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Today, The Altoona Area Public Library is a respected institution that serves as the Dis-
trict Center for libraries in Blair, Bedford, and Huntingdon Counties.  It is housed in 
its own building and offers a variety of programs and services to its patrons.  Children 

can come and browse through volumes in the youth room, students can access the Internet 
to obtain information from far-off places, adults can enjoy recorded books, and families can 
enjoy watching DVDs rented at an affordable cost with their library cards.  The Altoona Area 
Public Library has come a long way from its origins approximately 139 years ago.  For the 139 
years of the existence of a library in Altoona residents have supported the library services in 
their community, although those services were not always at the same location.
 The first library in Altoona was established in 1858, but the library has had five loca-
tions, all within a few miles of each other.  Altoona can boast of having maintained a library 
in a ticket office, hotel, church, and a school, and at each location the public flocked to make 
use of the facility.  The collection of the Altoona Area Public Library has been moved many 
times, making its history a true book walk.

      The first library to be established in Altoona was the Mechanics’ Library and Reading 
Room Association under the supervision of the Pennsylvania Railroad (PRR).  The PRR es-
tablished it as a technical library for its workers and housed it in a ticket office.  The library 
was based on membership and charged a small fee for use.  The collection soon grew far too 
large for its small quarters, and it was moved to the Logan House.  It was moved from that lo-
cation to a former Presbyterian Church on Eleventh Avenue.  The Mechanics’ Library would 
have enjoyed a prosperous life at the church if the building had not been in such disrepair.  
By the 1920’s, it was obvious that a new structure had to be found to house the library.
 The PRR started to look for an organization to house and maintain the collection of 
books and to oversee the conversion of the Mechanics’ Library into a free public library.  
They found that organization in the Altoona Area School District.  The collection of the 
Mechanics’ Library was moved into the Roosevelt Junior High School building in the late 
1920’s. The solution was expected to be temporary, but after 40 years the move appeared to 
be permanent.  The Mechanics’ Library had been converted to a free public library and disas-
sociated from the PRR.

      In the 1960’s, several community groups with support from the school board began the 
first successful movement to obtain an independent structure for the Altoona Area Public Li-
brary.  In 1968, the building at 1600 Fifth Avenue was erected.  The first building for the sole 
purpose of housing a public library collection was thus created for the people of Altoona.

      This is the history of the creation of the Altoona Area Public Library from its humble be-
ginnings of a room atop a ticket office to the three-story, fully-equipped structure that stands 
today;  It is a story of the movement of a valued collection and also a story of the people and 
place that made it so unique.

INTRODUCTION
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On August 7, 1858, 
Thomas Burchinell 
organized a meeting 

with concerned members of the 
Pennsylvania Railroad and influ-
ential members of surrounding 
communities, including Thom-
as Sargeant, David Galbraith, 
G.W. Sparks, A.A. Smyth, B.F. 
Custer, L.C. Brastow, F. Rosen-
burg, C.P. Hostetter, and R. Pit-
cairn, to consider the ways and 
means of establishing a library 
and providing for lecture cours-
es both for Pennsylvania Rail-
road employees and for others 
who might be interested.  From 
that meeting a temporary orga-
nization was established to de-
velop a library.  Mr. Burchinell, 
the foreman of the carpenters 
of the PRR shops, served as the president of this organization.  In September of 1858, that 
organization was made permanent, and a library was established.[1] 

      The Mechanics’ Library and Reading Room Association was established primarily for the 
benefit of the employees of the PRR.  While this was its main purpose, the library was open 
to PRR employees’ families and, for a membership fee, to the public. [2] Membership to the 
library expanded over the years to include honorary members, shareholders, PRR pension-
ers, and school children. [3]

 The library temporarily opened in an upper room of the Motive Power Office in the Rail-
road Building of the PRR on Eleventh Avenue with between two and three hundred volumes 
on its shelves. [4] The first gathering of the library’s collection is credited to J.B. Bowman, 
Richard Gill, and Ambrose Ward.  Mr. Ward had a large private collection that he donated 
to the new library, while Mr. Bowman and Mr. Gill gathered numerous other volumes.  To-
gether they were able to collect a valuable assortment of scientific, fictional, historical, and 
political works that formed the first library collection in Altoona [5]. 
      The library eventually moved from its temporary home at the Motive Power Office to the 
second floor of an old ticket office.  The Mechanics’ Library was housed above the ticket 

MECHANICS’  LIBRARY AND READING ROOM ASSOCIATION

Motive Power Office original home of Mechanics’ Library and Reading 
Association 1858-1885
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office from 1860 to 1885.  The site was less than conducive to the quiet atmosphere usually 
associated with a library.  This was indicated by a notice issued on December 3, 1862, by 
John P. Laird, Master of Machinery, and R. Pitcairn, Superintendent of the Middle Division 
PRR.  It stated, “The practice of sounding the locomotive whistle in Altoona Yard and in 
Round House is positively prohibited and must be discontinued… [6]  The whistle blowing 
interrupted the patrons of the Mechanics’ Library, who had to sit in a facility located so close 
to the railroad yards and tracks.
 The ticket office was the home of the Mechanics’ Library and Reading Room Association 
until 1885, at which time it was moved to the Logan House.  In 1885 the number of books 
in the collection of the Mechanics’ Library and Reading Room Association increased from 
8,000 to a peak of 65,000.  This was a number much larger than the ticket office building 
could have housed. [7]   

      The Logan House, which had a space large enough to accommodate the growing library, 
was a hotel built by the Pennsylvania Railroad in 1854.  A section of the first floor of the an-
nex was converted into the library.  While the facility was larger and less noisy than the ticket 
office location, it was still less than ideal.   The main purpose of the building was to serve as 
a hotel; therefore the needs and convenience of library patrons came second to conducting 
hotel business. In order to get to the Eleventh Avenue entrance, patrons of the library had 
to walk down a path and make a right-hand turn, crossing a wooden bridge.  The bridge had 
been built over a terrace that admitted light to the lower floor. [8] 

      The library prospered at the Logan House location until June 9, 1900, when it was 
moved to an old Presbyterian Church on Eleventh Avenue between Twelfth and Thirteenth 
Streets.  The library stayed at this location until 1926.  The church was actually transferred 
to the Pennsylvania Railroad in November of 1899, but renovations delayed the opening of 
the library until June of 1900. [9] 
 The Mechanics’ Library was one of the first and largest technical libraries in the country. [10] 

Logan House and PRR Depot home to Mechanics’ Library and Reading Association 1885-1900
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The Pennsylvania Railroad 
Company was primarily re-
sponsible for the Mechan-
ics’ Library, and so natu-
rally it was a center for the 
collection of publications 
having to do with Railroad 
construction, maintenance, 
and history.  Railroad ex-
perts desiring special infor-
mation frequently came to 
Altoona for information 
that could be found no-
where else. [11] Publications 
covered subjects relating to 
the Pennsylvania Railroad 
and the Railroad industry 
in general. Publications in-
cluded those of The Insti-
tution of Civil Engineering, 
Franklin Institute, Society of 
Chemical Industry, American 
Chemical Society, Institute of Mechanical Engineers, American Society of Mechanical Engineers, 
American Institute of Mining Engineering, The American Railway Engineering Association, railroad 
surgical journals, American and British railroad cases, and electrical railway journals. Sci-
entific volumes included: Science Abstracts, American Journal of Science, Scientific Monthly, and 
British scientific publications.  American government reports could also be found at the 
Mechanics’ Library, including census, patent and military records and reports concerning 
labor and commerce. 
 While the Mechanics’ Library held many scientific and railroad related works, it did not 
neglect the pursuit of broader topics.  The Mechanics’ Library collection included technical 
and literary periodicals, many German and French language publications, and English and 
American fiction and non-fiction.
 The Mechanics’ Library had a large collection of local historical records, including colo-
nial records and other Pennsylvania archives and a complete set of maps of the Pennsylvania 
Geological Survey.  It made available information on water works, architecture, photography, 
and folklore. It counted Warner’s Library of Choice Literature and the American Statesman 
Series among its holdings. [12] 
 The Mechanics’ Library was not only a source of written information.  Many of the early 
lecture series and programs brought to Altoona were sponsored through the Mechanics’ Li-

Former Presbyterian Church 11th Ave, housed Mechanics Library and 1900-1926
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brary and Reading Room Association.  Lectures had been part of the original purpose in the 
development of the library, and, by the twentieth century, many outside organizations took 
the library as an example and began to bring their own speakers to the Altoona area. The 
first lecture given at the Mechanics’ Library was by Reverend A.B. Clark on “The Study of 
History.” From that beginning, many other lecturers were brought into the library to speak 
on scientific, historical, and educational topics.

     The library as it was housed in the Presbyterian Church was awesome and well-used if 
somewhat gloomy. Books were displayed in large cases that nearly reached the ceiling, and, 
on the first floor especially, ceilings were very high.  A large mural of the Horseshoe Curve 
graced the first-floor walls, and framed lists of books on technical subjects directed patrons to 
the proper locations. [13] In 1910, receipts from the library amounted to $3,570.37, and over 
2,000 new books had been added to the shelves. On average, each member of the Mechan-
ics’ Library and Reading Room Association had checked out 38 volumes, and the librarians 
handled approximately 350 volumes a day. [14] 
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The Presbyterian Church was an ideal location for library services in Altoona, but the 
building itself began to deteriorate.  The PRR began attempting to turn the library 
over to the city of Altoona to make it a free public library.  In 1923, the proposal to 

have a free public library was brought up for a vote and was defeated by a narrow margin over 
the issue of raising taxes.  For the next several years, as the library facility at the Presbyterian 
Church continued to deteriorate, the issue continued to be a concern.  By 1926, the Presby-
terian Church became so unsafe that the Pennsylvania Railroad abandoned the property. [15] 

The steam heat was shut off, which necessitated the removal of the books to prevent mold-
ing.  The added costs and time needed to relocate the library proved to be much more than 
the PRR was willing to incur. They once again began focusing on turning over the entire 
Mechanics’ Library collection to an appropriate organization with the desire to make it a free 
public library for the city of Altoona. [16] The PRR offered the Mechanics’ Library collection 
to the city of Altoona once again, but City Council had no provision in its budget to finance 
the library and no place to house a 60,000 volume collection.
 In early 1926, the Pennsylvania Railroad Company presented the Altoona School District 
with the Mechanics Library collection.  The PRR offered to turn over the entire collection 
and $20,000 to cover initial expenses if the school district would operate the facility as a free 
public library. The authorization to transfer the collection and appropriate the $20,000 was 
given in July 1926 by F.G. Gumshaw, President of the Mechanics’ Library and Reading Room 
Association, W.F. Eberle, President of the Board of Directors of the Altoona School District, 
and Elisha Lee, Vice President of the Pennsylvania Railroad. [17]   The school district agreed, 

A FREE PUBLIC LIBRARY AT ROOSEVELT JUNIOR HIGH SCHOOL
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and the Mechanics’ Library 
collection was moved to 
the Roosevelt Junior High 
School building. [18]   Rob-
ert E. Laramy, Superinten-
dent of Schools, supervised 
the removal of the books 
to Roosevelt Junior High 
School and the Lincoln 
Building. [19]

   When the move took 
place the books were cate-
gorized and decisions were 
made as to which books 
were cataloged and which 
remained in storage.  At 

the time of the move, approximately 30,000 volumes were cataloged and shelved in the 
library room on the second floor of the Roosevelt building.  These were considered to be 
all of the popular, practical, and usable books which were in good condition.  The technical 
collections of periodicals, serials, and reports were placed in a downstairs storage room of the 
Roosevelt building.
 They were stored in the same cases that originally housed them at the Mechanics’ 
Library. [20] With the transition to a free public library underway, the collection of the library 
went through a drastic change.  The focus was no longer on technical collections or railroad 
related topics.  Indeed, no more than one-third of the Mechanics’ Library’s technical collec-
tion was cataloged and placed on shelves in the Roosevelt Junior High School Library. [21]   
The broader, more popular collections were now given the emphasis.  The Mechanics’ Li-
brary and Reading Room Association still existed during this period, and the school district 
allowed the organization to continue collecting journals and donating them to the library.  
The library would provide the room, shelving, and overhead expenses for the maintenance 
of books and periodicals.                          

      From the time of the transfer to the Roosevelt Junior High School in 1926, the school 
district supervised and determined which subscriptions to journals and periodicals could be 
considered of greater value to the larger public.  The school district allowed the PRR to make 
suggestions on the collection and continuation of periodicals, but ultimately, from this point 
on, the decisions were made by the school district. [22] 

      It wasn’t until 1953 that the Mechanics’ Library collection, stored at Roosevelt Junior 
High School, was officially closed.  In 1953, the Mechanics’ Library and Reading Room 
Association officially dissolved.  In that same year, during the April meeting of the Altoona 
Board of School Directors, the decision to dispose of the technical portion of the Mechanics’ 
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Library collection was made.  This more technical material had been indexed and entered into 
the main catalog, but much of it was not well circulated and not the type of material needed in 
a small public library. It was decided to sell over 18,000 volumes.  First consideration was given 
to the Pennsylvania Railroad Library in Philadelphia.  That facility was given approximately 800 
books, which they received gratis.  The Pennsylvania State University Library then received 1,252 
books at just under one dollar per volume.  The Carnegie Library of Pittsburgh was also offered 
their choice of books at the price of just under one dollar, but they declined to take any volumes.  
The Bureau of Railway Economics Library in Washington D.C., under the American Association 
of Railroads, was also given a choice at a price of two dollars per volume. They chose fifty-seven 
volumes. [23] After the organizations given first 
consideration had received the books they 
wanted, the approximately 16,000 remaining 
volumes were sold to the W.J. Johnson Co., 
which was considered to be a reliable book 
dealer.  The Johnson Company received the 
books at a cost of $14,650.  John Powley, a 
local student, was paid seventy-five cents an 
hour by the Johnson Company to pack and 
ship the volumes to their warehouse on Long 
Island.  Any books still remaining were sold 
at a book sale, [24]  sent to the Salvation Army, 
or given to interested persons. [25] Sale of the 
books had brought the library a total of over 
$17,000. Of that money, $10,000 dollars was 
invested, and the remainder was used to pur-
chase reference books.
 The Altoona School District agreed to house the library, but the arrangement was never 
thought to be permanent.  In a letter to H.M. Chenoweth of the PRR from the superintendent of 
the Altoona School District, it is obvious that the school district was under the impression that it 
was a temporary situation:

 “The School District will store, readily available for reference, all bound volumes considered 
worthy for reference by the proper officials of the Railroad Company.  Under present condi-
tions, it will not be possible to have these under the best library conditions, but, when a public 
library is built, such accommodation would be afforded.” [26]

 When the library was moved to the Roosevelt Junior High School, it became one of only three 
public libraries to be located in a school, Easton and Erie Public Libraries being the other two.  All 
three of these schools were recruited to house the libraries out of “permanent emergencies.” [27] 
Altoona made continuous and numerous attempts to find suitable housing for the library during 
its location at the Roosevelt Junior High School.

The Presbyterian Church, which sat across from the post 
office on 11th Avenue, displayed books in cases that nearly 
reached the ceiling. 
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      Throughout the 1920’s attempts were made to have the city of Altoona provide funding and 
housing for the library. In 1928, voters showed their support by voting in favor of floating a bond 
of $250,000 to erect a new library building.  In a newspaper article published during this time, the 
need for a new public library facility was expressed:

 “It is hardly conceivable that our city will fail to appreciate how valuable an asset we have in 
the volumes of the former Mechanics’ Library.  It can come to its real position of usefulness 
when a library building is provided and the books can be made more readily available.  On 
Election Day comes the opportunity to approve a measure which will bring about a proper 
free public library in our city. In a fourth and final paper, the plans of the school district in the 
development of a free public library will be set forth for the consideration of the citizens.” [28] 

 The result was the greatest volume of business in the history of the library.  During the school 
year of 1929-1930 the circulation of books rose to 101,000 volumes. However, this attempt to 
provide a library building was never realized. With the end of the 1920’s came the depression and 
economic hardships for many. In 1944, the board nullified its action, eliminating its obligation to 
build a library facility. [29]  

      Another attempt to acquire an independent library facility involved buying the old post office 
building located on Chestnut Avenue and Eleventh Street.  The idea was abandoned in 1934 with 
the lack of sufficient funding and support being cited as the reason. [30] 

       Although it was still considered a temporary location, accommodations for a free public library 
began to be made at the Roosevelt Junior High School facility.  The Altoona Public 
Library officially opened its doors at the school on April 21, 1927.  All operation and maintenance 

Public Library at Roosevelt Junior High School 1945
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costs were paid by the Altoona School District by means of an annual appropriation.   The Altoona 
Public Library was temporarily housed at the Roosevelt Junior High School for 43 years.  It was not 
until 1968 that a successful attempt was made to find a permanent structure to house the public 
library. 
 A large portion of the technical collection of the Mechanics’ Library was not shelved, so a large 
amount of storage was needed.  The lack of space was just another indicator of the need for appropri-
ate facilities for a collection of this size.  In 1938, the collection stored in the basement of the Roos-
evelt building was moved to the Franklin School building at 7th Avenue and 20th Street through 
the help of a Works Progress Administration (WPA) project. [32]    It was moved back to the Roosevelt 
building in 1945. By 1953, the entire collection had been inventoried four times.  By then it was 

cared for as a unit. [33]   

      Dealing with the lack 
of appropriate space 
and with the task of 
cataloging the 60,000 
volumes of the Mechan-
ics’ Library was made 
easier in the 1930’s by 
the WPA.  The WPA 
did extensive cataloging 
of the entire collection 
and made the first card 
catalog of the Mechan-
ics’ Library collection 
available.   This federal 
project was of inesti-
mable benefit to the li-

brary.  Through the program, work was accomplished that otherwise could not have been done. [34]  
 Although the school district took on the responsibility of housing the library under temporary 
conditions, it did not neglect the library patrons.  During its 43 years at the Roosevelt Junior High 
School, the library expanded to include a children’s room with story hours.   By 1952 the library 
had over 83,000 books available to the public, as well as 128 magazines and eight newspapers.  The 
library included a main room with a reference section, a reading room, a Pennsylvania room, a pe-
riodicals room, a stack room, and an office.  Two branch libraries were also opened at the McKinley 
school and the D.S. Keith Junior High School. [35]   
 The library soon became the center for many community groups and clubs.  Clubs focusing on 
reading, gardening, Blair County, and many other topics regularly met at the library in the Roos-
evelt building. [36]  The library was open week days from 8:00 AM to 8:00 PM and Saturday from 
9:00 AM to 5:00 PM.  It was closed on Sunday. [37] 

Public Library at Roosevelt Junior High School 1945
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       With the library located within the school itself, there was a very close relationship with the 
students and faculty.  Students were able to have quick and easy access to the library because of its 
convenient location. [38]   The library relied extensively on student volunteers as well; there was a 
program in which students volunteering at the library received a pin of honor from the school. In 
this Student Aid Plan, participation in various school activities was rewarded with points.   When 
a student reached 500 points, he was awarded the “R” pin.

      The Library also took an active role in the war effort during World War II by starting a Victory 
Book Campaign.  In the period between 1942 and 1944, over 35,000 volumes were collected to be 
sent to army camps, naval bases, hospitals, and WAC training schools.  The library also compiled 
all the records of inductees from Blair County.  Over 12,000 folders were assembled,  each folder 
contained the name, address, date of induction, branch of service, and any newspaper clippings 
concerning that soldier. [39]   
 In the 1960’s, library services were expanded even further.  Interlibrary loan agreements were 
taking place.  Library cards were being accepted by any library in the county, and a union catalog 
had been developed.  The library also offered professional training of library personnel by means 

of monthly seminars, 
the subjescts of which 
ranged from children’s 
librarianship to ordering 
and processing books. [40] 
 Until 1931, all of the 
library services were 
provided by the library 
at the Roosevelt Ju-
nior High School lo-
cation, but branch li-
braries were opened at 
the Keith and McKin-
ley Schools in 1931 
and 1935 respectively.  
These branch libraries 
were under the supervi-

sion of the library located in the Roosevelt Junior High School. [41]  For most of this period they 
were manned full-time by means of federal projects. [42]   At the time of its inception, McKinley 
had over 1,000 books donated by Juniata borough.  The Keith branch had no initial book sup-
ply and had to hold a drive arranged by Robert Laramy, the superintendent of schools.  From 
this drive, over 1,000 books were collected. [43] 
 The Keith branch library opened in 1931 and existed at that location until 1959.  That year 
it was moved to Fairview  where it  it consisted of one main room until a magazine room was 
added in 1956. [44]   

Roosevelt Junior High School home of the Altoona Public Library 1926-1969



��

For the first three years that the library was open to the public 
Mary Kopp, the librarian, volunteered her time to extend the 
library’s hours.  It wasn’t until 1934 that two more people, Marie 
Somerville and Claire Washabaugh, were brought in to help as 
part of a WPA project.  With their help, the library was able to 
stay open every weekday evening.  During 1937-1938, over 10,000 
volumes were loaned, and membership exceeded 1,000.
   The McKinley branch was opened in 1935 and remained open 
until 1962.  It was first located in a first-floor classroom, but a 
basement room was renovated, and the library moved to that loca-
tion in 1956.  Between 1937 and 1938, over 13,500 volumes were 
loaned, and the membership reached 1,500. [45]   The McKinley 
branch was also very successful in maintaining active student par-
ticipation.  Not only did McKinley 

students benefit from the close proximity of the library, but teachers 
brought classes from Holy Rosary, Noble, Wehnwood, and Keystone 
Schools to make use of the library’s collection. [46] 
 While the library was located at Roosevelt Junior High School, 
there were also branches at the Lincoln and Stevens schools.  Branch-
es not only made library use more convenient for patrons in other 
parts of the city, but also relieved the crowded conditions at the main 
library at Roosevelt.  Each branch was open one day a week and the 
collections were rotated.

      The Altoona Public Library as it existed at Roosevelt Junior High 
School is an inspiration of what hard work and commitment can 
accomplish.  Over the 43 years that it operated out of that facility, its 
staff and volunteers worked hard to make it a success.  All of their ef-
forts and commitments were greatly appreciated.  During most of this 
time, from June 1927 until July 1965, the librarian was Miss Virginia 
Krick. Under her direction the library prospered, many additions were made, and valuable collec-
tions were created.  She also assisted in the development of plans for the new building at Fifth Av-
enue and Seventeenth Street and was responsible for the collection of the first and, in many cases, 
only histories of the Mechanics’ Library and the Altoona Public Library. 
 Russell Walker became director in August 1965 and remained in the position until March 
1968.  From June 1968 until December of that year David Dorman served as director. [47]  

      The library board held quarterly public meetings since October 1930, at which time the first 
meeting was held in the board room of the Altoona Senior High School.  The Superintendent of 
Schools was made President of the Board. Robert Laramy remained President of the Library Board 
throughout the years of his school superintendence.   

Virginia Krick, Library Director 
1927-1965

Russell Walker, Director 
August 1965-June 1968
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While it became obvious fairly quickly that the Roosevelt Junior High School loca-
tion of the Altoona Public Library was more than a temporary situation, there 
were at least three attempts in the 1940’s and 1950’s to seek the establishment of 

library services in a more suitable facility.  In these instances, county-wide committees were 
launched.  They all failed, in part because they lacked planning and a realistically developed 
budget.  All of these committees were ad hoc, and without a perennial, county-wide organiza-
tion to support their efforts they were not strong enough to garner the momentum that was 
needed for an effort of this size.

      The 1960’s brought some changes that made the time appropriate for action.  On June 8, 
1962, Altoona was named as the District Library Center for Blair, Bedford, and Huntingdon 
Counties.  As a district library, Altoona acted as an intermediate step between the state and 
local levels of library service.  While the new position was purely an advisory function, it did 
bring with it additional resources and responsibilities.  Altoona Public Library was to become 
the focal point for organizing library services in the area.  

      New opportunities to receive federal funds developed at this time as well.  In 1956, feder-
al legislation passed to form the Library Services Demonstration Bill.  It provided each state 
with $40,000 to make a five year demonstration in rural communities with a population 
under 10,000 where poor or no library services were available. To comply with the guidelines 
set forth in the Demonstration Bill, Altoona had to have a library building, an accredited 
public librarian, and financial aid from county, city, and educational sources. To comply with 
these guidelines, the Altoona Women’s Club initiated committees and meetings to spear-
head a library building project.  They donated $1,000, which developed into a trust fund.  
Within two years, gifts by individuals and groups had brought the original $1,000 donation 

ALTOONA AREA PUBLIC LIBRARY ON FIFTH AVENUE
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to $2,255 designated to the trust fund. [48]  Federal Appalachia funds were also now available 
these funds could be secured for the construction of library buildings. 
 In the summer of 1964, meetings were held with interested citizens, library board mem-
bers, school personnel, elected 
officials, and representatives of 
newspapers and television.  The 
goal of these meetings was to 
identify a group of concerned 
citizens, develop information 
necessary to take the path lead-
ing to establishment of county-
wide library facilities, and to 
assess and meet the problems 
and obstacles involved in creat-
ing these facilities. [49] 
 Also in 1964, a professional 
survey was conducted to assess 
the Blair County library situa-
tion; the conclusions of this sur-
vey would be used to determine the plan of action and to develop firm cost data on creating new 

county-wide library facilities.  The 
results of the survey concluded that 
the libraries in Blair County were, 
“earnest, devoted, but starved.”  As 
part of the survey, Blair County’s 
wealth was shown to compare favor-
ably with other counties that had al-
ready developed library services. [50]   
     As a result of the positive out-
comes of that survey, the Blair 
County Commissioners and the 
Altoona School District voted to 
support county-wide library ser-
vice.  The County Commission-
ers, the School Board, and the 

Library Board cooperated to seek a federal establishment grant for a library demonstration 
project.  They proceeded to carry out the local recommendations of the survey report.
   The Annual County Convention of School Directors that took place in 1964 was hon-
ored with a presentation by State Librarian Ernest Doerschuk, who had been invited by 
the Altoona Superintendent of Schools. Following his advice, the County Convention of 

1600 Fifth Avenue, Altoona, PA 1968

Moving In-A ”Book Walk” conducted by 500 ninth graders from Roosevelt 
Junior High School on May 23, 1969
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School Directors became 
the perennial county-wide 
organization that sup-
ported the development 
of a public library.[51] 
This was the administra-
tive body that all of the 
previous library organiza-
tion attempts had lacked.  
With its support, along 
with the commitment of 
the county commission-
ers and the school and li-
brary boards, the organi-
zation of a permanent li-
brary was well underway.    

    With money from grants being received, it was now necessary to find land on which to 
build the library.  A grant for $490,000 for the Altoona Public Library was approved by the 
Appalachia Regional Commission to bring the library up to state requirements for a district 
library center.  The new building was proposed as part of the city’s urban renewal project.  
The block bounded by Fifth and Sixth Avenues and Sixteenth and Seventeenth Streets was 
sought as the building-site by the Altoona Redevelopment Authority.  

      The construction started in 1967, with the ground-breaking ceremony taking place on 
March 1.[52] The architectural firm handling the construction of the library was Hunter, 
Campbell, and Rea.  The cost of building the library was $1,675,000; of that total cost, 
$890,000 came in the form of federal aid.  The structure itself was a three story, carpeted, 
air-conditioned, marble-faced building.  At that time, the library was organized much as it is 
today; it held the children’s library, offices, 
a workroom, storage rooms, an audiovisual 
department, a theater, meeting rooms, and 
a Pennsylvania room.[53]     Changes have 
been made in the location of some of these 
areas, but the functions remain a part of 
the present library.  

      After organizing its collection, the Al-
toona Area Public Library officially opened 
its doors to the public June 15, 1969.  The 
library faced a large dilemma in how to 
move the books the approximate two 
blocks to the new building. The problem 

Main Circulation Area

Youth Room Card Catalog  
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was solved when a “Book 
walk” was conducted 
May 23, 1969.  Ap-
proximately 500 ninth 
graders from Roosevelt 
Junior High School 
donned numbered arm 
bands and walked with 
arm loads of books from 
the second floor of the 
school to the new site of 
the Altoona Area Public 
Library.   Some of these 
books, which had been 
stored at the Roosevelt 
Junior High School, had 
never been shelved there and were unpacked for the first time since they had left the shelves 
of the Presbyterian Church in 1926.
    The first director of the new library was Charles Dietz, who served in that capacity from 

June until October of 1969.  In February 1970, Barbara 
Hoenstine became director and served until November 
1972.  During Ms. Hoenstine’s directorship, the long saga 
of the Rau Collection began. Ownership and rights to 
the Rau Collection would be contested for many years.  
In November 1974, an agreement was reached to make 
prints from the negatives and share profits after the first 
$30,000 with the railroad.  However, a legal battle con-
tinued until 1998, at which time a third of the collection 
was obtained by the library for rotating display.  The first 
exhibit of these photographs opened in November of that 
year at the Southern Alleghenies Museum extension in 
the Brett Building in downtown Altoona, a facility which 
had previously been renovated for the purpose of display-
ing this collection From 1970, the library held 13,000 
photographic negatives concerning railroad subjects.

     Patricia Connell had been District Librarian and was Acting Director from November 
1972 until March 1973, at which time she was appointed Director.  In January of 1973, a 
$29,965 book security system had been approved.  Book loss had been estimated to cost 
the library $11,000 per year, 20% of the library’s book budget.  County-wide library cards 

Youth Room Pets

Charles R. Dietz, Director June-Dec.1969
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came into use July 1, 1975, giving patrons access to the 
resources of other libraries.
    During the middle 1970’s, the library expanded its 
services, primarily by obtaining grant money for special 
projects.  Unfortunately, projects meant to be on-going 
were often short-lived, as grants were not renewed.  In Sep-
tember 1975, Carol Ann Muir headed a program to serve 
homebound and institutionalized patrons.  The program 
ended when Ms. Muir left in December of the same year 
to become the librarian for the Blair County Prison.  The 
L.I.F.E. (Libraries Initiate Freeing Experiences) Center for 
mentally challenged children and adults opened at the li-
brary in November 1975 but closed when grant money for 
the project was no longer available.

 Some services were more enduring.  Also in November 1975, a media center opened under 
the direction of Maxine Rhodes in what had been the coffee shop of the Penn Alto Hotel.  The 
media center continues to exist, though funding was a consideration in its removal to the main 
library building in June of 1994.
 When extension librarian Robert Freed-
man resigned in 1974, Thomas Helm took 
over rural outreach services for the county, 
including the operation of a mobile library 
van.  By 1990, the book mobile was consid-
ered too costly to maintain, and this service 
was discontinued.

      Special projects, expanded and even basic 
services were threatened and curtailed by cuts 
in funding that began in 1976 and continued 
through the 1980’s and 1990’s.  Hours were 
cut in 1976, and the community circulated 
petitions to have Sunday hours restored.  As 
patrons obviously wanted library service, 
community fund-raisers became an impor-
tant means of helping to finance these services.  A drawing for a “Tickle me Elmo” doll in 
1996 was a particularly popular fund raiser.
 Although funding for special projects and traditional library services had become diffi-
cult to obtain, federal and state revenues were increasingly available for advances in technol-
ogy.  In 1985, the library received a federal grant, distributed by the State Library through 
The Library Services and Construction Act, to barcode its books and computerize its catalog. 
Federal money in the amount of $125,000 was matched by $31,000 in local funds. 

Patricia Connell, Director 
April 1, 1973 to August 31, 1992

Media Center located at the Penn Alto
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Clockwise from top:  Media Center equipment; Maxine Rhodes, Media Center Director; Audio Center featured stories on 
cassette tape.

Media Center located at the Penn Alto
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This project was com-
pleted in February 1988.
 The library began 
operating a pub-
lic access television 
channel at its media 
center in 1990.  Two 
years later, operation 
of the channel was 
turned over to the 
Altoona Area School 
District.  As it no 
longer needed space 
for television produc-
tion, the media cen-
ter moved in June of 

1994 from the Penn Alto Hotel building at 1130 13th Avenue, where it had been for 20 years, 
to the library building.
  In 1992, Matthew Kane became Library Director.  He had been hired as a reference librar-
ian in 1973 and was Assistant Director in 1975, County Extension Librarian in 1977, and 
District Librarian in 1990.  Also in 1992, the library received a $32,049 federal grant for up-
grading its computers.  This was augmented by $3,000 in state and local funds and was used 
to make the library’s catalog available to those school and college libraries in Blair, Bedford, 
and Huntingdon Counties that possessed the necessary 
computer equipment.  This program was completed early 
in 1994 when the library’s catalog was made available on 
home computers.
      Through the 1990’s, library use and the use of tech-
nology continued to increase, but budget short-falls also 
continued.   The fact that the state budget went into effect 
at the start of the calendar year, January 1, and the library 
budget at the beginning of the fiscal year, July 1, contribut-
ed to the problem.  Though short-falls were expected, the 
amount could not be known until November.  The 1995 
budget was for $667,460.  Of this amount, $210,000 was 
from the state, and approximately $200,000 came from 
the school district.  There was additional money from 
fund raisers and donations, but expenses were trimmed 
during the year. In spite of this, services were added, and 
major advances were made in the use of technology that year. The library obtained a new 

Brinks delivers Elmo to the library

Matthew Kane 
October 21, 1992 - March 31, 1998 
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and faster (Hewlett 
Packard 9000 Series, 
Model 800) computer 
for its catalog and also 
gained access to the In-
ternet.  This was made 
possible by a $65,000 
grant through the State 
Library, which was met 
by $10,000 raised locally.
 In the 1994-1995 
school year, the library 
had an average of 88 
visitors per hour.  Dur-
ing this time, the li-
brary served 270,568 
patrons, an increase of 
7% over the previous 

school year.  A total of 376,511 
books were circulated, com-
pared to 73,416 in 1927.  The 
1994-1995 count included 
239,255 adult books, 45,818 
adult audio-visuals, 83,284 
children’s books, and 8,154 
audio-visuals for children.  
The library was serving 
65,100 residents and circulat-
ing 5.78 items per capita at a 
cost of $2.25 per item.  The 
state average was 4.65 items 

per capita at a cost of $3.01 per item.  Altoona’s average number of visits per capita was 4.16, 
exceeding the national average of 4.01.[56] On April 8, 1996, the library reached its all-time 
high to that date for one-day attendance. On that day, 1,604 people visited the library and 
checked out 2,400 books.[57]    
     In 1996, the library received a $38,000 grant from the Library Services and Construction 
Act for eight Internet terminals to provide free public access.  The library also provided 21 
new parking spaces that year at a cost of $55,000.  Of this amount, $20,000 came from the 
state government, $5,000 from a legislative grant, $10,000 from the city’s Community De-

Regiscope Circulation System gives way to high tech Laser Reader

Senator Jubelirer tries out the new Internet Computer Reference System 
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velopment Block Grant, and $20,000 was raised 
by the library.
   Downsizing and government spending cuts 
threatened library services in the 1990’s, just 
when these services were being used more than 
ever before.  Before retiring as Director to go into 
publishing in March of 1998, Matthew Kane said 
that the state must find a state-wide solution for 
library funding.  In 1997, Pennsylvania libraries 
were among the nation’s least well funded, rank-
ing behind less affluent states such as Alabama 
and Louisiana.  In 1995, Pennsylvania spent $29 
million on its public libraries; Ohio spent $319 
million that year.[58]    

 The library building was becoming somewhat crowded in the 1990’s.  If the planners had 
foreseen the expanding collections and the addition of so much heavy audio-visual and com-
puter equipment, they might have relegated space more efficiently and provided more and 
stronger floor space on the upper levels.   More seriously, the outer layers of the building were 
literally falling off by 1989.  
 Approximately twenty years after its 
construction, the marble slabs that made 
up the exterior facade of the building be-
gan to shift and crack.   It was a dangerous 
situation with a very real threat of the slabs 
falling off the building.  It was found that 
the support system for the marble panels 
was poor and that the slabs were not in-
stalled according to specifications.[59]    
  The problem was solved by replacing the 
marble slabs on the top portion of the 
building with a man-made finish called 
Dryvit,[60] while the granite on the bottom 
of the building was fixed with anchors. [61] 
With its new outer-facade, the structure we 
call the Altoona Area Public Library was 
completed as we know it.  The collection 
has remained housed at Fifth Avenue and 
Seventeenth Street.
 In Matthew Kane’s twenty-four years at the library, circulation doubled to 385,000 per 
year, and the library became truly automated.  Deborah Weakland had been on the library 

Joseph Servello, teacher and illustrator of over 60 
books, poses with the Youth Room mural he created.

Deborah Weakland, Director Altoona Area Public Library 
1998-present
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staff for fourteen years as Head of Adult Circulation, County Librarian, and District Library 
Consultant when she became Director in 1998 and took up the task of finding solutions for 
library problems in the next century.
 These problems were somewhat alleviated in 1999 when the state appropriated more 
funds for Pennsylvania’s libraries, an encouraging beginning for the millennium.  The bor-
rowing of fiction, biography, and other popular works remained high at the end of the 20th 
century, as did the use of audio-visuals.  Library internet use remained popular as well, al-
though home computers were being used more and libraries somewhat less for homework 
and ready-reference questions.
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In 2001-2002 the libraries in Pennsylvania saw the greatest amount of state fund-
ing ever provided and public libraries throughout the Commonwealth moved to 
add materials, staff and services to raise the level of service to Pennsylvania Library 

Patrons.  In November of 2002 Ed Rendell was elected Governor of Pennsylvania and 
in the spring of 2003 he slashed aid to public libraries in some cases as much as 50%.  
Altoona, as a district center, was hard hit with a loss of $375,000 from the previous 
year’s budget. Sweeping cuts were necessary and open positions not filled.  The materi-
als budget had to be cut nearly in half and programming reduced to almost nothing.  A 
hard earned contingency fund had to be tapped to make ends meet.  The Friend’s of the 
Library, who have been a strong support group for many years, stepped up with increased 
support.  Each subsequent year of Rendell’s first term saw a small increase as we pushed 
toward full restoration but it was not until the 2006 budget was presented did libraries 
see a return to the support from 2001-2002 reflected in the proposed budget.  With 
the tremendous help of the Friends’ and a strong annual patron fundraiser each year, 
the library managed to remain open, although with reduced hours of operation, fewer 
new materials, and fewer programs available in-house.  Nearly 40 years after the “New 
Library” opened on the corner of 17th Street and 6th Avenue, anchoring one corner of 
the Altoona Area School District campus, the building is still impressive.  So much has 
changed in those nearly 40 years.  Computers have become a large part of the library’s 
services and formats have not only changed but many new ones have been added with 
few disappearing.  Space has become a crippling issue; we have been on an add one, 
withdraw one basis for the past three years.  Putting a cart of books away requires con-
stant shifting of entire shelves of books just to accommodate the returns.  Imagine our 
anguish in 2001 when we were offered a Gates Grant to create a 10 work station lab 
and were forced to turn it down because we didn’t have the space required to house it.  
Growth in the past three years has turned to outreach services not only because there is 
a great need, but also because there is no space to do additional programming within the 
building.  During the fiscal year ending June 30, 2005 the Library welcomed 209,398 
patrons through its doors.  That calculated to 85 people per hour or 935 on a Monday 
or Thursday, our 11 hour days.  They borrowed 277,903 items.  There are 203,724 cata-
loged items in our collection and 63,256 registered borrowers.  Approximately 5.7% or 
3,696 of the service area’s residents are under 6 years of age.  It is time to add onto and 
renovate the existing building or move to another location and build a new library.

Addendum
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CONCLUSION

It has been a long journey filled with valuable experiences and committed peo-
ple. The library services that started out of a ticket office and ended up in a 
state-of-the-art facility really have been a book walk through time. Collections 

have been moved about the city of Altoona, but the commitment to provide library 
services has never died within the community. People will continue to contribute 
time, energy, and services to make the library a center for information, education, 
and entertainment. 
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