to students and other people, and I’m interested in all those library subjects about 

literature and the library itself and our responsibilities.  So it’s usually talking about one 

of those kinds of things that I would be writing or talking about.  And mostly it’s because 

somebody asked you, “Will you give a talk on X?” 

 

S:  Although you have these two things in your mind right now, so you have to... 

 

M:  Well, that’s right, but I haven’t got anything that’s jelled yet. 

 

S:   So we’re going to leave out MLA and NLM for now, since we want to focus on those 

separately.  But you’ve served on or you’ve chaired local, statewide, and national 

committees or boards in the past fifteen years.  For instance, the New York State Regents 

Advisory Council on Libraries or the Rochester Regional Library Council [RRLC], as 

president, or the steering committee of—oh, dear, what’s ALHHS? 

 

M:  Archivists and Librarians. 

 

S:  Archivists and Librarians in the History of the Health Sciences.  So which of these, or 

one or more than one, has been the most rewarding for you, and why? 

 

M:  Actually, all of them, because they’re all different.  Now, the RRLC is our local 

organization, and I’ve been a member since it began in 1968.  And I’ve also been a 

trustee for I don’t know how many years, but a long time.  What I think is important is 

that this is an organization that covers all kinds of libraries.  Now, mostly I’ve dealt with 

the medical world, but RRLC is an organization in this five-county area that covers 

school libraries, special libraries like museums, academic libraries, public libraries, 

business libraries.  Any kind of library can be a member of the council.  Its value is that 

we touch all avenues of life.  I think it’s a great organization, because it does things in a 

cooperative way, and it buys things and everybody shares in the cost.  That means little 

libraries in a small town can have access to databases and other things that they would 
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never have on their own.  So the RRLC is one of the organizations that I really 

appreciate.  I don’t know any other state outside of New York that has these councils that 

are like ours.  And the nine [regional] councils do things together, so it’s broader than just 

us.  But we are the best council… 

 

S:  Of course we are. 

 

M:  …not only because we are on it, but because we have lay people, and all the other 

councils are made up of librarians. 

 

S:  Oh, so the others don’t have boards of trustees with lay people on them? 

 

M:  No.  They’re mostly librarians. 

 

S:  I didn’t know that. 

 

M:  Yes—except for me, we have a lay board.  These people come from schools, they 

represent colleges or businesses or whatever, but they’re not librarians, which means that 

they have a much broader viewpoint.  Also, there’s no competition, because we’re not 

after...  I mean, the councils have grant money to give, and the librarians who are on their 

boards can compete with their colleagues.  We don’t have any of that, because our people 

are not available to get grants to libraries.  So I think we have a very strong library 

presence in Upstate New York, and I think other councils will agree that we have a very 

strong council.  I think that was done because Harold Hacker was one of the founders, 

and he understood this very important part. 

 

Now, the Regents [Advisory] Council [on Libraries] is a very different organization, 

because the Board of Regents in New York is extremely powerful.  They control 

education and learning.  We’re a part of that, but we’re not a very prominent part of that.  

So the Regents Council has to consider how we can get libraries to be supported by New 

York State. 

 

S:  Within the educational realm. 

 

M: Within the education realm.  And we haven’t been terribly successful at bringing in 

big money.  But it’s very interesting to go and be a part of that, because on one day we 

meet with the regents, or the regents meet with us, so we have a chance to give some 

points of view.  And it is a very broad…because it’s people from all around the state.  So 

you meet people who are trustees or you meet people who are heads of consortia.  It’s 

different from our kind of local group.  It was interesting.  When I was on that board, 

Janet Welch was the state librarian, and of course, she’d been the council librarian here 

before that.  So it was very well done.  You learn a lot about state politics, and the state 

library is heavily involved.  It’s a very interesting organization, but it doesn’t affect us the 

way the [RRLC] does, because it’s the local one.  It was very interesting. 
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S:  Let’s make sure we cover honors and awards first, even those you may not want to 

talk about those. 

 

M:  There’s no reason not to talk about it.  I was privileged to have awards given to me.  

But the one with my name on it, I have no idea how that started. 

 

S:  You don’t? 

 

M:  No. 

 

S:  I do. 

 

M:  Well, tell me. 

 

S:  Katy Nesbit. 

 

M:  Well, I had a feeling that Katy was involved, but I never knew for sure. 

 

S:  Katy Nesbit used to work here, as you know.  I’m telling the listeners this.  She was 

our education librarian.  And she thought that you should have an award in your name, 

because you’ve been so important in MLA.  So she did fundraising to put together an 

endowment fund that would be able to sustain an ongoing award in education, and she 

chose education, because she was an educator and because you were too. 

 

M:  That’s right.  And I taught a lot of classes for MLA back in the early days.  Well, 

anyway, the president called me up and said, “You’re going to get this award,” and I was 

blown away.  I didn’t know it. 

 

S:  Well, you got your own award.  You got the award that was in your name and that 

now is given to many others.  [Editor’s note:  The Lucretia W. McClure Excellence in 

Education Award was established in 1998 by MLA and first awarded to McClure in 

1999.] 

 

M:  Yes.  It’s a very nice honor, and I sort of thought Katy might have...  But I wasn’t 

sure. 

 

S:  How interesting.  I thought that you would have known that. 

 

M:  No, I didn’t really know for sure how it came about.  Well, anyway, it was a surprise, 

and very nice to be honored.  I think the honors that count the most are from your 

colleagues.  You can get something from someplace, but to have your own colleagues do 

it is very meaningful. 

 

S:  Shall we move on to NLM? 

 

M:  Yes. 
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S:  So you’ve been connected to the National Library of Medicine for many years. 

 

M:  Yes, I have, all these days. 

 

S:  You’ve served on the Board of Directors of the Friends of the NLM. 

 

M:  Yes, I still live there. 

 

S:  And of course you chaired the Literature Selection Technical Review Committee 

[LSTRC] in [2005/06].  So tell us about that particular experience.  What was the 

committee’s charge, who did you work with, and what do you remember most? 

 

M:  That literature committee was challenged to review the journals that were coming up 

requesting to be in MEDLINE.  This is the group that gets together, and you have to 

review these titles and make a decision, and then the group votes on it.  If you liked the 

journal and thought it was good—you had lots of things you measured it with, then you 

would present that to the group.  Sometimes they would agree with you and sometimes 

they would not.  It was a very, very interesting group made of up physicians, scientists, 

people in libraries, and people who were connected in some way with information.  It 

was a very good committee, and I enjoyed that very much.  I’ve been on it for a long 

time, and now that I’m not an active member of the committee, I get invited occasionally 

when they need help.  So I have a continuing relationship with it.  It just gives you a 

chance to meet people.  I do a lot of reading in that library, because when you have free 

time, you can call up [materials] from the stacks.  I look at journals I don’t have and all 

sorts of things that they have.  They have wonderful exhibits. 

 

One of the things I did at NLM that was most interesting to me was I had a contract to 

survey their journal stacks.  I was looking for titles that they didn’t need to retain, and I 

worked with a lady there in the serials department.  I had great fun because the stacks are 

not open, so you can’t just go in there and run downstairs. 

 

S:  But you did. 

 

M:  But I did.  I had a pass to get in so I could look at all the journals. 

 

S:  Do you know when that was? 

 

M:  No, but it was a long time ago.  I used to go to Washington for several days and work 

in there.  Anyway, that kind of thing was of interest to me. 

 

S:  That was fun. 

 

M:  Yes, it was fun.  And of course I like to just go to the library and poke around and see 

Dr. Lindberg. 
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S:  Yes, you have told me that Sheldon Kotzin and Dr. Lindberg were both influential to 

you. 

 

M:  Yes, because Sheldon was head of that committee [LSTRC] when he was still there, 

so I worked with him on that, and on other things too.  He was one of the very good 

people I met there.  And I knew Dr. Lindberg and his wife and we got to be very good 

friends too. 

 

S:  So you would just go up to the mezzanine and knock on his door and say hi? 

 

M:  [Laughter]  He would always come to our committee, so we would see him there and 

often at dinner.  So we had a good time.  I don’t know who’s going to be the new head 

[of the National Library of Medicine after Donald Lindberg’s retirement], so we’re all 

waiting… 

 

S:  None of us do. 

 

M:  …with a big interest of what’s going to happen next. 

 

S:  Is there anything else about NLM that we didn’t cover? 

 

M:  No, I don’t think so. 

 

S:  So let’s move on to MLA. 

 

M:  Well, of course, I’ve had a lot of experiences at MLA, and I like being in the annual 

meeting.  I like to be on the board.  I liked all the chapter areas that I’ve been to.  When I 

was president [1990/91], I got to go to ten different chapters, so I had a great time seeing 

what people are doing around the country.  It was a very interesting time for anybody to 

see. 

 

S:  Since 1998, the last interview, you have been part of copyright, you’ve been the 

parliamentarian, you’ve been in the History [of the Health Sciences] Section, you’ve 

edited or written a column “Honoring Our Past,” and you’ve been part of the Fellows 

group.  Do you want to talk about several of those and let us know what you thought was 

important about that? 

 

M:  Well, “Honoring Our Past” [column in MLA News] was kind of funny, because I 

think they went through the whole membership, and no one wanted to do it.  So I decided 

that would be fun for me.  And it is; I enjoy it very much.  I look at something over a 

period of a year or two and try to find things that you would laugh at today or some of the 

things that you would be surprised at today.  Also, of course, when I’m doing that, I have 

to stop and read a lot of the articles. 

 

S:  Which is your favorite thing. 

 



LUCRETIA W. MCCLURE  

 

 

26 

M:  Yes, it is my favorite thing.  Our old journal really was very interesting.  Now, it isn’t 

like the one today. 

 

S:  You mean the BMLA [Bulletin of the Medical Library Association]? 

 

M:  The Bulletin, or the Journal [Journal of the Medical Library Association], as it now is 

called, which is much more focused on research.  And I’m sorry, in a way, because the 

other one had so much interesting stuff that was not scientific, but it was so relevant at 

the time for the libraries. 

 

S:  Can you think of an example? 

 

M:  I’m not sure I can think of any examples, except that we had a lot of doctors who 

wrote on history, and I found that to be very interesting.  There were many doctors in the 

original MLA who were members, and they were more important than the librarians at 

the beginning, because I think they held it together.  Now our journal is focused on us 

being as equal as we can be to science.  In some ways, I think it’s too bad, because we 

don’t have those kinds of papers that we used to get in the old journal, because they don’t 

fit the mold.   When you write about history or something, you can’t really make a 

structured abstract with conclusions the way you do if you’re doing some kind of 

research.  But that’s just my opinion from the past.  We had more humor in the past in 

our journal.  I think people said things that they would never write that way again in 

today’s world, but it’s fun to read.  I try to find things that I think show us how we were 

fifty years or forty-five years ago.  

 

S:  Well, I know I enjoy reading your [column]. 

 

M:  I have fun [writing] them, and since I know a lot of the people, I know who said that.  

Being on the Fellows [convening the MLA Fellows group] was another job that was 

given to me. The Fellows kind of died away at one point and then got rejuvenated many 

years ago.  At the very first meetings we tried hard to find something that we should do 

as Fellows.  What is the purpose of being a Fellow?  Well, it’s an honor, yes, but you’re 

supposed to have knowledge and you’re supposed to create something or do something.  

So our first thought was that we would write white papers, as people do, on a theme, and 

submit it to the Board [of Directors], and then it would be published as a paper from the 

Fellows.  Well, we were blasted right out of our seats, because they said, “You’re trying 

to take over the organization,” and they would have no part of it.  We were not going to 

write papers, and the board was not going to deal with us that way.  So that idea went out 

the window.  We struggled for quite a while trying to find a meaning.  But it is a thriving 

organization today, and we do try to do things that support MLA and support 

librarianship and support individuals.  So I think it’s doing all right, but it had a very kind 

of stretchy [beginning]...   People used to come to our meetings who weren’t Fellows.  

They didn’t know what it meant, so they would just drop in.  It was kind of interesting in 

the beginning.  But we finally got it organized in a way. 

 

S:  Well, and you were pretty much leading it during that time, right? 
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M:  No, there were lots of big names in the Fellows.  Al Brandon was there.  I remember 

him speaking very strongly...and Erich Meyerhoff.  There were lots of people who could 

have written very good [papers]...  We didn’t want to run the organization; all we wanted 

to do was write about issues.  And I don’t remember what year this was or who was on 

the board except that it was a resounding “No” to our suggestion.  So we didn’t do that 

and we don’t do that to this day.  But in many organizations, if you look it up, it’s the 

fellows who tackle an issue and put forth a paper with suggestions, and you see that a lot 

in other organizations, but not ours.  So I don’t know. 

 

S:  I don’t know.  If that idea were floated again, maybe it would go somewhere now. 

 

M:  It might go through, but I don’t know.  It's an entirely different environment today.  

Anyway, but we did hang in there and it is a great organization to be a member of, 

because we are all more or less from the same generation—not me, but the rest of you. 

 

S:  What about your copyright and your parliamentarian roles? 

 

M:  Well, I’ve given up the parliamentarian because... 

 

S:  But just recently, right? 

 

M:  Yes.  I couldn’t go to MLA last year, so somebody else...  And that’s fine; I’ve been 

doing it a long time.  Again, I think it was because nobody wanted to do it, so they finally 

asked me and I said, “Fine, I’ll be glad to do it.”  I had to go buy a Robert’s Rules of 

Order.  I still have it, and I look at it now and again when I’m on a committee.  Anyway, 

it was all right, because it made sure I went to the business meeting. 

 

We used to have so much fun at business meetings.  I wish the young people could see a 

video of one of our early business meetings, where we had people who stood up and 

argued and shouted and condemned.  It was such a different organization.  That’s because 

we didn’t have a strategic plan.  When you came to the annual meeting, you brought your 

motions, and they were discussed at the annual meeting.  And this committee would 

present a motion, and it would be discussed by the membership.  We don’t do that 

anymore, because it is carried through a different avenue.  But we used to have a lot of 

people who were just full of crazy ideas.  I remember one meeting when they wanted to 

take a vote against the war, and I don’t know what they thought librarians against the war 

would do. 

 

S:  Was this the Vietnam War? 

 

M:  Yes. 

 

M:  But it didn’t pass, because we have a strict rule that you have to provide your 

motions ahead of time, and this person had just thought of it, so it didn’t work.  But we 

did used to argue these things in our meetings, which gave us a lot more interesting 
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things than we do today.  [Editor’s note:  A resolution cosponsored by sixty registrants at 

the 1970 Annual Meeting in New Orleans calling for withdrawal of armed forces from 

Vietnam was ruled out of order by the parliamentarian as not compatible with the charter; 

a two-thirds vote to overrule the president failed.] 

 

S:  So are you still part of the History [of the Health Sciences] Section? 

 

M:  Oh, yes.  Yes, indeed.  And I speak up because I’m the only old one there who 

remembers anything from the past. 

 

I think it’s an interesting thing, because so many of the medical schools today do not 

teach history.  They may have, as we do here [at the University of Rochester], an 

organization, but they don’t really teach it formally as a course.  Some doctors teach it in 

their teaching.  But we had a very active history of medicine group here years ago.  There 

is a group still today, but I don’t know that many students come to it, and that’s too bad.  

We used to try to get students to participate.  But we have such a fine collection.  There’s 

nobody in New York except the Academy [of Medicine] that has any kind of collection 

as good as ours, so it is really remarkable. 

 

I really enjoy being part of that section, because we do get new people and we want them 

to be a part of...  Most of the History Section librarians don’t have great administrative 

control, so they’re not in that part of the library.  But they come to MLA and they meet 

with people who are directors and administrators and heads of departments, and it’s a 

much broader way.  And they need that; I think it’s very important.  But again, many of 

them don’t have any funding or they can’t do it.   But the history meeting always has 

something interesting, and I’ve enjoyed being a part of that.  Years ago, way back in the 

early years, most of the library directors came to it. 

 

S:  To the history meeting?  No kidding? 

 

M:  Oh, yes.  I remember a number of the lady directors of the libraries were always 

there.  And gradually, as we moved from books to automation, they came to the 

automation information part rather than the history part. 

 

S:  That’s interesting. 

 

M:  So it’s very interesting to see the changes that have taken place.  We had many 

doctors who used to come as well, and they don’t anymore. 

 

S:  To the MLA meeting? 

 

M:  Well, they came to the History Section.  But today we’re more a part of ALHHS 

[Archivists and Librarians in the History of the Health Sciences]—part of that 

organization as well as being in [MLA].  Some people don’t come to MLA, because they 

go to the other.  There are two organizations.  The other one is strictly history, and of 

course MLA is not, so they have had to juggle both.  But I think it’s important, because 
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you have to know the history of where you are and how you got here and what your 

purpose is, and it’s all there from the first days of Hippocrates. 

 

S:  You need to know the background. 

 

M:  You need to know it. 

 

S:  So, let’s go on here.  You may have some thoughts about MLA—specifically, 

suggestions for change.  I’m wondering if you would like to talk about those—your 

insights related to the organization itself or relationship to library education—any of 

those things. 

 

M:  Yes, I would, because I think Estelle Brodman said years ago that we should be 

talking about what we need twenty years from now.  And I can’t even imagine what kind 

of automation there will be twenty years from now, because every single year we see a 

development coming. 

 

My greatest concern today is about the education of librarians, because I feel like we 

should be an active part with our colleagues in the library schools.  I’ve hired a good 

many young people over the years, and they’re all good people, worthy people, but there 

are so many things they don’t know that I think they would benefit from in preparation 

for working in a medical library.  I think, for example, we should be a part of the review 

team that goes and looks at the medicine classes in library schools.  I have no idea what 

they teach today other than computers.  I don’t really know what they do.  But there were 

so many basic things that young people did not know when they came to work that I 

think they would have known had they had a class that developed this area.  So I think we 

ought to be partnering with our colleagues in the library schools.  We do have faculty 

who come to MLA, but I don’t think we have anything to say about it [course content]—

at least I don’t know of any relationship directly that we have with them.  I think we 

should have more contact with library schools. 

 

I think the future of librarians is going to be directly related to more science.  I think they 

need more biology; I think they need more genetics; I think they need more of what the 

medical schools are utilizing.  I don’t know that the library schools can do that or should 

do it, but I think we need to find out about it. 

 

I think there are skills that we’re going to need down the road, and I don’t know that 

we’re prepared for it.  In the manual world you could teach everyone everything they 

needed to know and do, because you did it yourself and you could show them.  That’s not 

true anymore.   

 

We’re seeing libraries that are hiring non-librarians for their jobs.  We see people who do 

our jobs and are not librarians, but they’re doing what we do.  We see people who are like 

Dr. Lindberg.  The highest job in our land is held by a physician, because they view that 

as essential.  But we don’t do anything about this.  We don’t say anything.  We’re nice 
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people.  We welcome everyone to the library.  I think you look around and you see things 

that are happening that we don’t have a part in, and I think we should have a part in that. 

 

S:  So you’re thinking that MLA should have a more direct influence on library 

education. 

 

M:  Yes, I do.  I think it would be great if we could partner with them and be interactive 

and have them come to our sessions, where we talk about what we need in the library 

today.  If they get out of library school and think they have a job for life, that is wrong, 

because unless you keep learning, unless you keep growing, unless you keep adding new 

things to your skill set, you’re not going to be a librarian ten years from now.   

 

And it’s not a job...  It used to be that you could hide in the library for your whole career, 

and nobody would ever bother you.  That was especially true of technical services.  If you 

were not an outgoing, warm-hearted person, you could be a cataloger and never speak to 

anybody.  And that was fine, because you were in the back room.  No one ever came in 

there; nobody ever bothered you.  That was great.  Now you’ve got to face the public, and 

you’ve got to face people who are researchers, and they’re not patient.  They’re not 

always kind.  They’re always demanding.   

 

And that’s our job.  We should be right up there with them.  Instead, I think we are not 

keeping up with where everything is going.  I know part of it is lack of money, but I think 

we ought to be teaching more, speaking less, at our meetings, and doing things that open 

doors for librarians.  So I think that’s one thing that we could be doing right now that 

would help prepare us. 

 

If we’ve had this much since I’ve retired, new stuff coming along...  Just look at what 

we’re doing today.  Instead of that machine that they used to send out for the oral history, 

you have a little iPad, and it’s taking our words.  Just think—the changes in everything 

we handle.  Every computer is different; every little database is different; every little 

thing is adding some quirk or another to what you do.  Well, we’re not doing that full 

force, and we should be.  I think we should be the leaders.   

 

One way I think we could change is—instead of having our annual meeting with all of 

us—we should be going to the other people's meetings and showing our wares.  If we 

went to the surgical annual meeting, or the diabetes organization, or this organization, 

and show where we fit in as part of your team, I think we’d do much better.  There was a 

speaker many years ago at MLA, a doctor, and I’ve never forgotten what he said, because 

I think it reflects on us.  He said that the problem with the medical field is that the red 

corpuscle men speak only to the red corpuscle men, and the white corpuscle men speak 

only to the white corpuscle men.  I think we should open our wings and embrace a much 

wider area than we do today.  Our meetings are by us, for us, and about us, and I think we 

should be out there collaborating with areas like AMIA [American Medical Informatics 

Association] or ALA [American Library Association] or SLA [Special Libraries 

Association] or the law librarians or the education librarians or the veterinary librarians, 

and be ahead of the game instead of chasing it. 
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S:  Well, you know, interprofessional education is a big thing in academic health sciences 

right now, and what you’re suggesting sounds like you want to extend that to different 

kinds of library fields and have lots more discussions and interdisciplinary projects, 

probably. 

 

M:  I do think that.  I do think we could learn from everybody, and I think that they could 

also learn from us.  But we don’t do it.  I think we really do need to look at a broader 

area.  Why don’t we invite these people to meet with us?  Why don’t we do different 

kinds of things for meetings instead of what we’re doing?  I think that we have lots of 

colleagues out there in the world who don’t know a thing about us, and we don’t know a 

thing about them.  I think we could do more.  I think we ought to have more authors 

come and tell us what they’re looking for in the library.  I think we have all kinds of 

people who might benefit from us, but they don’t know about us, because we don’t really 

do anything with them.  So that is my story for the world. 

 

S:  And you’re sticking to it. 

 

M:  And I stick to it, yes.  I don’t think it would be hard to arrange...  We don’t have to 

plunge in the ocean first; we can take a dip in the river and try it out with some other 

people.  But I think if you had a booth at the medical meeting, as all kinds of vendors do, 

they would be surprised. 

 

S:  Well, I guess there is some of that going on in the National Network of Libraries of 

Medicine booths that are exhibiting. 

 

M:  Yes, but mostly we don’t do it, and we don’t go to their meetings.  I know they 

wouldn’t listen to us talk about surgery, because we don’t do it.  But we could learn from 

them what it is that would help them the most.  I think we ought to start doing that.  I 

think we ought to write in non-library journals.  I know that would be a tough nut to 

crack, but I think we should try it.  I think there are lots of ways we could involve 

ourselves with other kinds of people that we serve. 

 

S:  All right.  So I know that you’ve spoken at the MLA new members reception every 

year—for decades, I’ll bet—and I know that you make a big impression on those fresh 

new faces.  Can you summarize what you tell our newest members and discuss your 

thoughts about encouraging the new generation of librarians? 

 

M:  I really enjoy seeing them, because they’re not all young people; there are lots of 

middle-aged people who also come into the library world.  Many of them have worked in 

the library but have never been able to come to the association.  I try to focus on two 

things.  One is the value of MLA, and the value to them right off the bat is that they begin 

to have colleagues.  So many times you get an email from somebody asking a question, 

and you think, don’t ask that kind of person.  You’ve got library colleagues who know 

exactly what that is.  You need to go and have a group of people that you become 

acquainted with.  And when you are at MLA, you go to a speech or a group of some kind 
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and you begin to meet people, and they’re all interested in what you’re interested in.  I 

don’t know a single person who wouldn’t help you if you called up and said, “I need to 

know something about your community.  Would you help me?”  You would get 100% 

return.  One of my colleagues of Valley Manor asked me a question about a person in—I 

don’t know whether it was Arizona or New Mexico, or some place.  I immediately went 

to a library there and asked the question, because I know somebody down there.  And I 

said, “I’ve got a friend in practically—I used to have a friend in every place.”  I would 

say, “If it’s about this area, I know somebody there who could help us.”  You could 

benefit from that greatly, because people ask you questions.  I know how it is.  First day I 

was in reference, I had no idea what to do.  But I figured it out.  I had colleagues.  And as 

soon as you have friends in other places, you have an avenue of support.  And every year 

you come to MLA you get more and more of them. 

 

Also, talk about the value of what we do and our resources and what kinds of 

organizations we want to be, and the value of them contributing and learning to take on a 

chapter or a section.  Be active.  Do something.  Get yourself involved.  Even if you don’t 

think you can write, write something.  Speak somewhere.  Do something that helps your 

library.  Make sure that you’re helping your own library people, and mix up with other 

libraries in your community—that kind of thing, to say you have a voice and you need to 

use it.  And MLA will help you. 

 

S:  So those are your words of advice. 

 

M:  Yes.  Advice is free. 

 

S:  But it’s appreciated.  I know that. 

 

M:  When you first go to MLA and you don’t know a single person, practically, and you 

sit there with 500 other, 600 other people in a meeting and you think, “What am I doing 

here?” 

 

S:  Well, the way that you learn to know those people is the second thing you were 

talking about, and that is by getting involved and being on committees. 

 

M:  Being on a committee. 

 

S:  And then you know the people that were on that committee with you and you build 

your network. 

 

M:  And you start, and then the next year you meet them again.  And pretty soon they’re 

good friends, and they meet you with some other friends.  And I said, “And you can go 

right up...”  I’d point out, if she was there, to the president, and, “…speak to her.  She 

can’t hide herself away here.  She’s right here.”  And if you have any question, you can 

go to any board member and say, “I don't understand this.”  You can go to anybody in the 

office at MLA and ask, “What does this mean?”  Be a part of it.  Kick it around, if you 

will, but do something. 
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S:  Very good.  So do you have any big, overall thoughts about where medical 

librarianship might be headed in the future? 

 

M:  I think it’s going to be more demanding.  I think you’re going to have to be more 

based in science, because if you’re going to be an embedded librarian, or if you’re going 

to be a clinical librarian, or if you’re going to run a library, you have to have the skills 

that come with all of those arenas. 

 

Not just library, but in every aspect there are ways to grow, and we’ve got to start 

showing people.  If you think, when you graduated from library school, that you have a 

job for life and that you need no more education, then you’d just better pack up and go 

home, because that’s not going to happen.  And you better practice on new computers, 

bigger computers, better computers, whatever, because they’re coming.  And there are 

going to be other job people who are going to kick you off your pedestal if you don’t 

have these skills.  So I think it’s a serious thing that we should be talking about and 

working on and preparing for a future that we can’t envision. 

 

S:  We try to envision it. 

 

M:  That’s right.  We try. 

 

S:  We try all the time.  We try to come up with those visions.  But it’s really hard. 

 

M:  That’s difficult.  Well, nobody expected that these things would happen the way they 

happened, but you can know that you’re going to have to change and grow if you're going 

to be a librarian in the twenty-first century. 

 

S:  So I have a question—the last one, I think.  Overall, how would you like to be 

remembered by the library community?  Actually, it’s two questions in one.  And what 

do you consider your most important contribution?  This is a tough one, yes? 

 

M:  It’s very hard to talk about yourself.  I’d rather talk about your contribution than 

mine. 

 

S:  But this is your oral history. 

 

M:  I think I would rather be remembered as a cataloger, a reference librarian, a serials 

librarian—any one of those things; as a person who liked the profession the way it was, 

liked the way it changed, liked the way it’s going to change, and wants it to be a 

continuing growth area and that there will still be people who are librarians. 

 

Now, somebody else will have to look at my contribution, but I just feel like we have a 

lot to offer and we need to make it known.  I remember when I put in our newsletter that 

a journal on brain research cost $20,000 a year.  Now, this doctor wrote a letter to the 

dean and said, “There’s no journal that costs more than a hundred dollars.” 



LUCRETIA W. MCCLURE  

 

 

34 

 

S:  I’ve gotten that same comment. 

 

M:  So I went and I took the Brain Research journal, and on the page where it tells you 

what it costs, I took the copy down there, and I showed it to him.  I said, “You know, this 

journal has 1,500 pages, so it’s got a lot of stuff in it.  But it does cost $20,000 a year.”  

At that time you could buy a car for $20,000.  He was just overwhelmed.  He couldn’t 

believe.  We haven’t done a good job of telling people what issues face the library, 

monetary issues like that, because many people cancel that journal right off the bat.  They 

can’t afford to buy it.  If it’s important, is it worth the money?  Well, that’s the kind of 

thing that I think we have to be careful about, because we should make it known.  We’re 

just too nice.  We want to help everybody.  So we hide our problems often, and we don’t 

let the world know that we need Brain Research.  In fact, we need it desperately right 

now, because there’s so much happening in the brain.  And yet, if we can’t pay $20,000, 

you can’t have that journal.  And despite that people think it’s all online, it won’t be on 

your line, because you don’t have the money. 

 

S:  The other thing that people always said, when they realized how expensive the 

institutional subscriptions were, was, “Well, then use my copy.  You can put my copy 

down in your stacks.” 

 

M:  Do you remember that journal that used to have a stamp on the front of their journal 

that says, “Do not give this to your library”? 

 

S:  I didn’t know that. 

 

M:  Oh, yes, and I could take you down in the stacks and show it to you, because I wrote 

them a letter and said, “We don’t do that.  We pay the full freight, so you do not need to 

say, ‘Do not take this to your library.’”   

 

S:  But some of the physicians just couldn’t understand why we’re paying so much more 

than he is. 

 

M:  But we serve thousands of people, for heaven’s sake.  If you didn’t take it in the 

library, how many people would take Brain Research?  Zero, because they can’t afford it.  

They couldn’t even afford some of the $700 journals or the $500 journals or the $13,000 

journals that we have in this library.  But it’s sad, because the online story goes on:  “You 

don’t need any more money, because it’s all online.”  It’s the worst doom we ever had, 

because it doesn’t help us one bit, and it’s not online free; it’s online if you pay for it.  So 

we haven’t done our job in educating people to the understanding of the issues that face a 

library today.  If you want the best journals, then you have to pay the freight.  And we’re 

fighting all the time with these companies, trying to get them to move their price down to 

help us, but they have us under lock and key, because if you want it, you can’t buy it on 

the open market.  It’s for sale only by that owner. 
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S:  That’s right.  All right.  Well, I think we remember you for many things, Lucretia, and 

we’ve got through a lot of them today.  And we are pleased that you took the time to do 

this.  It will be important to have this in the MLA archives—your second oral history 

interview.  Did we forget anything to talk about?  Are there any last words you want to 

have? 

 

M:  Well, I would just like to say I appreciate all the things that these organizations have 

done for us and for me, because when I came to the first meeting, I thought, I’m going to 

sit in the back row.  I’m not going to look to the left nor the right.  I’m going to stare 

straight ahead and pretend that I’m not here—because I didn’t know anybody.  And it’s 

come from that kind of feeling to feeling like, even though I don’t know everybody 

anymore, I feel like I can go to anybody and say, “I’m a fellow librarian, and can you 

help me?”  I think that’s an earmark of our organization, and it’s a valuable one that we 

ought to nurture.  And I just think we’ve got to look at ways to prepare ourselves for what 

is coming, since we don’t know what it is. 

 

S:  What lies ahead. 

 

M:  What lies ahead is to be discovered, and I hope we’re around to discover it. 

 

S:  Well, thank you so much.  It’s been a pleasure, and I am happy that I was able to do 

this.  Thank you. 

 

M:  Thank you very much. 
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