
History of the Main Library  
(Ottawa Street Branch) 

 

BEGINNINGS 
The area that is now Joliet was first settled in the 1830s. In 1850, the population of Joliet was 2,659, and 
in 1852 Joliet was officially incorporated as a city. By 1870 the population of the city had reached 7,263.  

On September 1, 1875 the City Council, taking advantage of a state law enacted 4 years earlier, passed 
an ordinance establishing the Joliet Public Library.  

On March 7, 1876 the Joliet Public Library opened in the Cagwin Building located at 102 W. Jefferson.  
Miss Charlotte Akin was the first Librarian, in charge of a 750 volume collection.  

According to the Joliet Herald News, Miss Akin "administered the library's affairs for three years."  

 In 1879 the Library was moved to the Akin Block, owned by Miss Akin's father, and located on Jefferson 
between Chicago and Ottawa Streets. The lease for the space in the Akin Block stated that "there shall 
be no drilling, drumming, marching, running or other military or calisthenic exercises or unusual or 
disturbing noises in the rooms over the above leased premises during the time the lease is in force, until 
after the hour of nine o'clock  p.m. of each and every day this lease is in force."  



 In 1898 the library was moved to the Gorman Building on Van Buren Street, where it would remain until 
it moved to its present location in 1903. 

A NEW LIBRARY BUILDING IS NEEDED 
On August 9, 1898 the Joliet Daily Republican reported that "plans are under way by which Joliet is 
assured of a new city hall and library building.” The paper noted that the Library Board had nearly       
$50,000 available for this project and that "the members are desirous of starting the improvement 
without any unnecessary delay.”  The same article noted that "many sites have been under consideration 
by members of the directory but the one which was deemed most favorable at the present meeting is the 
quarter block situated on the northeast corner of Clinton and Ottawa streets."  

 On January 26, 1899, the Library Board authorized the purchase of that property. 

On May 24, 1902 the Library Board selected the Chicago architectural firm of D. H.  Burnham & Co. to 
design the new library building.  The Daily Republican noted that the firm's senior member, Daniel H. 
Burnham "will be remembered as the famous architect of the White City at Jackson Park, Columbia 
Exposition".   

On June 5, 1902 the Daily Republican reported that architects in Joliet were displeased with the 
selection of the Burnham firm. The paper noted that "it does not look fair to the people of Joliet, and it 
certainly looks disrespectful to it's architects to have the members of the library board go out of the city 
and engage a man to do the work several of the local men can do just as well as outsiders can do it." 

John Lambert, a prominent industrialist and member of the Library Board made a donation of $42,000 
to the building fund.  

On September 3, 1902 the Joliet Daily Republican reported that "it has been known for a long time by 
those most interested that with all available funds it would be almost an impossibility to attempt to build 
a structure to accommodate both city hall and library. Realizing the condition of affairs, the city council 
agreed to relinquish what claim it had in the proposed building upon the payment to the city of $25,000 
by the library board."  

The paper further noted that it was understood that the $25,000 would come out of the Lambert gift 
and that "at least two of the members of the board had talked informally upon the subject with Mr. 
Lambert, and it was their impression that no trouble would ensue regarding the payment of the money 
to the city council for the relinquishment of its claim.” 

On October 7, 1902 the Library Board awarded contracts for construction of the building.  Among the 
subcontractors was John G. Wilhelmi, who was awarded a contract for carpentry work worth $20,000.  
Mr. Wilhelmi's great grand daughter, Mary Anne Hartnett was a part-time librarian at the Joliet Public 
Library in the 2000s.  That same day, the Library Board released the drawing of the library building. The 
Daily Republican noted the building was "a combination of Gothic and English Tudor architecture."   

On December 14, 1903 the new library building was opened to the public. The Daily Republican noted 
that the first books were taken out by Mrs. George A. Buck. The paper further noted  that "the building 
is entered through a commodious vestibule and the visitor steps at once into a spacious corridor running 



to his right and left, terminating to the south in the children's room, and to the north making a right 
angled turn opposite the librarian's office and terminating finally at the reading room to the west."  The 
paper reported that "just opposite the door is the long oak delivery desk, while the back of the desk open 
arches to the stack room which runs from north to south and where the books rest in the latest and most 
modern pattern of stacks or cases."   

1900s 
The new library building was open less than a month when the Library 
Board was faced with a controversy over the use of rooms in the 
building.  

On January 7, 1904 the Joliet Daily Republican reported that the Grand 
Army of the Republic (an association of veterans of the Civil War) had 

petitioned the Library Board to set aside a room in the library for G. A. R. meetings. The paper reported 
that the Library Board rejected the petition due to the fact that "they are expressly forbidden by the 
statutes to set aside a room for such purposes." Will Barber, clerk of the Library Board noted that "we 
have received similar petitions from a number of societies and if one should be given a home in the 
building, the others would feel that they had the same right." 

On February 12, 1904 the Joliet Daily Republican reported that "patriotism prevails at the new library 
building today, and the birthday of Lincoln was fittingly observed by raising a new and handsome flag 
over the building." 

On April 28, 1904 the Joliet Daily Republican reported that the familiar statue of Louis Joliet, by Sigrud 
Asbjornsen had arrived at the library, but was lying on the ground due to the fact that the rivet needed 
to attach the statue to the pedestal had been forgotten. The paper noted that the missing rivet was 
expected to arrive two days later. 

On August 11, 1904 the Joliet Daily Republican reported that the Hiawatha tiles had been installed 
around the fireplace in the children's room (now the AV room). The paper noted that Librarian Kate 
Henderson, believed that "no room for children is quite as it should be without an open fire.  And there is 
nothing which so makes or mars the beauty of a room as the fireplace." The paper noted further that 
"various subjects for tiles came up for consideration, but always the mind of the librarian reverted to the 
story of Hiawatha, read and beloved of all children." 

According to the 1905-1906 Joliet City Directory, the offices of the Board of School Inspectors were now 
housed in the Library Building, having been listed at 305 Van Buren in the 1904-1905 directory. The 
School Board offices would continue to be located in the Library Building until October, 1934 

1910s and 1920s 
In October, 1911 the Joliet Public Library hosted the annual conference of the Illinois Library 
Association.  The Joliet Evening Herald reported that the 75 delegates attending the conference was a 
much larger number than had been expected. 



In April, 1918 the best work of local artists was placed on exhibition at the library.  

In June, 1918 the library participated in Baby Week a public health program in which parents were 
asked to bring in children under 6 years of age to be weighed and measured. 

In March 1919, the Joliet Evening Herald News wrote a story on the library decennial report covering 
the operation of the library from 1908 to 1918, written by Librarian Rena Barickman. The paper noted 
that "the redecoration of the entire building, 654 feet of book shelving added, a fine stereopticon with a 
fireproof room built for its operation are a part of many improvements." The paper also noted that the 
"regular and occasional meetings have been held by no less than 29 associations of Joliet." 

During the 1920's the number of books held by the library continued to grow. By the end of 1929, there 
were 63,089 books on the shelves of the library. 

On Armistice Day 1921 a tree was planted on the grounds of the library in honor of the unknown dead 
soldiers of World War I. 

In October, 1927 the Joliet Public Library once again hosted sessions of the Illinois Library Association 
Annual Conference. The Joliet Evening Herald News noted that 175 librarians had made reservations to 
attend. 

On May 24, 1929 the Joliet Evening Herald News reported that a turnstile had been installed in the 
Library. The purpose was two fold: to allow a staff person to inspect all books leaving the library to 
insure that those books had been checked out, and "to shut off the library after 9 o'clock in the evening 
when meetings are being held on the second floor of the library." 

1930s  
The economic depression that gripped the country during the 1930's affected the library in several ways.   

From 1930-1939, the size of the library collection grew by less than 1,000 volumes. With very little 
money available to purchase books, the library requested patrons to donate books to the library.   

 In November, 1932 the Chicago Herald Examiner reported that Head Librarian Rena Barickman 
expressed fear that the library would be closed, as only one-sixth of the expected income had been 
received. While this did not occur, more than once the library was forced to shorten its hours of 
operation in order to save money. 

On September 20, 1934 the Joliet Herald News reported the School Board had begun moving its offices 
from the library to the former Logan School on South Ottawa street. The offices of the School Board had 
been located the library for nearly twenty years.  

On January 26, 1936 the Joliet Sunday Herald News reported that "the new city hall in the public library 
building will open for business tomorrow morning." The paper also noted that "use of the new quarters 
will result in an annual rental saving of approximately $6,000.”  A full page advertisement announcing 
the new City Hall noted that "space has been provided in the basement of the building with a meeting 
place for various women's clubs."  Offices of the Joliet city government would be located at the Library 
Building until February, 1967. 



1940s and 1950's 
The 1940's were a time of relative stability for the Joliet Public 
Library. The collection grew steadily. By the end of 1948 there were 
over 80,000 volumes on the library shelves. 

In 1947 the library began having it's newspaper collection 
microfilmed.  A pamphlet prepared for the 75th anniversary of the 
Joliet Public Library in 1951 noted that "time and the tendency of 
wood pulp paper to deteriorate rapidly eventually destroys the 
newspaper files. The microfilm process will preserve photographic 

facsimiles of the papers indefinitely."   The picture at left, from the 75th anniversary pamphlet, and 
shows Miss Shirley Culver using the Recordak microfilm reader.  

In 1958 the basement of the library underwent extensive renovation. Cataloging, which at that time 
involved the checking (and modification if needed) of catalog cards and the placing of Dewey numbers 
on the books, was moved to a single office in the basement. Previously each department had cataloged 
their own books.       

1960s and 1970's 
By the 1960's the offices of the City of Joliet had outgrown the space available on the second floor of 
the Library Building. It was time for a new, separate city hall. In early 1967 that building located at 150 
W. Jefferson was completed.    

On February 15, 1967 the Joliet Herald News reported that city offices located in the Library Building 
had begun the move to the new Joliet Municipal Building, and that it was anticipated that all city offices 
would be relocated to the Municipal Building by March 15. 

In 1967, the Joliet Public Library building became the headquarters of the newly created Burr Oak 
Library System. The system was formed in accordance with a law passed by the Illinois Legislature in 
1965, "to encourage cooperation among all types of libraries in promoting the sharing of library 
resources." The system included libraries located in Will, Kankakee, Grundy, and Kendall counties, plus 
the Village of Lemont. The headquarters of the system would remain at the Joliet Public Library until 
relocating to Shorewood in 1976. In 1993 the Burr Oak and Starved Rock Library Systems merged to 
form the Heritage Trail Library System. 

On April 12, 1970 the Joliet Herald News reported remarks from Library Director Robert K. Pohl in 
connection with Library Week.  In the article, Mr. Pohl noted that the library now contained 95,000 
books, and also had phonograph records for loan: films, talking books for the blind and physically 
handicapped, large print books, and framed art prints. 

In November 1970 the Library Board received the report of consultant Robert R. McClarren who had 
been hired to study how well the library building was meeting the needs of library users and staff.    



According to the November 18, 1970 edition of the Joliet Herald News, the consultant recommended 
that a new 50,000 square foot library building be constructed on a site as close to the present building 
as possible. The paper noted that according to then current standards, the library needed 36,000 to 
43,200 square feet of space, yet had only 22,500 square feet of space available for public use. The paper 
noted that the consultant's report had revealed other problems with the library building including 
"leaking and flooding basement in periods of heavy precipitation, old fenestration, recurring roofing 
problems and uneven climate control in both summer and winter".  The consultant's report also cited a 
shortage of seating space in the building.  According to the Herald News, Library Director Robert Pohl 
stated that the Library Board "merely accepted the report as of now.”  

In 1976, when the Burr Oak Library System relocated to its new home in Shorewood, the Joliet Public 
Library became the sole occupant of the Joliet Public Library Building. 

1980's 
In the fall of 1980 a $240,000 remodeling project was begun.  

According to the pamphlet Joliet Public Library: A Brief History 1875-1992, by Darlene Bull, "improved 
lighting, updated restrooms, carpeting, and new pipes were installed. The main stairs were rebuilt. The 
entire second floor was remodeled and open to the public."  According to the Joliet Herald News, the 
outdoor ramp was installed, and the card catalog was put on a computer system during that time.  

On April 15, 1986 the Joliet Herald-News reported that members of the Library Board and Director 
James Johnston had met with the Joliet City Council to discuss property acquisition.  The paper reported 
Mr. Johnston's later comments. In those remarks, Mr. Johnston said “it's no secret the board is looking 
for space. When the library was renovated board members tried to 'put every square inch into service', 
he said.  Now only a few small sections of books can be added before seating will have to be removed.  
The library has only 80 seats, but should have 250.” 

On August 20, 1986 the Joliet Herald-News reported that the Joliet Public Library had received approval 
from the Joliet City Council to purchase the old Walgreen's cafeteria on the northwest corner of Chicago 
and Clinton streets, directly adjacent to the library building. 

In February, 1988 the library opened the Juvenile Literacy Center; forerunner of the present Media 
Center. According to the Joliet Herald News, the center offered children access to eight Apple II 
computers. The paper noted that 300 software programs were available for use. 

 



On April 6, 1988 the Joliet Herald-News reported that the Joliet City Council had approved plans to build 
a 60,000 square foot addition to the library.   

On January 31, 1989 the Joliet Herald-News reported that library expansion might be scaled back due to 
the projected costs. The paper also reported Councilwoman Margaret Short's comment that "with the 
city's growth westward, the library may have to build a structure further west in 10 to 15 years, meaning 
the downtown facility would not have to be as large as proposed."  

On Tuesday February 22, 1989 the Joliet Herald-News reported that real estate developer Charles 
Muren had proposed that the Joliet Public Library renovate the vacant Kline's Building for library use and 
build an addition connecting that building to the present library building. The Library Board ultimately 
rejected this proposal.   

On March 4, 1989 the Joliet Herald-News reported that the members of the Joliet Redevelopment 
Architectural Review Committee had recommended a 36,000 square foot extension similar to the 
original building. The paper noted that in a letter to the Library Board, the committee had stated that 
"the architectural significance of the existing library coupled with its prominent downtown location 
demand that the proposed addition's exterior appearance be of the utmost importance."  

On April 18, 1989 the Joliet Herald News reported that the Joliet City Council had agreed to put a 
proposal calling for a 49,000 square foot expansion with a design similar to that of the original building 
out for bid. 

1980s Continued 
On April 20, 1989 Jolietans awoke to the news that a fire 
bomb had been thrown through a window of the library 
the previous evening. The Joliet Herald-News reported the 
story of the fire. Three passers-by had flagged down a 
police car at 9:44 p.m. to report the fire. Officer Robert 
Kuban radioed for firefighters. According to Library 
Director James Johnston, shown at left amid the damage 
in a picture from the Herald-News, "the non-fiction section 
of the children's area was gutted by the fire." The paper 
noted that "hundreds of singed and waterlogged books 
were strewn throughout the children's reading area", and 
that "bookshelves were overturned." The paper further 
noted that "books and videotapes in the main section of 
the library were unscathed" and that "there was smoke 
damage throughout the building."   

The Herald-News reported that the passers-by who 
reported the fire had seen "a white man with curly blond 

hair driving a gold Corvette near the library", and that twenty-two minutes after the fire was reported, 
police officers stopped a car matching that description. The paper reported that police found a gun in 
the car, arrested the driver for unlawful possession of a handgun, and had the car towed to a garage.  



On April 21 the paper reported that Larry C. Williams had been arrested for the arson of the Library 
Building.  

On March 24, 1992 the Herald News reported that Mr. Williams, officially charged with setting the 
library fire, had been found not guilty by reason of insanity by Will County Circuit Court Judge William 
Penn. 

On April 28, 1989 the Joliet Herald-News reported that the library would reopen its ready reference 
service at 9 am the next day, and that the adult section of the library might be opened the following 
Wednesday, if the cleanup was completed. The paper also reported on the many businesses and 
organizations that were accepting donations of money and books for the library. The paper also noted 
that while it would be several months before the children's section of the library reopened, Librarian 
James Johnston hoped "to open a temporary quarters near the library building for children's use." 

On June 7, 1989 the Joliet Herald News reported that the Joliet City Council had given final approval for 
the 49,000 square foot expansion of the Library Building. The next day, the Herald News reported the 
opening of the temporary quarters of the children's department of the library in the old Kline's Building 
located at Cass and Chicago. 

1990s  
On June 16, 1991 The Joliet Herald-News reported that the library addition was nearly complete. The 
paper noted that the fiction and youth services departments which had been housed in the Kline's 
Building for two years were now open on the first floor of the expanded library. The paper also noted 
that "all departments are open to the public, except the old second floor, which is nearing completion."   



On September 8, 1991 a grand opening ceremony marked the final completion of the addition. The 
drawing at left shows the library as viewed from Chicago Street, with the new addition in the 
foreground. 

On November 23, 1994 the Joliet Herald-News reported that the library would be getting its own 
parking lot for the first time, as the library and city planned to purchase and demolish the building that 
had formerly housed the W. T. Grant store located at 123-125 N. Chicago Street.   

In the fall of 1996 the Media Center was created to give both adults and children access to word 
processing and other computer programs. Associate Director Dianne Harmon notes that prior to the 
creation of the Media Center, only children were allowed to use similar computers located Juvenile 
Literacy Center. 

On September 19, 1997 the Online Information Center was opened on the second floor.  The OIC had 
nine computers that allowed library patron’s access to the Internet, and four computers that allowed 
access to magazine and journal article databases such as Infotrac and FirstSearch. 

2000s 
In the summer of 2000, city directories and other historical materials were moved from the archives 
room to the area north of the telephone reference station. This move brought those materials to the 
same area as the microfilm reels of the Herald-News and it's predecessor papers, thus making it easier 
for patrons to search for genealogical information. Desks for library staff were relocated from the 
telephone reference area to the now vacant archives room. 

In the summer of 2000 several computers were added to the Media Center. 

In the fall of 2000, the Online Information Center was expanded from nine to eighteen Internet 
computers. On busy evenings prior to the expansion, as many as 50 people would have to wait several 
minutes before getting their turn to use an OIC station. 

In the spring of 2002, the Media Center received six computers paid for by a grant from the Bill and 
Melinda Gates Foundation. 

2008  
In 2007 and 2008 the Main Library Building underwent the following renovations: 

• The circulation desk was moved and expanded. 
• New heating and air conditioning systems were installed 
• New lights were installed in the west wing, first and second floors 
• Books for young children were moved to the west end of the building. 
• Fiction books were moved to the east end of the building. 
• The Media Center computer center was moved, and renamed the InfoZone. 
• The basement of the 1991 addition was finished. 
•  A new computer center, the Internet Computer Center, with 20 computers was installed.  



• New rooms were built to house computers that connect the network of computer located 
throughout the building 

•  Compact shelving was installed, to hold materials not immediately needed by library patrons. 
• New carpeting was installed.  

The Future 
After the Library’s strategic plan was completed in 2016, the Library Board hired Library Planning 
Associates to assess the spatial needs of the Ottawa Street and Black Road branches. The Board decided 
to move forward with an interior remodeling plan for the Ottawa Street Branch in 2018. As of 
September 2019, the Library is currently working to secure funding for the project, and has requested to 
be considered in the 2020 Joliet City budget. For more information on the interior plan, click here. 

While the plan is to modernize the interior of the building, it is a priority of Library administration to 
keep Daniel Burnham’s vision alive, mirroring many of the touches from the original building while 
upgrading and modernizing the space. Our history is a part of who we are, and we plan to preserve that. 

This history of the Main Library Building was written by Jack Tegel using material gathered from microfilm and paper copies of 
stories printed in the Joliet Herald News and its predecessors located by Jack Tegel and material adapted from previous histories 
of the Joliet Public Library written by present and former JPL staff, particularly Darlene Bull.  Special thanks to Associate 
Librarian Roger Gambrel for locating scrap books of articles, and other documents from which material has been taken for this 
report. Edited by Mallory Hewlett, 9/19.  

https://www.jolietlibrary.org/index.php/en/blog

