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My Library: Moments captured during the early hours of 26th November 2008

By Mrs Marion Clarke (Warrenpoint)
Big steps, giants and dwarves

On my first visit to the local library, I was so small that my Dad had to swing me up each of the Town Hall steps by the arm until we reached the big front door. There was an overwhelming feeling of awe as I gazed at the striped canvas of book spines stretching all around me and towering high above me. I arrived at the conclusion that the top shelves must be for giants, as dwarves could easily reach the bottom shelves.

Tufty mornings

If we fast-forward a couple of years to a Saturday morning in the new library you’ll find me at the Tufty Club with my brothers and sisters – in fact we must have made up quite a percentage of the membership as I had three of each. What I recall most about those Saturday mornings is learning the Green Cross Code, getting awarded a Tufty Badge and the sheer noise level created by the club members when shouting out answers. Books I remember selecting afterwards in the relative quiet are ‘Miffy at the Seaside’ and ‘Cat in the Hat ABC’.
Other worlds

When I was old enough to walk to the library myself in the evenings I felt very grown up as I trotted down the lane from the back of my parents’ house, clutching my library books tightly to my chest. On wicked winter nights the library windows radiated light and warmth at the bottom of the slope and once inside I knew a whole world of wonder awaited me. I would go from shelf to shelf deftly flicking and scanning sample pages of each book to assess its ability to transport me to other places. Two favourites I remember reading and re-reading during my childhood were ‘The Diamond in the Window’ and ‘Tom’s Midnight Garden’. I sought out any book that offered the sense that a different or parallel world existed just around the corner if you knew how to find it. Other books I read to achieve a certain sentiment. A sad book I particularly loved was about a boy who was washed up on a beach after a shipwreck in which he lost his parents. Sometimes on those charcoal-grey wild autumn days with the wind slapping against my bedroom window overlooking the beach I would often look out to sea and shed a private tear as I imagined what it must have been like for that little boy.
Sleuths 
In our primary school we had an Enid Blyton corner in the classroom. This was obviously in the days when it was still considered politically correct for Ms Blyton’s books to be in a school – or has she come back into favour again I wonder? Well, I devoured every escapade of the Secret Seven and the Famous Five like the hungry caterpillar until I felt I could have solved any case put in front of me. I loved those stories and longed to be one of the characters solving perplexing clues and puzzling whodunits. That was until I read ‘The Mystery of the Fiery Eye’ featuring the Three Investigators who were based in LA and were much cooler.

Shocking memories
During my teens I don’t recall any book in particular as I must have read thousands…in fact anything I could get my hands on…I even progressed to my Dad’s library books once I had read my own. 
But hang on, I tell a lie! I have just remembered one that did make an impact on me, my sister and my best friend and which we all impatiently awaited our turn at reading. It was ‘Christiane F’, a true story about a girl hooked on heroin and her attempts to kick the habit. Of course we rushed straight to the local video shop when we heard it had been released on film as we enjoyed it so much (and also because David Bowie wrote the soundtrack) but I do recollect that we were very shocked by the whole thing.
School daze
I don’t remember much about my grammar school library. Perhaps we didn’t have one – or if we did it only had boring books on offer. 
A Francophile

The library at university was a different matter altogether. I lost days in its depths pouring over the works of classic French authors. I gorged on Maupassant’s colourful characters from provincial life in France and was darkly fascinated by the poetry of Baudelaire. I also studied linguistics and used the library to research many papers and thesis written by former students on unusual topics related to language and culture, such as how many words Inuits have for urine-covered snow. 
I wish I had joined a library on my placement year in France – but I didn’t. I guess I spent too much time in the cafés and bars of Lille with my newly-acquired French boyfriend, Michel. A teacher at the school where I worked as a language assistant suggested this was the quickest way to become fluent in French. She was right.
A little bit of history
I moved to Surrey for quite a few years and the library there was very different to any I’d used before. Located in the impressive ‘Mansion’ in the pretty village of Leatherhead it was quite small but its history was colourful and varied. In fact the first building on the site was built during the reign of Henry VIII and is thought to have been rebuilt in 1710. But enough of that…
Back

Now I have returned to the town of my childhood and once more I delight in using the library in which I spent so many happy hours reading, working and dreaming. It is a different place to me now but perhaps this is because I am no longer young. Perhaps it has always had such a wide variety of elements of society passing through. I suppose the older folk of the town have always called in each morning to read the daily papers in warmth and comfort. But technology has enabled the tall, blond Lithuanian & Polish communities to keep in contact with loved ones via the internet. It is a meeting place too, as the after-school Goth girls look over their text books and eyeliner at the awkward, blushing boys from the local secondary schools, all in a dark rainbow of navy, green, brown, purple and black uniforms. There are pre-school story sessions to protect the future sanity of young mothers by helping their offspring to learn how to listen. Each year an eager buzz of nursery school pupils arrives for an introduction to library life. They leave with beaming faces clutching a cardboard treasure chest of books and memories of an enchanting tale they have been told to entice them back for future gems of stories. 
And then there are my children, aged seven and (almost) ten who remind me it’s ‘library time’ every week as I did at their age. I see the anticipation in their eyes as they scan the shelves, triumphantly seize a book and come running to show me their latest acquisition on dinosaurs or kittens, Asterix or Batman – or even Cat in the Hat! 

Long may it happen.
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