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Most surprisingly, some of
the loudest voices were those
who opposed library provision
… a public library, the vicar
warned gravely, “will be
conducive to novel reading
rather than healthy reading”.

In the last decade, public library
closures have become a regular,
regrettable occurrence. Libraries are
characterised as luxuries when culture
is made to compete for cash with other
public services. What libraries are for,
and who they benefit, has been under
intense scrutiny in recent times, and
contemporary campaigns to keep
libraries open have been vociferous
and creative, employing tools of
protest and persuasion from poetry
to posters.

***

In 1892, in Worthing, West Sussex,
a library campaign played out on the
streets through similar means. Largescale notices appeared on hoardings all
over the town. Two and a half feet high,
these bill posters used the visual style
of election materials to ask, ‘Why
should Worthing have a public library’.
Produced in a bright type by W. F.
Churcher, a town councillor and the
editor of the Worthing Gazette, as part
of an ambitious campaign spearheaded
by a young solicitor, Robert W. Charles,
the posters sought to harness the energy
of the so-called ‘public library movement’ for the benefit of the town. The
Public Libraries Act of 1850 had
enabled local boroughs to seek approval
for their provision, financed through
local rates at a penny in the pound. By
1886, a total of 125 public libraries had
been established in England, but
Worthing in 1892 was still without one.1
Charles was determined to remedy the
situation.
The posters outlined, in declamatory
style, twenty-one reasons why a public
library was essential. It was stated to be
‘as necessary for the mental and moral
health of the citizens as good sanitary
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arrangements, water supply and street
lighting are for the physical health and
comfort of the people’. It provided not
only ‘a place of rest, recreation, and
improvement’ but also a place where
artisans could be educated. It was, the
poster declared, ‘the University of the
working classes’; nonetheless, it was
‘open to ALL… rich and poor’. Such
institutions were an index of cultural
superiority: ‘the existence or absence
of a Public Library in a town is being
accepted as a standard of the intelligence and public spirit manifested
in that town’; ‘a health resort like
Worthing’ should thus provide one for
its inhabitants as well as its growing
visitor population. 2
From the perspective of an avid
twenty-first century library user, these
are good points, well made. But, as
library historians have pointed out,
there was, perhaps surprisingly, no
passionate public sentiment for their
establishment during the nineteenth
century. 3 Alistair Black observes, “we
can speak of a public library movement,
but only just.” 4 Enthusiasts mounted
local campaigns, but progress was slow,
and turnout to decision-making polls
could be disappointing. Most surprisingly, some of the loudest voices were
those who opposed library provision.
In Worthing, at the time of Charles’s
campaign, handbills circulated listing
an alternative set of reasons why a
public library was not wanted. In an
echo of twenty-first century political
reasoning, these noted that a library was
a luxury, and the town could not support
the expense. 5 Reverend J. Lancaster,
vicar of the Church of the Holy Trinity,
financed leaflets to be delivered to the
doors of the poor.
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The rate-financed library, he claimed,
“will press heavily upon ladies and
gentlemen with very limited means,
of which there are many in Worthing”.
It was argued that the institution ‘will be
used very largely by a class who are in a
position to provide their own reading.’
Another issue was moral: a public
library, the vicar warned gravely, “will
be conducive to novel reading rather
than healthy reading.” 6
Claims and counterclaims played
out through bill posters and leaflets,
and in the public meeting organised
to promote a public vote on the matter.
The main case was put by Thomas
Greenwood, the author of widely-read
works in favour of museums and
libraries, who was a professional
campaigner for the cause. His Public
libraries: a history of the movement and a
manual for the organisation and management of rate-supported libraries ran
through multiple editions in the 1880s
and 1890s, and at 600 pages was a
comprehensive campaigning tool.
The Worthing ‘21 reasons’ poster was
adapted from a model in its appendices.
The resolution, ‘That in the opinion
of this meeting it is desirable that the
Public Libraries Act should be adopted
in Worthing’ was carried unanimously,
‘amid acclamation’. 8 Rate-payers
were balloted: votes for totalled 1207;
votes against numbered 468, making a
majority of 739. 9 The Worthing library
campaign of 1892 was a success. In
1893, however, a devastating outbreak
of typhoid in the town saw priorities
necessarily directed elsewhere, and
it was 1895 before the first and very
modest public library was established in
Worthing, with Charles as its honorary
librarian. It took until 1908 before a
dedicated building was constructed,
in the form of what is now Worthing

Museum and Art Gallery. 10 Public
libraries, once established, were indeed
used by all, and their users happily got
the reading matter they desired and
deserved.
Robert Charles meticulously detailed
the 1892 campaign through a cuttings
book, pasting in newspaper reports,
lyrics for campaign songs, copies of
handbills and the poster; these are now
part of Worthing Museum’s collection.
Like Greenwood, he gathered the
materials together in the optimistic hope
that they would benefit ‘the historian of
the movement, writing a hundred years
hence, when the entire country will be
honeycombed with Public Libraries’. 11
I am that historian, but over a century
later I look to these materials not as
laurels to rest upon but as sourcebooks
for renewed twenty-first century
campaigns. The value of public libraries
for all, for entertainment and edification, is still not secure.
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