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“But it’s all right now. /  I learned my lesson well.
You see you can’t please everyone. / So you got to please yourself.”

Singer/philosopher Eric Hilliard Nelson

This is the fourth and last of my reports as president and covers the fourth and last quarter of my mostly exhilarating and sporadically vertiginous presidential year.

I write less than two weeks before the beginning of the 2006 Annual Conference, which, as the world knows, is to be held in New Orleans. I may be tempting fate in writing this, but I am more than ever convinced that the Executive Board of ALA took the right decision, in practical and economic terms, based on an exhaustive and informed study of the situation.  This conviction was reinforced by the visit that I took with an ALA delegation to New Orleans and the Gulf on April 3rd and 4th, 2006.  The visit convinced us that the New Orleans areas and buildings frequented by 99% of the attendees at previous conferences were fully equipped to deal with the numbers and demands of the 2006 conference and that the infrastructure (health, police, cab services, etc.) is in place to ensure a productive and pleasant conference.  I have attended all but two midwinter meetings and annual conferences in the past 30 years and each one had problems, emergencies, personal catastrophes, and inconveniences.  I am well aware that any such will be blamed by some on the peculiar circumstances of New Orleans in 2006 and, thereby, be magnified in the public consciousness.  As the old folks said, C’est la vie.

Though the conventioneers’ New Orleans is fit for purpose and ready to go, we should never forget that much of the rest of the city and most of the Louisiana and Mississippi Gulf Coast lie in ruins, shamefully neglected and desolate.  The sum of human misery is almost unbearable to behold and should be a cause for all of us in the long years ahead before those communities and lives are made whole.

I have continued to pursue my library education initiative.  An ALA-sponsored teleconference featuring the president of ALISE and two eminent practitioners and put on by the College of DuPage (in Glen Ellyn, IL) was watched by more than 6000 viewers at hundreds of sites nationwide and attracted a record number of comments and questions via e.mail, telephone, and fax.  On Friday, June 23rd, I have assembled a distinguished cast of library educators from Asia, Africa, Europe, North America, and Latin America to discuss international library education.  I believe we have made some progress in promoting discussion between practitioners and LIS faculty (or at least those of the latter who are library oriented), in advancing the idea of a “core curriculum” at the heart of a revision of the ALA accreditation standards, and the idea that ALA should use the inherent power bestowed by the accreditation process to ensure an adequate supply of well-educated librarians for the future.
I continued my wandering ways.  The pleasures of visiting different places, meeting different people, and of representing the Association as well as I can in my sunset years far outweigh the unpleasantnesses of modern travel and the resulting stress on an aging body and psyche.  I have been greeted with kindness everywhere and am very grateful to all my hosts and audiences for their hospitality and receptiveness. This quarter began with the visit to New Orleans to which I have alluded.  It was followed by the spring Executive Board meeting in Chicago, during which many matters of moment were discussed and even, in some cases, decided.  In April, I went to Tacoma, WA, to speak at the Washington Library Association’s annual meeting, and to Durham, NC, to pay a visit to the library school and the university administration at North Carolina Central University, the only historically black institution with an ALA-accredited LIS program, and to address a meeting of their and local librarians, LIS students, and LIS faculty.  I was very impressed by the quality of the students and faculty and by the evident commitment of the school and the administration to library education.  I went from Durham to Washington, DC, for legislative days early in May.  The discussions with various congressional staffers, congress people, and eminences such as the Archivist of the United States, the Librarian of Congress, and the new head of IMLS, were, as such things are, of unknowable results.  A week later, I spoke to an impressive group of students in, and faculty of, the LIS program of UCLA. Four days after that, I set off on my longest safari.  The first destination was the 2006 Celtic Connections (Cwlwm Celtaidd) III conference in Cardiff, Wales.  This meeting brings together delegates from the Scottish, Welsh, and Northern Irish CILIP chapters and the Library Association of Ireland (Cumann Leabharlann na hĒireann).  I had the pleasure of chairing one of the sessions and of meeting the keynote speaker—Lord Kinnock, the former European Commissioner and Leader of the Labour Party—to discuss libraries and literacy.  A brief sojourn in London with my family and visiting the British Library was followed by a trip to Sharjah, one of the United Arab Emirates, to attend the opening of the new library at the American University of Sharjah and to speak to a gathering of librarians from the region.  The prestige of the American Library Association was demonstrated by my position of honor, during the opening ceremony and the luncheon that followed, next to the Emir of Sharjah, Dr. Shaikh Sultan Bin Mohammad Al Qasimi, who founded and funded the university and the other institutions in Sharjah’s multi-university campus.  I whiled away the time between that visit and the Annual Conference by visiting DuPage County, IL, to participate in the teleconference I mentioned earlier.  It has been an honor to represent the Association and, I would add, a personal thrill for a boy from deepest North London by way of the wilds of the Central Valley of California.

I have mentioned in previous reports that the president of ALA receives many communications.  These have been fewer in number and less loopy in content than early in my presidential year.  No doubt this is because I am about to shuffle off the stage and not even the deranged think I have any power to help them in their various causes and schemes.  I have continued to have encounters with media people (newspapers, magazines, TV, and radio), usually under the instructions of ALA’s Public Information Office, most of which were agreeable.  I have enjoyed discussing the Association’s policies and programs (including the annual conference in New Orleans, our response to the USA PATRIOT Act, and school library funding) and spreading the word about the great work of libraries and librarians of all kinds.  One especially enjoyable part of the job is writing the “President’s message” for American Libraries on a variety of library topics.
The Madden Library at Fresno State now carries on all its programs and services in less than half the space we had before—due to the imminent demolition of two dreary 40+ year old buildings and construction (after many delays caused by the killer Bs—budget-cutting and bureaucracy) of a splendid new building on their site.  It is a tribute to our librarians and other library workers that we manage to provide high-level service under increasing trying conditions.  I am to leave the Madden Library at the end of 2006 after more than 18 years in this position and more than 45 years work in libraries, so may be forgiven, I trust, a certain valedictory feeling as both my presidency and career in libraries draw to a close.

Michael Gorman

June 2006   
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