Upon the Occasion of My Retirement

I was originally asked to speak at the WLA President’s Luncheon at the annual conference in La Crosse and to share any profound wisdom I might have concerning my 34 years of librarianship.  Fortunately, Russ Feingold showed up and relieved me of this responsibility.  Then Terry Dawson announced that what I would have said would now appear in the newsletter.  Great!  I usually just ad-lib.  Now I have to try to write it all down.  Fortunately, my well of profundity is really more of a puddle, so I’ll be brief.  My career, and thus my advice, all boils down to the following three simple maxims.

The first is “illegitimis non carborundum.”  This is a pseudo Latin phrase stemming from the early days of World War II, and supposedly translates as, “don’t let the bastards grind you down!”

I have now lived through 17 biennial state budgets, and many more annual budget processes at other levels of government.  I have seen horrifyingly bad legislation proposed and sometimes even passed.  And I have joined my fellow librarians in suffering the slings and arrows of all those who have concluded either that public libraries are dens of iniquity that should be suppressed, or worse yet, are no longer relevant to the people in an Internet age.

If you are not careful, a steady diet of this kind of thing really can grind you down.

We do not have vast reserves of cash and we do not sit among the mighty.  But we do have our own secret weapon.  We have the people.  We provide products and services that they need and want.  We touch their lives, and the lives of their children.  We help them make their dreams come true.  And they repay us by using our services in greater numbers every year.

The wheel always turns.  Budgets are ultimately restored, and courts and good legislators ultimately overturn bad decisions.  The fact of the matter is that beautiful new libraries have continued to spring up across our state, and although none of us gets all we need to do the job right, comparing us to where we were 34 years ago is a little like comparing a modern skyscraper to a mud hut.

In short, never, ever “let the bastards grind you down.”  We may lose battles, but as long as we have the people on our side, we will never lose the war.

My second maxim is “carpe diem,” or “seize the day.”  In order to keep the support of the people, we must constantly adapt to changing technologies and a changing society in order to remain relevant.  Unfortunately, no one ever seems quite ready to provide us either the resources or expertise needed to make our trip to the Promised Land an easy one.  Instead, we have to load up our camels and hit the trail ourselves.

Fortunately, we have found a very effective way to do this.  It is called cooperation.  Where once public libraries stood all alone, they are now knitted into powerful library systems, and through shared automation and delivery the citizens of even the smallest village can easily access the resources of a region, the state, or even the planet.  Libraries of all kinds freely share their expertise and resources with each other, on-the-shelf collections are now backed up by electronic databases, virtually everyone has high speed access to the Internet through their local library, and best of all, the information we purvey now comes in formats to suit every need and taste. 

I’m not sure if I have ever had a really good original idea in my life.  Instead, my talent lies in taking the ideas of others and adapting them into something that works.  That really isn’t too tough when we have a brain trust consisting of the entire Wisconsin library community on the job 24/7.  Every change, every new development, is met with a host of creative responses coming from some of the cleverest people I know.  The challenge for the rest of us is to “seize the day,” to cooperate - through systems, through consortia, through whatever we think up next – and to make these great ideas a reality for the people we serve.  We have successfully done this for many decades now, and I believe the future looks even more promising than the past.

My last bit of advice to you is “utor veho,” or “enjoy the ride.”  I have always found it both amazing and wonderful to be able to do something that I love, that serves humanity, and for which I am well paid.  I also enjoy the company.  Librarians tend to be warm, funny people, and they are always ready to reach out to one of their own in time of need.  Good advice, expert help, or just somebody to share your troubles with is never further than a phone call or an email away.

These last 34 years have been a very great ride indeed, and I wouldn’t have missed it for the world.  You’ll still see me around from time to time.  I can’t give up libraries quite that easily.  But before I forget, just let me say thanks.  To those with whom I have disagreed – you have challenged me to examine what I believe, and I am the better for it.  To my friends – you have uplifted my spirit.  And to those whom I have only seen in passing – it has been my loss never to have gotten to know you better.  

As the Alutiiq say, “E’lot Negosooli,”

“Until sometime again,”

Peter Hamon

November 2005 

Editor’s Note: Vonna Pitel, retired IMC Director for Cedarburg Public Schools, was also asked to provide remarks on a career in libraries for the President’s Luncheon. Her speech will appear in the next issue of the WLA Newsletter.
