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LIBRARIES AMD LIBRARIANSHIP

IN NIGERIA
AT MID=-CENTURY

The theme of this Conference is "Twenty years of librarianship
in Nigeria", and I have been asked to speak today about the first of
those years - the years of its birth, The choice fell on me presumably
because I am the oldest one amongst you. As to the date of birth there
seems to be some doubt. Ir Bankole, when he approached me on behalf
of the Conference Programme Committee, spoke of marking the coming of
age of professional librarianship., If this is the same for professions

as for human beings then it must today be tirenty.one years old and in

that case birth must be assumed to have taken place in 1949, Mr Bankole,

however, spoke of mid-century, and the Conference theme certainly says
'twenty years' which takes us to the year 1950. So, 1949 or 19507
Somewhere there appears to be a lack of precision. But librarians are
alvys precise, and to suégest anything else at a moment of professional
maturity would be a serious matter, It must be concluded, therefore,
that it was the birth itself which was lacking in precision.

This certainly fits the facts of birth as I remember them., The

labour was great and extended ovef a considerable period of time. As
one of the midwives, perhaps the only one present who assisted in that
delivery, I speak with authority. For a long time, and it might be
anything up to twelve months, the child which was struggling to be born
hung uncertainly betwixt and between the vomb of library preghancy and
the hard facts of professional life. The term mid-century is therefore
precise enough. Ve can take it that between 1949 and 1950 there was
born in Migeria a new profession -~ new in this country, that is - the
profession of librarianship., The christening did not take place until
three years later, in 1953, when a professional association was formed,

the West African Library Association,!
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LIBRARTES AND LIBRARIANSHIP IN NIGERIA AT MID~CENTURY

LIBRARIES BEFORE MID-CENTURY

I am vell aware that even this dating - elastic though it is - is
debatable. There were libraries in Nigeria before mid—century. The
Lagos Public Library, The Lagos ILibrary, better known by its later name
of Lagos Lending Library, the Tom Jones, the Secretariat, Henry Carr's
personal library; others also: institutional librarics such as those at
the Higher College, Yaba; the Central lledical Library, also at Yaba; the
Geological Survey Library at Kaduna; and libraries of agriculture and

forestry at the respective Government departments in Ibadan.

Finally, what is often overlooked — though not at this Conference —
there were libraries in the Horth before Niseria itself came into existence.
The full extent of those is still not known — a reflection, perhaps, on
our professional maturity, but since Kensdale's article in WALA Newis,

June 1955, there has been no excuse for not knowing of their existence.?

The knowledge has widened considerably since then.

LIBRARTANS BLFORE MID~CENTURY

Obviously it wasn't libraries that achicved birth in 1950. Nor was
1t librarianshipe Therc had been librarians in the country for some years.
The British Council, which opened a Lagos office in 1943, procceded to
establish a library and it was their Librarian, Miss K.D. Ferguson, who
became the first head of the Lagos Public Library, which was run jointly
by the British Council and  the Lagos Tovn Council.> Before 1950
Miss Ferguson had been followed by one or two others. In 1947 liiss Doris
Torsythe tas appointed to catalogue Henry Carr's library which had been
acquired by the Nigerian Government as thc possible basis of a national
library., In 1948 a University College was founded at Ibadan, with
provision for library and librarian well in advance of normal university
practice at the time. For the first time the country had a library under
the umbrella of an officially constituted Nigerian institution. And by
the end of that same year the University College had two expcrienced
librarians at work, Iiiss Forsythe and mysclf.h
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ITBRARIES AND LIBRARIANSHIP IN NIGERIA AT IMID-CENTURY

With a public library in Lagos and a University library in Ibadan,
it might seem that the birth of librariecnship was already complete., This
would, I think be a prematurc judgement. The mere founding of a library,
cven the appointment of a librarian, do not in themselves carry assurance
of continued growth, let alone the birth of a profession, In Vest Africa
infant mortality, whether human or institutional, is something to be reckoned
with, Ioreover, the Lagos Public Library had no solid foundations., Its
administration by the British Council was a temporary expedient that could
not be expected to continue, As for the University College, it was a new
type of institution for Nigeria, and its library even more so, Its governing
body and everythingﬂabout it was ‘provisional’, Its appointed Librarian
arrived in the country only a week or so before the year's end.

Looking at the library scene in Nigeria in 1948 we would have to admit
the prescnce of both libraries and librarianship but as to how securely

established, that was decidedly questionable. There had been expectations
before, and in the end they had come to nothing.

THE DIFFICULTIES CF BIRTH

In fact this child of ours was trying to cnter a world in many ways
alien to it. Strong forces werc opposed to it and these we must now examine
if we are to understand the difficulties of that birth., In doing so we must
remember that librarics are social phenomena. A collection of books only
becomes a library in the proper sense when it hes been organized for use by
readers. This is the distinguishing fcature of a library, the function of
bringing tozether books and information on the one hand and pecplc on the
other. A collection of books becomes a mediuvm of communication., The
process of conversion from one to thc other, the process by which the raw
materials, the printed books and doouments and records in various forms,
are transmuted into a social organism, an instrument for the use of society,
that is librarianship., I stress this point because we who work in librarics,

who are the makers of libraries, becausc we are so much part of the organism
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LIBRARIES AND LIBRARTANSHIP IN NIGERIA AT 1IID-CENIURY

very casily ceasc after a time to be awarc of the fact. We sce the

machinery, we make it vork, we perform our miracle of transmutation, we
satisfy the individual reader, and amidst it all overlook the grand design,
the social role, the part the library plays in enriching and even transforming

the world of which it is part.

LIBRARIES ARE INSTRUIENTS OFF POTER

If we forget this as individual librardans it is natural enough. But
to forget it as a profession is fatal to the profession. For librariecs
are instruments of power, potent with all the explosive thoughts of mankind,
and like all powerful instruments they must be handled with respect,

understanding and caution,

If librarians sometimes overlook this, there are others vho do not.
Those in ile seats of powcr have always understood it. It was they after
all who first made usc of the library as an instrument of their power over
others, the priests and divine kings of Egypt, the cmperors and kings of
Assyria, the rulcrs of the ancient Greck world, the Church and State of
mediaeval Buropc. And when, in modern times, democracy claimcd library
privileges for all men there was strong resistance, mainly from those who
had hitherto had them to themselves, and who objccted to being taxed so
that other men might ¢njoy them also.

It was amidst this struggle for library development that the library
profession as we know it has grown, a strugglc in vhich men have manoeuvered
for control over an instrument of social power, some working to rctain it
for themsclves, others to mako it more widely accessible to the people as a
whole, some even to pervert it to tyrannical ends through censorship and

control of its eontents.
A library profession can only come to full development in a society
favourable to libraries for the many. It is not merely a matter of .being

born but of finding circumstances favourable to the profession's growth.

In our case these have been far from easy. The profession, in Nigeria as
Y P ’ g




LIBRARTIES AND LIBRARTANSHIP IN NIGERIA AT LID~CENTURY

elswherc, has found itsclf between two opposing forces, those who have
wanted libraries and fought to establish them, and thosc whe have resisted
cither their coming or their expansion, On this battleficld thc drama of
our birth has been played out., The full story has yct to be pieccd

together and here I can only give the broad outlinc.

EARLY LIBRARY MEMN

Pirst of what we may call the 'library men' of liigeria was Henry Carr,
alrcady buying books and making a personal library when a student at
Fourah Bay College in the 1870's., Throughout his long life he was the
staunch protagonist of a richer life for his fellew countrymen, and to
Henry Carr the greatest riches werc to be found in books. This was
cxemplified in the library which over the years he assembled in his housc
in Tinubu Square, Lagos, so assiduously and so unsparing of personal
expense that it numbered at his death in 1945 some 18,000 volumes, This
was a private library., It is true that it was open to those who kmew him,
truc also that he always spoke of it as the basis for a future national
library. But Henry Carr was a reserved man and I think it would be correct
to say that his books served morc recaders after his death than ever they
did in his lifctime. Nor were the books organized for other than private
usc, There was no catalogue, no classification, no machinery for lending.
And there is evidence that as he grew older Henry Carr's natural rcserve
was deepencd and he was driven more into himself and away from the sharing
of his books with othors.?

This was due largcly to the friction that developcd between him and
the other grecat Migerian 'library‘man' of his own generation, Herbert
Macaulay. lacaulay was many things that Henry Carr was not. He was
extrovert, passionate, radical. He sought the public eye, he was a writer
rather than a reader. He was an owner of books, certainly, but never a
book collcetor; yet curiously he is destined, I believe, to be rcmembered

for his collection long af#er all Henry Carr's books havo crumbled to dust.
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LIBRARTES AND LIBRARTIANSHIP IN FMIGERIA AT MID~-CENTURY

There was nothing very rcmarkable, lct alonc unique, about the bocks that
Carr ccllectcd. Macaulay on thc other hand in the coursc of a busy public
and political lifc amassecd documents, pamphlcts, ncwspapers, and all the

ephemcra of his timcs, material which is nowr forever a rich mine for the

historian of Nigeria and its strugglc for indcpcndcncc.7

If these two 'library men' could have combined, the story of librarics

in NMigeria might wecll have been differcnt.

THE LAGOS LIBRARY

Around the early twentics appcars the third of our 'library men',
a Europcan this time, a colonial civil scrvant named Alan Burns, later to
become Sir Alan Burns, Governor of the Gold Coast, and best known to

librarians as author of thc first standard History of Nigeria.

During his first spcll of duty in Nigeria he rclates how he "tricd
in vain to persuade the Governor that govermmcnt funds could wecll be
spent on a public library for Lagos".‘8 This Governor must have becn
Sir Hugh Clifford (Govcrnor, 1919-24); beforc 1919 the Governor was Lugard
and nobody who knew Lugard's views on expenditure would drcam of approaching
him on the subject. Clifford was a very differcent type, author of many
novels, friendly with Henry Carr, and a man of liberal views who might
have becn oxpccted to be well disposed towards Burns and his plea

for libraries.

Burns was moved to the Bahamas in 1924 and only rcturncd to Nigeria
in 1929, this timc as Deputy Chicf Secretary. It was not a period when
the colonial government was sympathetic to local aspirations and Burns
wastcd no more efforts in trying to intercst colonial governors. This

time he went to the Carnegic Corporation and their rcsponsc was favourable.

A grant of $6,000 was made, Burns convened a mccting, a committece was
clected of which Henry Carr was a membcr, and Burns chairman, and on
29 Scptember 1932 the Lagos Library was opcned for the use of members. Like

the Tom Joncs this was a subscription library, but unlike the Tom Jones

7




LIBRARTES AMD LIBRARIANSHIP IN NIGERIA AT MID-CENTURY

it was a successful onec. It was still going strong at mid-~ccnlury and
when the National Museum was built one wing was given over to this
library. TFor all these years it filled a necd - the nced for light
rcading, fiction, biography and current affairs. The members camc

almost entircly from the civil scrvicc and the profcssions and no attempt
secms cver to have been made to broaden the library's basis. By the
nineteen~thirties anyone acquainted with library history could have
forcseen that no library of this type could be cxpected to serve any wider
social purposc, and it is curious that the Carnegic Corporation, expericnccd
as they were by that time in the devclopment of libraries, should have
allowed their money tc be speat in this woy. Buris must have been very

persuasive.

Lxcept for the narrow inilcrests o. its members and as an cxamplc of
a typc of library alrecady approachins cxtinction in other parts of the
world, the Lagos Library has playecd no pzrt in the library history of
Migeria. It has ncver cmployed o profcssionel librerizn, its staff have
been concerned only with the most routinc and non-professional proccdures,
the charging and discharging of loans, Its influence has if anything
hindered real library devclopment by diverting the cnergics of men like
Burns and Carr which cculd have been uscd to morc cffective social and
national purpose. And yet it is to bc noted that owing to the influence of
its members it has always been able to command the attention of high
authorities., By the second year of its existence it was able to move
into what is described as "more suitable premises in the grounds of

Government House",? And later, as I have said, it was provided for in the

Lagos MNotional Muscuu,

THE CARNEGIE CORPORATION

One achie¢vement there was however, resulting from this cffort by
Burns and Carr: it brought onto the West African sccenc the Carncgie
Corporation of New York. Henccforth this foundation is always in the

library picture, assisting with surveys, subsidising projccts, financing

s s -7 - fg
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investigations, and as the latest and most generous of their gestures,
fathering a school of 1ibrarianship.1o V'ithout them the present situation
of librarianship in Nigeria misht have been bleak indeed,

After their initial grant the Corporation was asked for more, Wisely,
this time, they declined until they could have a survey made of ‘‘est Africa
as a whole. This brought them into touch with both the British and the
colonial governments and the correspondence that cnsucé reveals in a
fascinating way the attitude to libraries of these governmonts. The British
Govermment, through the person of its then Colonial Secretary, lialcolnm
lMacdonald, was only too ready for its colony to use Carnegic meney. It was
no. prepared to spend a penny itself,

"I do not wish", wrote the Secretary of State for the Colonies to
the Governor of Nigeria, Bourdillon, 8Mw 1939, "I do not wish to give the
impression that I shculd desire Colonial - :vernments to incur themselves
more than a small outlay upon the subject at the moment”. He was notifying

Nigeria of a Carnegie grant for 1ibraries.11

In Ifigeria official opinion fully concurred iith this view. On
12 April 1940 the Lagos Secretariat informed the Colonial Office that the
proposed Carnegie grant 7as of little practical value. African reading
interests, they declared, were "too limited and too closely associated
wvith personal advancement to justify expenditure on reading materials of
broadgp'§ggpe,"12 As though Migerians had cver been given the opportunity

to see "materials of broader scope" and decide for themselves!

That was the opinion of the Secretariat, It ivas not the opinion of
all Nigerians., An opposite view was voiced with his accustomed force

by Dr Azikivre, and the library struggle began to gather momentum.

WORLD WAR IT

Support for libraries came from an unexpected source, a world rar,
In the course of "orld War II there emerged in Britain, now fighting for
its life and forced to fresh perceptions, new attitudes towards many things,
including her colonies. In particular the minds of colonial peoples assumed

a new significance for their governors. Public Relations became an office of
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LIBRARIES AND LIBRARTANSHIP I MIGERIA AT MID-CENTURY

government, and the British Council was launched to spread British culture,
British ideas, and therefore British books to all peoples whose understanding
and friendship was rcquired. For Public Relations Offices and for thc
British Council, librarics and reading rooms bccausc the obvious media of
communication,

The British Council opcened its first Nigerian officc in 1943, in
Lagos. Its represcntative was soon started on a dialoguc with the colonial
governuent on the subject of a nationsl library, and with the Lagos Town
Council on that of a public library for the city.'? The Public Relations
Office established recading rooms in the larger centres throughout the
country and supplicd them with newspapcrs, official bulletins, rublicity
literature about %he war, and even more solid farc in the form of hooks
when they wore available.

A1l this occurred at a time when there was still not a singlc librarian
at work in thc country.

Meanwhile the Carncgie Corporation had completed one swvey, by
Hanns Vischer and Margaret Wrong, had decided that Vest Africa was ready
for library development, and had commissioned from a Hiss Ethel Fegan

14

a second report on hov to go about it,

At this point in our drama the stage was occupicd by the folloving

figurcs:=
The British Council

The Carncgie Corporation
The Government of Nigeria

The Lagos Town Council

Slightly off stagc was the British Imperial Government; and in the
wings werc thc now aging figures of Henry Carr and Herbert Macaulay, The

mantle of the latter was already falling on thc new figure of Dr Azikiwe.

ELLIOT COMMISSION

So far the theme had been confined to public librarics., HNobody at

10
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LIBRARIES AND LIBRARTANSHIP IN TIGZRI.. AT 'ID-CENTURY

this time had considcred any other type of library worth discussion in
Nigeria. But suddenly, in 4194, just as the British Council was coming to
terms with the Lagos Town Council, another figurc appeared in the fcrm of
a Commission sent by the Secretary of State for the Colonies "to rcport

on the organization and facilities of the existing centres of higher education

in British West Africa, and to make recommendations rcgarding futuwre university

development in that arca", The chairman was Walter Elliot,15

The report of this Commission did two things for librarianship in
Nigeria, Tirst, it revealed the poverty of cxisting educaticnal library
facilities.16 Secondly, in its recommendations it not only emphasised the
need for an adcquate library in the university which woas proposed for
Ibadan,17 but also supportcd a principle that was still being fought over
in the university world elscwhere, the principle that a university librarian
should have academic status, that he should be of professorizl rank, and be
an ex-officio member of the Academic Board., This concept was later accepted
in all the new British universities which were founded. It has, I beliesve,
done more than anything else to ensure a high standing for librarians in

West Africa,l8

By October 1948 the University College proposed for Migeria was in

existence at Ibadan,

LAGOS PUBLIC LIBRARY

Meaawhile the British Council was operating the Lagos Public ILibrary
on behalf of the Lagos Town Council. Therc was s5till some effort by those
who hoped that the Govermment could be persuaded to accept responsibility for
library development at a national level, They had sccured the establishmcnt
of a Standing Committee to advise the Government on ILibrarics, and this
Committee in 1948 laid before Government their detailed proposals for a
National Library, These were approved by the Chicf Scerstary, at that time
Sir Hugh Foot, and forwarded to the British Government, but no action over

eventuated.19 By 1950 all hope of advance in that direction seems to have
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LIBRARTES AMD LIBRARIANSHIP IN NIGERIA AT MID-CENTURY

been abandoned for the time being. The Impericl Government was happy to
leave such matters to the Carnesic Corporction, though one at least of its
colonial scrvants in Nigeria gtill tricd to make them sec reason. lix J,0,
Field, later Commissioncr for Western Camercons, stated the matter hluntly:-
"It was not intended that the Carnegic grant shculd be used to finance the
new Scheme -~ in fact one of the main objcets c¢i' that Sehem:s —as to drive
home the point that Government ... must accept full fineneinl responsibility
for library scrvices themselves and that they cannost oxpect %o go on doing
it on cheap grants from Carnegie, the British Council or aayone «lsc. The
whole trouble in the past, and quite cleérly a considerable part of the
trouble now, is the failure to realise that thore have =2t to o libravics
and that part of the available public revenue has pol to be aprropriated to

their establishment and maintenance".20

NATTOMNAL LIBRARY CONCEPT REJLCTED

The National Library concept, however, got no further at this time.
And lecst anyone think that only the British Government was to blame, it
should be added that it got preeiscly the same treatment whern it was raised
again with the country'’s first represéntativc Governnont, In 1952 the
Council of Ministers decided against acceptance of librery development a
& responsibility of central government., "It tokes tiw view", the Council
stated, "that it must be Kegional, local and privaic orgenizations, vhick

increase library facilitics throughout the ‘territory"oz1

Pron all this something, however, was saved, The Lagcs Town Council
ia 1950 took over from the British Council full rcsponsibllity for the
Lagos Public Library, and plans were put into operation for scnding
NMigerian staff overseas for training. The Tirst to go was Xalu Okoric, the
second Bbole Mrikine, and the third Mrs Oku. The first gualificd Nigeriar

librarihns were in the pipe-—line.22
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LIBRARTES AND LIBRARTAIISHIP IN NIGERI’ AT LID=CEITURY

A NATLOMAL BIBLIOGRAPHY

Oiher cvents thare were also which contributed to the birth of
librarianship, in particular the Publicetions Ordinance 1950, which was the
firgt cvidence of offizial interest in a nationel bibliugraphy.23 In the
sane year the Iltcdan University Library was able to acquire by purchase the
library of Herbert liacaulay, Thié gave the opportunity for & development of
some historic significance., The Hacaulay ccllection, which as 1 have said
vas rich in docunents and papers, was joined with others of African interest,
the Charles Orr Hemorial Library, the Henry Carr and ilontagae Dyke African
naterial and the Publications Ordinancc material. The collection that
resulted was orgmrdzed as @ special Africana Library and announced in the
Library's Annual Report, 1950/51,24 It was the forerunncr of many such
collections, not only in Nigeria but in North America, Britain, and the
world at large. It afforded facilities for African research and is an
interesting example of the way in which librariss can give a lead to lines
of university iresearch.

FTuarther eviid:nce of the emergencs of librarienship was forthcoming
from Ibadan:- (i) two publications, the first of their kind: a Preliminacy

List of Scrials in the Library (19L9),25 and A Guide to the Library (1950);26

(ii) the acquisition of a microcard reader in 1950, possibly thc first such
machine in any library in the British Comnonweqlth;27 (i1i) the celebration
in Deoember 1949 of the accessioning of the 10,000th volume.?8 Nigeria at
last had the basis for a scholarly rescarch library, and for o national

bibliography, as well as an cifective staff to handle then.

A TRAVELLING LIBRARTAN

But the cvent which beyond all others was significant to our profession
of librarianship was scmething clse, sonething quite outside the normal scope
of a university 1ibrafy¢ In 1949 the Government of tha Western Region
suddenly found itself the employcr of & 'Travelling Librarian', This
Librarizn arrived unexpectedly, nobody knew what to do with her, the
relevant fi-'es iere lost, and the Unlversity Library was asked to give her

13
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a corner to sit in whilc the Government figured what to do about it, The
matter was soon out of their hands, If the Government didn't know what to
do the 'Travelling Librarian' did. She was scoon travelling, visiting cvery
corner of the Region, inspecting reading rooms, summing up the situation and
planning a rcgional scrvice. She retained her rclationship with the
University Library and beforc many nonths had passcd joint action was being
taken in the organization of ihat was called a "Training Coursc for N.A.
Librarians", This was held in August 1950 at the University and attended
by 30 N,A. Iibrary Attendants and 15 of the junior staflf of the University
Library. 1ilo less than five profcssional librarians participated: lilss Parkces
(the Travelling Librarien), lfiss Carnell (formerly Organizing Tutor for the
N.Z. Library Association who had just arrived as Deputy Librarian), Miss
Petticrew (newly appointed Refercncc Librarian in the University Library),
Miss IHullane (British Council) and mysclf, Other tutors werc Chicf Solaru
of the Oxford University Prcss, and Dr Robert Gardinecr, then Dircetor of

29

Extra Mural Studics, now head of the E.C.A.

BIRTH OF A PROTFESSION

This event exemplified something new in Nigeria's library history.
As I have tried to show there werc clrcady libraries and librarians. ZEven
librarianship was beginning to prove itself. But you can have all thkese
without a library profession. Therc have oftcn cnough in history been
quite respectable libraries, :ith quitc accomplishcd librarians vorking in
then, displaying perfectly competent librarianship, iithout the combination
adding up to the cxistence of a profession, Before the cvent of which
I speak the few librarians in the country vcre isolated, #nd closcly ergaged
in the work of their individual librories. DMNow, for the first time, they
were brought together on a common task, and it rras a task which touched the

very heart of professionalism,

Somc years ago a presidont oi' the Library Association (Londen) in his

prosidential address spoke on the professional aspects of librarianship.
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From a book by Lewis and llaude, Professional people, he quoted the

attributes which they claimed to bc the distinguishing marks of a profcssion.3o

The two most important of these, without which a profession cannot oxist, are:-
1. A body of knowlcdge and of skills

held in common and continually extended

by unitcd effort,

2, An ecducational proccss based on that
common knowledge and those common skills,
in the ordering or applying of which the
profcssional group has a recognized
responsibility.

In Ibadan, in August 1949, a group of experienced librarians, from
differcnt countries and differcnt types of library, got togethcr, considered
how their knowledge and skills could best be adepted to the Migerian
situation, and then proceeded to impart them to Nigerdians.

A snall booklet was compiled aftcrwards and published in Ibadan

by the "estern Provinces Education Department. This was Notes on Method

3

for N,A, Librarians, by Joan Parkcs. It prescrves something of vhat vas

taught on that occasion. Tor us today it is a historic document, the
precursor of all those grand developments of a later day, departments and
institutes of librarianship, professional journals and a professional
association now contcmplating, in proposals before this Conference, an arny

of paid officials and a palatial building.
With that modest meeting of lilrarians and librory attendants, with that

little paper-covered publication on elementery library method, was born

the profession of librarianship in Nigeri:, approximately twenty-one years

ago.
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