
The Nichols Library Approaches 100 Years of Library Service.
Jon Kinnaman

The James E. Nichols Memorial Library in Center Harbor is about to celebrate the
centennial of its dedication. 100 years ago on June 18th, the community gathered in Lamprey Hall
to witness James Nichols sign the papers transferring the new library building to the town of
Center Harbor. Since then, the community has enjoyed 100 years of uninterrupted library
service. On June 26th, we will gather at the library to remember that moment and to salute the
many men and women who have served the Nichols Library through the years. The occasion will
also be marked by the release of the book A Viable Service, a Centennial History of the James E.
Nichols Memorial Library. Center Harbor New Hampshire, 1910-2010, to be released at the
Centennial celebration .
It is hard to grasp from our perspective how amazing it was for Center Harbor to even have a
library building in 1910, let alone one of the elegance of the Nichols Library. Center Harbor in
1910 was a village of about 500 people. Its primary expenses were road maintenance and its
schools. The library fund ranked behind Memorial Day celebrations as a town expense. Many
of New Hampshire’s public library collections at that time were housed in a corner of the town
offices or in private residences. To have little temple to culture built and endowed for the
community must have been overwhelming to this day.

Mr. Nichols had grown up in Center Harbor but had left for the big city as a young
man. He found success in the cloth trade in Boston, and used that success as a springboard to
help launch Austin-Nichols, an emerging contender in the grocery supply market. When he was
approached in 1909 by representatives from Center Harbor about the construction of a library, he
embraced the project. He spared no expense in the design and construction of the library. He
secured Charles Brigham, a prominent Boston architect, to design the structure, and allowed him
to include such fine details as oak moldings, artistic fireplaces tiles, and the high vaulting ceiling
over the stacks. To this day, the Nichols Library is regarded as one of the finest classical libraries
in New Hampshire.

Yet there is more to the Nichols Library story than a building. The original collection of
the Nichols Library was largely the creation of the Center Harbor Library Association. The
Association was a private group which shared an enthusiasm for reading, culture, and the life of
the mind. Operating independently of the village, they built a collection of nearly 2,000 titles
which they made available to their dues-paying members. When Mr. Nichols agreed to build a
library for the town, the Association agreed to turn its collection over to the community. In a
very real sense, then, the collection of the Nichols Library was the result of a community
endeavor, one which represented their ideals and aspirations.

And so it remains to this day. Community members continue to appreciate the unique
charm of the Nichols Library building and to enjoy the collection which it contains. And, good
to Mr. Nichols wishes, the collection and services have been extended not only to residents of
Center Harbor but to those of the neighboring communities and to visitors at the summer camps,
many who have embraced the Nichols Library as their “home” library.
Some things, to be sure, have changed over the years. The old oak settees are gone, to make way
for more shelving. Tastes in literature have changed over the years. The library offers services



beyond the founders imagining, from books and films on CD-Rom to language lessons on the
Internet. What remains a constant through the years is the library’s commitment to service.
Reading back over the records and reports of my predecessors at the librarian’s desk, one is
struck by their devotion to the library and their relish for the work. The ranks have included
those who like myself, are professionally trained, and those whose training was on the job. All
have, in one way or another, served to “carry on the library service” for the community. A
similar commitment can be seen in the work of the library trustees and association officers who
have given freely of their time and energy. It is a humbling experience to read the record of their
activities through the years. Their efforts, as well as the story of Mr. Nichols and the founding of
the library, are detailed in A Viable Service.
The Centennial celebration of the Nichols Memorial Library will take place at 11am on
Saturday, June 26th. The occasion will be marked by an exhibit of historic documents, and the
sealing of a 100th anniversary time capsule.
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