
The Library Before the Nichols Library

While Center Harbor rightfully honors James E. Nichols this week on the centennial of the Library
that bears his name, that structure was not the village’s first library. An independent library
supported by membership fees and gifts had been providing a reading room and lending collection
to members for two decades. Their story is closely twined to that of Mr. Nichols and is part of the
heritage which we are celebrating this week.
The Center Harbor Library Association was founded in 1889, when members of Granite Division
no. 12 of the Sons of Temperance voted to donate their collection of about 60 volumes to the
proposed Association That list of books is still in possession of the Nichols Library. Members
wrote up by-laws, elected officers, named a librarian and formed a selection committee.

The collection the CHLA received from the Granite Division, was a general one. Of
the sixty titles, 45 were fiction. The 15 non-fiction titles were mostly history and biography,
with a few titles on religion, travel and belles lettres. Selections for the Library Association
would follow a similar pattern. The Association charged prospective members $1.00 to join the
association and assessed dues of $ .25 semi-annually, a schedule similar to that practiced by the
Sons of Temperance. The collection grew quickly, as funds from dues and donations became
available. The collection continued to consist mostly of novels and stories, with a smattering of
history, biography, other non-fiction topics and books for younger persons.
The collection was kept in private homes, finally finding a semi-permanent residence on the home
of Daniel Coe. Some talk was made of erecting a library building but funds did not materialize
for that venture. Nevertheless, the little collection became something of a visible presence in the
community, enough so that members had to be cautioned against lending books to non-members.
On its tenth anniversary in 1899, the Association's collection had grown to 955 volumes. The
Librarian reported that 1,969 loans had been made during the year and 83 titles had been added
to the collection. Business was conducted by the same core of dedicated persons, notably Mrs.
Morse, Dr. Page, Miss E. R. Bennett, Susan Locke and their hosts, the Coes. A number of persons
served as librarian, most notably Lizzie Webster, who first took the office in the 1895 and would
serve, with two leaves of absence, right up to the founding of the Nichols Library.

By 1909, the little library had a collection of nearly 2,000 items but still lacked a
permanent home. It was at this point that the land on which the Nichols Library now stands
became available for sale. Members of the Association took a leading role in soliciting donors
and promoting the building project. The tacit assumption was that if a library could be built for
the town, the Association would give over its collection of materials to the new library, making it
available for all residents of the village.

And that’s what happened. Mr. Nichols bought the land, erected the building and
endowed the library. The Association moved its collection into the new structure and re-
constituted itself as the James E. Nichols Memorial Library Association. Their collection became
a public entity and a trust of the town. Governance of the new library was basically that of the
Association. President Emma Stanley and the other officers continued at their posts and Lizzie
Weber was named librarian—a post she would hold until 1924.
The Nichols Library was fortunate in its first years to have committed and experienced leadership
and an established collection of worthy materials to draw upon. Those factors did much to ensure



its continuity. There can be no question that the very existence and continued success of the
Nichols Memorial Library owes much to the efforts the Association, which is why, as the library
celebrates its centennial, we remember them as well as Mr. Nichols.


