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With the Key West Woman’s Club about to celebrate its centenni-
al next year, it’s worth remembering the debt the Key West May Hill
Russell library owes this remarkable club, the oldest organization still
active in the city. 

When the Woman’s Club was founded in 1915, literacy and the
stewardship of books for the community quickly became the group’s
top priority. For the next forty-four years, it operated the only library
in the city, with a fairly large collection of books it shelved in the club-
house on Truman Avenue. It continued after 1941 at its present
address, 319 Duval Street. 

It was in the 1950s, during the tenure of then president May Hill
Russell, that the Woman’s Club chose the establishment of a county-operated library in Key
West as their primary focus. Under the direction of Mrs. Russell, to whom our library owes its
name, the members began a tireless two-month drive to raise funds throughout the county to
build a library. Their efforts raised $35,000, a considerable amount at that time. In turn, the
Monroe County Board of Commissioners contributed $25,000 from their 1957-58 budget.

Still, a property was needed. Karl Thompson, a retired businessman from a prominent
local family, father of Joan Thompson Knight, donated the plot of land located at 700 Fleming
St. as a memorial to his mother, Mary M. Thompson. This was in 1957. The next year, the
Monroe County Library Association was formed. Mr. Thompson was

SALUTE TO THE KEY WEST WOMAN’S CLUB
by Joanna Brady Schmida
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THE VISION OF THE FRIENDS
IS AN OUTSTANDING 

KEY WEST LIBRARY WITH 
STRONG COMMUNITY SUPPORT

December ended this 2014 busy Library year in festive style with
the holidays closing and welcoming the return of our Friends of the
Library.  Over the holiday season, many of our library patrons were
able to enjoy the creative style we librarians are known for.  October
this year started off the holiday season in costume, story time, and all
around fun.  Librarians, along with the collaborative effort of several
Monroe County Sheriff Deputies, (Sgt. Linda Mixon, Sgt. Evan,
Deputy Kim, and Deputy Todd), and other volunteers conducted our
first Library Haunted House.  With over 300 in attendance and a very
well written story line, including numerous props in every nook and
cranny throughout our library, it was a complete success.  November

also provided numerous youth and adult holiday programs combined with movies, crafts,
and book clubs.  Finally we met the December climax of the holiday season with Santa and
Mrs. Claus.  Our new Youth Librarian, Patricia Blanco, has proven to be a major asset to
our Headquarters library, providing an abundance of smiles and good cheer while balancing
the many Youth programs throughout this entire holiday season. We hope each and every
one of you had a safe and healthy holiday season. May your new year be filled with books,
program calendars, and good memories of all the fun you had here at our library.

AT THE LIBRARY  
by Nancy Howanitz

The door available to everyone that can lead to happiness and 
success is the modest door of the public library.
I found it to be so in my own life and work.

– Herman Wouk
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The Friends of the Library newsletter is published monthly from
December through April. Editor, Roberta Isleib. 
Please address all correspondence to her at the library: 
700 Fleming Street, Key West, FL  33040.

The mission of the Friends is to support, improve,
and promote the Key West Library through 
fundraising, volunteering, raising public interest 
in and advocacy for the library.

made Honorary President for life, and May Hill Russell was
chosen as President. Captain O.A. Sandquist, an engineer who
donated his services, was made First Vice-President and
appointed Chairman of the Planning Committee.

Contractors were Johnson and Curry who began construc-
tion on September 2, 1958. In June 1959, our beautiful pink
Bermuda-style building, with its white slate roof, was present-
ed to the Monroe County Commission, along with the deed to
the property.

The building was not the Key West Woman’s Club’s only
contribution to the library. In October of 1958, the Club start-
ed a project to raise funds for furnishing it. With the assistance
of other groups, they raised sufficient funds to furnish the chil-
dren’s section, and a year later, in September 10, 1959, the
Club contributed some ten thousand volumes of books to help
establish our library’s initial collections. 

It was just a couple months later, on November 15, 1959,
that the Monroe County Public Library in Key West was dedi-
cated and opened to the public. During the ceremonies, Eva
Navarro, a past president of the Club made a presentation of
the former Woman’s Club Library to the new institution.  May

Hill Russell, presented the new building to Mr. Gerald
Saunders, Chairman of the Monroe County Commission.

As the Key West Woman’s Club prepares to celebrate its
“one hundred years of dedicated service” next year, the build-
ing of our Key West library stands out as its crowning
achievement. And for that, the Friends of the Library are
deeply grateful.

WOMAN’S CLUB CONTINUED

UNSUNG HERO JOHN DANLEY
by Margaret Russell Ciardi

Key West Woman’s Club, 319 Duval Street

The Friends of the Key West Library is honored to recognize
John Danley as our Unsung Hero for 2015. John has been vol-
unteering as an Internet Host for 10 years, since his retirement
from teaching in Massapequa on Long Island, New York, where
he taught history, government, and economics. John also taught
psychology classes at Long Island University. 

John enjoys working at the Internet desk at the library as it
provides an opportunity for him to use skills and knowledge he
developed as a teacher.  These include assigning patrons to com-
puters, answering questions, and providing support with
various computer skills such as saving, printing, and setting up
email accounts.  John particularly likes meeting Key West’s
locals, winter residents, and tourists. 

John first visited Key West on his honeymoon, 50 years ago.
He stayed for two days but held onto his memories of the island
until he returned in the 1990’s for a week’s vacation. He “fell in
love” with Key West and, since his retirement in 2003, has been
coming every year. Initially, he stayed for three months, but in

true Key West fashion, three
months turned into four,
and four months turned
into five. These days, when
December comes to Long
Island, John and his wife,
Mary Jane, come to Key
West. 

John’s volunteering is
not limited to the Key West
Library. He devotes his time
and talents to the Tropic
Cinema, Meals on Wheels,
AIDS Help, and the Waterfront Playhouse. In addition to vol-
unteering, he sings in the Florida Community College Chorale. 

The Key West Library's Friends, staff, and patrons are
grateful to John for devoting his time and talents to the library
and community. Thank you, John.

John Danley

Friends of the Library’s BOOK SALE in the Palm Garden
January 10, 2015 9:30 a.m. to 1:30 p.m.

LIKE US ON FACEBOOK! facebook.com/FriendsOfTheKeyWestLibrary
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FOL LECTURE SERIES 2015
The Friends of the Library are proud to introduce leading figures in the world of books, 
art, and ideas.The lectures will take place at 6 pm at the new home of the Studios of Key West,
533 Eaton Street.

JANUARY 19  Sympathy for the Devil: Four Decades of Friendship with Gore Vidal
Maryland native Michael Mewshaw’s love of travel and taste for adventure have greatly

influenced an impressive body of work that includes fiction and non-fiction.  His first novel,
Man in Motion, was completed while on a Fulbright program in France. Since then, he has
published 11 novels and 8 books of  non-fiction as  well as hundreds of articles, reviews, and
literary profiles in The New York Times, The Washington Post, The Nation, Newsweek,
Harper’s, Granta, and many other  international outlets.

Mewshaw’s interest in foreign places has taken him to far corners of the world. Many of
his vivid first-hand experiences have influenced his writing. He researched his third novel, The
Toll, while living in Morocco. Year of the Gun was set in Rome where he and his wife lived
for many years. It was made into a movie starring Sharon Stone.  A memoir, Do I Owe You
Something? recalls the many well-known writers and colorful characters encountered during
his extraordinary literary life in places around the world. Between Terror and Tourism details
a harrowing overland trip across North Africa.

Mewshaw will read from his newest work, Sympathy for the Devil, in which he recalls his
40 year friendship with author Gore Vidal, a man who prided himself as being difficult to
know.  

JANUARY 26  The Language of Houses
Prize winning author, teacher and scholar, Alison Lurie has published ten novels and five

books of non-fiction. An abiding interest in children’s literature led to three collections of folk
tales and two critical studies of the genre. 

Foreign Affairs, which won the Pulitzer Prize in 1985, takes place at Oxford in London
and relates  the tangled relationship of two American academics abroad. 

Officially retired in 1998, Lurie continues to write and teach at Cornell where she is the
Frederic J. Whiton Professor of American Literature emerita. In 2012, she was awarded a two-
year term as the official author of New York State. Other honors include Rockefeller and
Guggenheim Foundation grants, the American Academy of Arts and Letters Award in Fiction,
and a D. Litt. from Oxford University in England. 

This evening she will talk and show slides that illustrate her newest book. The Language
of Houses explores the social and psychological significance of private and public structures:
she argues that how we choose to order the space we live and work in reveals a great deal
about ourselves and our place in the world.

FEBRUARY 2  The Shelf: From LEQ to LES
Phyllis Rose is a literary critic, essayist, biographer, and educator, schooled at Radcliffe,

Yale, and Harvard. Her dissertation on Dickens became the basis for her classic work, Parallel
Lives. 

During her teaching career at Wesleyan University, she published 5 non- fiction books. Her
first, Woman of Letters, a biography of Virginia Woolf, was a finalist for the National Book
Award. A year later, Parallel Lives, explored five unconventional Victorian marriages. During
a sabbatical to research her next book, she lived in Paris for 6 months to research and write
Jazz Cleopatra, which explored the life of dancer, Josephine Baker who took Paris by storm in
the 1920’s. The book was supported by grants from the Guggenheim Foundation and
Rockefeller Foundation.  

Throughout her career, she has been particularly interested in promoting work by women.
The Norton Book of Women’s Lives is an anthology of entries from women’s diaries, journals,
and memoirs. She selected the texts and wrote introductions to all 61 selections. The book is
still in print after almost 20 years.   

The subject of her lecture this evening is her latest work. The Shelf: From  LEQ to LES, is
an account of an experiment in random reading in which she chose a specific shelf of fiction
in the New York Society Library and read  her way through it. It’s a paen to libraries every-
where and makes a strong argument to keep the physical library stack from disappearing. 

Michael Mewshaw

Alison Lurie

Phyllis Rose

                                                



Membership Application
2014 - 2015

Now you can join the Friends of the Key West Library or renew your 
membership online using your PayPal account or any credit card by going 
to:  http://friendsofthekeywestlibrary.org Click the Join/Renew button
and proceed. You can also pay by check made out to Friends of the Key
West Library and mailed to 1025 Fleming Street, Key West, FL 33040.

nn $25     nn $50     nn $100     nn $250     nn $500    nn $1000

Name ______________________________________________________

Phone ______________________________________________________

Address ____________________________________________________

____________________________________________________________

E-mail address ______________________________________________

Newsletter by e-mail?    nn Yes      nn No

Friends of the Key West Library is a non-profit organization and memberships
are tax-deductible to the fullest extent of the law. The more you give, the
greater the impact that the Friends can have helping the Key West Library.

FRIENDS OF THE MONROE
COUNTY PUBLIC LIBRARY 
OF KEY WEST, FLORIDA, INC,
1025 FLEMING STREET
KEY WEST, FL 33040

Mark your calendars for 
January 10th, when the 

Friends of the Key West Library 
will hold their next book sale in the

Library’s Palm Garden at 
700 Fleming Street. 

Every dollar raised during the sale
goes directly back to your library.

BOOK SALE
Saturday, January 10 

from 9:30 a.m.–1:30 p.m.

GO GREEN!
Receive your FOL newsletter digitally. 

Email membership@folkw.org
and provide your name and email

address to make the change.

Key West Library
700 Fleming Street,

Key West Florida 33040
Phone 292-3595

www.keyslibraries.org

A copy of the official registration and financial 
information may be obtained from the Division of
Consumer Services by calling toll-free (800-435-7352)
within the state. Registration does not imply endorse-
ment, approval, or recommendation by the State.
Registration #CH30134

*
If there is an asterisk after 

your name on the mailing label, 
it means it’s time for you to 

renew your membership.

                                                   


