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Foreword 
In writing this book, Helen McGonagle has made great use of the treasure 
trove found, as she explains, in a strong room in Cork City Library: a set of 
annual Reports of the city’s Carnegie Free Library. This source material is all 
the more valuable because, like a large section of the city centre, that library 
was lost on the December night, in 1920, when Cork was burned.

Helen hones in on evidence relating to the ‘Ladies Reading Room’, and there is 
much in her work to remind us of both the interests of women and their status 
in this period. We find, for example, that the ‘Juvenile Library’ was initially 
known as the ‘Boys’ Room’ and that few women entered the public library 
before that separate room was opened for them, with those who did flitting 
through with an air of embarrassment.

The book provides insights into one aspect of women’s experience in a period 
when the women’s movement became increasingly active in its demand for 
the vote. In October 1910, a branch of the Irish Women’s Franchise League 
was set up in Cork but within months the members established their own, 
non-militant as well as non-party, Munster Women’s Franchise League. With 
the focus on the vote, women with differing political outlooks, like Máire 
MacSwiney and writer Edith Somerville, worked together to argue that women 
must have the vote because their perspectives, particularly on social issues, were 
essential to the political system. In these days of mass media we forget not only 
the importance of libraries as sources of information and education but also 
that women like these had to take their message out to into streets and halls 
and defend it against anti-suffragists. 

During the decade covered, the Irish Language, Nationalist, Labour and 
Women’s Movements heralded an era of new ideas, high hopes and political 
excitement. With her focus on the Ladies’s Reading Room, Helen adds a fresh 
layer to our growing understanding of Cork City’s social and cultural history.

Sandra McAvoy
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Introduction
A Room of their Own: the Ladies Room at the Cork Carnegie Free Library through 
Annual Reports 1905-1915 is the third book to appear in the last decade on the 
history of public libraries in the city of Cork.  The first – A Grand Parade – was 
published in 2005 on the 150th anniversary of the Public Libraries (Ireland) 
Act, and took a broad brush approach in recounting the establishment and 
development of the library service over more than one hundred years.  The 
second – Thomas McCarthy’s Rising from the Ashes – told the heartening story 
of how the city’s civic leaders rebuilt the library and its collections, after the 
catastrophic destruction of the Cork Carnegie Free Library by Crown Forces 
in December 1920.  

This new book is focused on one important aspect of the Cork Carnegie Free 
Library.  Having sketched a picture of the Edwardian city of Cork in the early 
20th century, A Room of their Own recounts the development of the Carnegie 
building, which opened to the public in 1905.  Helen McGonagle shines a light 
on the views which were prevalent at the time, in the United Kingdom and in 
North America, about the benefits of separate reading rooms for women.  Her 
insights on library annual reports – why they were produced, how they were 
used then (or not), and what uses they might serve today – are particularly 
interesting.

The core of Helen McGonagle’s book is her discussion of the Ladies’ Reading 
Room at the Cork Carnegie Free Library – how it provided for its women 
readers in the first decades of the 20th century, and how women used the 
Library and its resources.  

Cork City Libraries are delighted to publish Helen McGonagle’s A Room of their 
Own.  It is a unique contribution to library history, Irish and international, and 
a very valuable contribution to the social and cultural history of a city which 
would play such a pivotal role in Ireland’s struggle for independence, just a few 
years after the period which Helen McGonagle brings to life.     

Liam Ronayne
Cork City Librarian

A Room of Their Own    5



6    A Room of Their Own

CHAPTER ONE

A Bustling Edwardian City
AN Introduction

The idea for this work came from the discovery of the small collection of 
Carnegie Free Library Annual Reports dating from 1905-1915 in the strong 
room of the City Library in Cork. It is a fascinating collection, containing a 
myriad of information about life in Cork at that time.  Little or no use has been 
made to date of these reports as a research source, perhaps because the focus 
of library history in Cork has tended to be on the burning of the Carnegie 
Library, along with much of the city centre by Crown forces in 1922, and the 
subsequent effort to restock and rebuild the Library.  While public libraries 
have evolved into one of the most popular public services in modern Britain 
and Ireland, historians in general have tended to overlook the wider historical 
significance and context of these institutions and their annual reports.1 This 
may be explained to some extent by the relative inaccessibility of these reports, 
held as they are, in the main, by individual library authorities. 

How libraries developed has been explored to some extent, for example Kelly’s 
History of Public Libraries in Great Britain 1845-1975, which is a chronological 
record of fact, but little consideration has been given by library historians as to 
why libraries developed as they did.  This work attempts in a small way to do 
this, by adding to the body of library historiography in Ireland and in Cork 
in particular and placing annual reports and public library developments in 
general within what Black (1996) terms the ‘field of cultural history’ 2
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Historic annual reports in general, although varying in length, follow a 
standard template providing:
• a narrative commentary on a particular library’s progress during
  the period of the report,
• statistical information about these institutions with regard to stock held,
  numbers and type of  books issued  
• number and profession/trade (if any) of borrowers. 

These reports were usually signed either by the chairman of the library 
committee or the librarian on behalf of the Library Committee3. 

Above: The Carnegie Library with Mr & Mrs Wilkinson on the balcony
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Early Twentieth Century Cork 
To appreciate the value of the information in the Library Annual Reports, it 
is necessary to imagine Cork in the early 1900’s. It was at least on the surface, 
a city at peace with itself, a busy Edwardian city with a bustling port and a 
well established merchant class4. The Cork International Exhibition, visited 
by Edward VII and Queen Alexandra, had taken place on the Mardyke, along 
the banks of the river Lee during 1902 and 1903 and was attended by tens of 
thousands of visitors both national and international. 

Wealthier merchants and members of the prosperous predominantly Catholic 
middle classes had by now moved from the narrow streets and laneways of the  
inner city to the outer reaches of the city at Sunday’s Well, Montenotte, Tivoli, 
Blackrock and other suburbs5 . However, this affluence and success must be 
contrasted with the appalling conditions endured by those not so fortunate. 
The houses vacated by the middle classes became tenement homes for the 
working classes and the unemployed.  Living conditions in many of these 
tenements were generally ‘poor, overcrowded and insanitary’6 with tenement 
buildings accommodating up to 23 families7. 

Attempts by Cork Corporation and the Improved Dwellings Company to clear 
these slums and to provide alternative housing for the occupants were only 
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partially successful. While some slums were demolished, not enough houses 
were built to accommodate the former slum dwellers. The rents charged for the 
new houses were often out of the reach of the poorest families8. In addition, 
both Cork Corporation and the Improved Dwellings Company tended to 
favour tenants with what they considered to be prudent and temperate habits. 
This was reflected in the names chosen for some of the new housing schemes 
- Industry Street and Prosperity Square, situated near Barrack Street, are two 
good examples9. This resulted in more desperately poor people being crowded 
into the remaining tenements. 

Political energy in Cork, as in the rest of Ireland at the time was largely 
concentrated on the nationalist struggle to achieve Home Rule rather than 
on achieving improved working conditions and rights for workers. On 28 
September 1914 Asquith’s Home Rule Bill became law with the support 
of the Irish Parliamentary Party led by John Redmond. Its provisions were 
immediately delayed until ‘not later than the end of the present war’10 – the 
war was expected to be over within a matter of months. Redmond, William 
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O’ Brien and other nationalist leaders called for Irish support for the war while 
the more radical wing of the nationalist movement voiced its opposition to 
any Irish men fighting for British forces11.  This difference in attitude towards 
the war led to a split in the nationalist Irish Volunteer movement in Cork as 
it did in the rest of the country. In general however, support for the war was 
widespread in Cork. Many men volunteered for the army and organisations 
were set up to support the troops, the wounded and the families of those in the 
armed forces. For a time, divisions between nationalists and unionists appeared 
to be forgotten.

Since the introduction of the Education Act in 1831, primary education was 
available for all regardless of class or creed. Originally, non-denominational 
education was planned, but it quickly became segregated and came under the 
control of the religious congregations, both Catholic and Protestant12. The 
curriculum focused on teaching basic reading, writing and arithmetic to all. 
However for girls, the focus quickly changed to domestic tasks, preparing them 
for becoming wives and mothers13.

The Gaelic Revival
The years 1905 – 1915 encompassed a time of great change in Ireland.  New 
movements stressed the importance of Irish identity, Irish race and Irish 
culture.  While the majority of people in Ireland still supported the Irish 
Parliamentary Party in its quest for Home Rule for Ireland, the late 19th and 
early 20th century saw a considerable Gaelic revival and the suggestion that 
perhaps Home Rule was not enough.  This revival of cultural nationalism was 
particularly strong in the cities of Cork and Dublin and it was the leaders 
of this movement who provided much of the leadership of the Republican 
revolution which followed14. The Gaelic revival spawned a renewed emphasis 
on all things Gaelic and nationalist – from fairy tales, drama and poetry to 
music, the Gaelic language and sports.

Much of this revival was promoted through writing – in the form of novels, 
plays, poetry, newspaper and journal articles, published letters and speeches 
which were later reported in newspapers and journals.  This renaissance of 
literature and drama was lead by poets such as W.B. Yeats, Eva Gore Booth 
and A.E (George Russell) and dramatists such as Lady Gregory and J.M. 
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Synge. Indeed Senia Paseta in her 2013 work Irish Nationalist Women claims 
that political literature was probably the single most influential politicising 
agent of nationalist women of that era, with many women discovering politics 
through books, newspapers and journals.15 The fledgling free library service was 
instrumental in providing this reading material to the people of Ireland.
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Chapter Two

‘A free public library
for The great and important

City of cork’16

Cork has long had significant collections of books for both learning and 
pleasure, from the seventh-century monastic school associated with St. Finbarr 
at Gillabbey near the present University site through to the emergence of 
various institutions in the early to middle nineteenth century, such as the 
Cork Literary and Scientific Society, the Royal Cork Institute, and the Cork 
Cuvierian Society. It was not until the last decade of the nineteenth century, 
however, that the public library service began in the city. While Cork was the 
first of the Irish cities to adopt the Public Libraries (Ireland) Act of 1855, which 
allowed municipal councils to establish a library and charge an annual rate of 
a maximum of one penny on city businesses to support it, difficult financial 
circumstances meant that a library service was not opened until December 
1892, in what is now the Crawford Municipal Art Gallery17.

Application for a gift from Andrew Carnegie
Application was made in October 1901 to the well-known benefactor of 
libraries Scottish-born Andrew Carnegie by the Lord Mayor of Cork, Edward 
Fitzgerald, for a donation ‘with a view to establishing a free public library for the 
great and important City of Cork’.

£10,000 was gifted to the people of Cork by Mr. Carnegie in August 1902 for 
the purpose of building a new free library in the city.
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Clockwise from left:
7(Insert invitation letter and reply here 
and extract re: Friday 10).
  Confirmation telegraph 12. 
Acknowledgement letter from Lord 
Mayor’s Office
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As a way of thanking him for his generosity the Lord Mayor invited Mr. 
Carnegie and his wife to Cork to lay the foundation stone of the library and 
to receive the Freedom of the City. It appears that some difficulty arose with 
coming to an agreed date, the first date suggested by Mr. Carnegie was 23 
October, 1901 and was rejected by the Lord Mayor because it was a Friday, 
(probably because this was a fast day), a date in July was then suggested and 
rejected again by the Lord Mayor because plans for the October visit were 
already in train. October 21 1903 was finally agreed on.  

Detailed correspondence between Mr. Carnegie’s secretary James Bertram 
and the Lord Mayor’s secretary D. F. Giltinan record his travel arrangements 
and accommodation requirements.  His timetable in Ireland saw him visit 
Dublin, Waterford, Limerick and Cork before departing for New York from 
Queenstown (Cobh) on board the ‘Cedric’. 
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The Imperial Hotel on Pembroke Street was recommended as being of ‘the 
highest class’19 by Mr. Giltinan and rooms were reserved there – A sitting room 
and bed room for Mr. Carnegie, a bedroom for Mr. Bertram, his secretary and 
a bedroom for his man-servant. 

The foundation stone of the new library was laid by Andrew Carnegie and 
he was made a freeman of the city in ceremonies which took place on 21 
October 1903. He spent his last night in Cork at the residence of the Bishop 
of Cloyne, Robert Browne (uncle of the photographer Fr. Francis Browne S.J.) 
in Queenstown.

Mr. Carnegie’s speech at Cork references Home Rule and expounds on his 
ideas of where Britain and Ireland should give their allegiances.  He suggests 
that Britain and Ireland should join with the United States of America – ‘there 
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is no reason why Ireland, Scotland and England should not be in an English 
speaking Union with the other branch of the race’20 

Request for more money
In September 1904, Augustine Roche who was then Lord Mayor of Cork 
wrote to Andrew Carnegie, setting out a statement of the building works and 
costs incurred so far 

He remarks that a sum of £1,000 in addition to that already provided will 
be needed for furnishing, heating, etc.  On 7 October 1904 Mr. Carnegie’s 
secretary replies saying that the extra £1,000 will be provided.



Clockwise from left:
7(Insert invitation letter and reply here and extract re: 
Friday 10).
  Confirmation telegraph 12. Acknowledgement letter from 
Lord Mayor’s Office
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Top:
Invitation to the Official Opening 
of the Carnegie Free Library, 
Tuesday 12 September 1905 

Left:
Dr Carnegie was unable to attend
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Official Opening
The opening ceremony, took place on September 12th, 1905, at 2.30 pm, 
conducted by the Right Hon. The Lord Mayor, Alderman Joseph Barrett21.   

While Andrew Carnegie and his wife were invited to the official opening of 
The Carnegie Free Library in Cork, they were unable to attend due to his 
engagements in Scotland. 

The building, designed by city surveyor Henry A. Cutler, 22 was, as reported in 
the Cork Examiner at the time; 

‘Elizabethan in style... the beautiful entrance, balcony and tower 
lend attractive effects... the interior arrangements ...ensure the 
best possible utilisation of space. The vestibule... opening into 
a large open hall, 30 feet by 20 feet...the floor of which is laid 
in the class of mosaic known as terrazzo executed by Italian 
workmen.  Beyond this hall and in line with the entrance is 
the lending department, furnished in the most up to date 
manner.  Its dimensions are 60 feet by 30 feet... this part... is 
lighted mainly from the roof.  To the left of the library and 
occupying equal space with it is the newsroom, lined along the 
sides with neatly designed newspaper stands, the floor space 
being occupied by tables for the readers.  The corresponding 
area to the left of the lending department is devoted to the 
reference library...Flanking the entrance loggia on the ground 
floor are the librarian’s offices on the left and the ladies’ reading 
room on the right, and over these respectively are the Librarian’s 
apartments and the juvenile reading room.
... The lending and reference libraries are replete with every 
convenience necessary for their purpose, the reading room is 
a model of arrangement, the furniture ...has been executed in 
Cork. The notice case in the vestibule, beautifully worked in 
mahogany, the counter in the lending library, also mahogany, 
the bookstalls and bookcases in the lending library, as well as the 
counter in the juvenile reading room were all executed by Mr. 
John Callanan, Cork.  The artistic iron railing which surmounts 
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the enclosing walls of the grounds was made by Mr. Watson, 
Cork.  The carrying out of the contract reflects every credit on 
Mr. Patrick Murphy, contractor.’23

Floor plan of the first floor and attic of the new Carnegie Free Library 
‘Showing Library Quarters’ and ‘Juvenile Reading Room’.
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On 13 September Joseph Barrett again wrote to Andrew Carnegie to report on 
the official opening.  He enclosed press cuttings of the proceedings 



Clockwise from top left:
Invitation to the Official Opening of the Carnegie 
Free Library, Tuesday 12 September 1905 

Left:
Dr Carnegie was unable to attend
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Not all went according to plan however. Perhaps in a foretaste of things to 
come, as reported in The Times the following day, the luncheon given by the 
Lord Mayor as part of the proceedings was disrupted by the Bishop of Cork, 
Ross and Cloyne who left early together with many of the guests because the 
Lord Mayor had omitted a toast to the King’s health.24

This building lasted for only 15 years, until 1920, when it and its contents were 
destroyed by fire, along with City Hall and much of the city centre, by British 
Crown Forces in retaliation for continuing guerrilla activity by the IRA25. 

The burning of the Carnegie Library left the city without a public library 
service until 1924, when premises were provided on a temporary basis for a 
library in Tuckey Street. That service was transferred in 1930 to its current 
location at 57-8 Grand Parade.
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CHAPTER THREE

Library annual reports
A means of communication or

‘concoctions of exuberant imagination ’26 

During the late nineteenth and early twentieth century, Library annual reports 
had a variety of uses.  Primarily, they were used as a way to communicate with 
library users.  New library stock was listed together with samples of items 
issued to borrowers in an effort to attract new readers. Lists of donors and 
donations were seen as acknowledgment of help received during the year27. 
To be listed in the annual report of a public library as a donor, or committee 
member or in another capacity was to have one’s standing in the community 
acknowledged.  Lists of users’ occupations were used to highlight the ‘open 
to all’ nature of public libraries. While the libraries were at risk of use by less 
desirable users – ‘library loafers’ and gamblers using the newspaper reading 
rooms for ‘betting intelligence’, annual reports were used to refute any notion 
that such behaviour was acceptable or prevalent. 

It is these narrative sections of the annual reports which are so important to 
historians now. Libraries of course highlighted their successes but they also 
mentioned problems and difficulties, whether it was a drop in the fiction 
borrowing as noted at Bootle28 or the staffing problems suffered in Leicester in 
188829.  James Wilkinson used the Annual Report of the Cork Library of 1895 
to illustrate the need for a new library in Cork. 

The need for additional room was noted in annual reports as was the closure of 
some reading rooms and the reasons why this was so.  Library committees also 
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used their annual reports as opportunities to address readers about problematic 
aspects of their behaviour, for example, borrowers not washing their hands 
before picking up a book. The preponderance of fiction borrowed was often a 
cause for concern as was the loss of books following the introduction of open 
shelving. The opportunity was also taken to pass information on to readers - for 
example providing reassuring messages regarding measures taken to disinfect 
books. 

Cork Reports
Each Carnegie Library had at its head a Local Library Committee – this was a 
necessary condition for the drawing down of a grant from the Irish Advisory 
Committee of the Carnegie Trust for the development of a library service. 
As Brendan Grimes (1998) in his history of Carnegie Libraries in Ireland 
notes, committees varied in size from district to district.  For example, in 
Cahirciveen, Co. Kerry in 1910 the library committee had ninety members 
while that in Drogheda, Co. Louth around the same time had only eight30. 
These committees tended to be made up of local clergymen, bank managers, 
national school teachers and local councillors. It was quite common for parish 

priests to be chairmen of these committees and 
where this was not the case, Grimes comments, 
it was usually because Roman Catholicism was 
not the predominant religion in the district. 31

At its inception on September 12th, 1905, 
the Cork Carnegie Free Library Committee 
consisted of the Lord Mayor as ex-officio 
chairman, fourteen members of the city 
Corporation as committee members, many of 
whom were also members of other committees 
in the city like for example, The Technical 
Instruction Committee of the Crawford 
Municipal Technical Institute. 32 Four local 
businessmen were also members, as were one 
Catholic and two Protestant clergymen.  The 
President of the city’s university was a member 
and the Librarian acted as the committee’s 
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secretary.33  The library committees retained a similar make up until 1913/14 
when the President and Secretary of the Gaelic League in Cork became 
members, presumably as a result of the Gaelic Revival taking place in the 
country at the time. 

The Annual Reports for the Carnegie Free Library in Cork ran from April 1st 
to March 31st each year in line with the tax year at the time. They followed 
a standard format. Each report was addressed to the Members of the Library 
Committee and opened with a narrative giving specific information on stock 
holdings in great detail beginning with the quantity of Library Stock held, any 
additions either by way of purchase or donation during the year, and noted 
any books withdrawn from stock.  For example, stock for the year ending 
March 31st, 1906 totalled 10,645 volumes 34 and by March 31st, 1915 which 
is the final report considered in this work, stock held had increased to 13,177 
volumes35.  

Details of books purchased and their total cost followed - £100 10s. 5d was 
spent in 1906,36and 1913 saw the largest amount during the years examined 
spent on new stock, at £130 5s. 71/2 d.37  

Additions to stock in the Reference Library are quantified, together with 
details of the numbers of volumes consulted during the year. The reference 
library appears to have been a busy place with 13,722 volumes consulted in 
1905/06.  The librarian comments that in fact the figure would have been 
greater except that 

‘(1) The Reference Library was closed to the public on 43 days 
more than last year; (2) No record is kept of Directories, etc, 
consulted, as in former years, as they are now placed on open 
shelves’38

The increase in stock in the Lending Library year on year is noted as are the 
issues for home reading.  In 1906, these issues were numbered at 94,554, 
an increase of 8,200 volumes on the previous year39.  By 1914, the issue of 
books for home reading had reduced to 82,539, a net decrease of 3,765 on the 
previous year– in his narrative the librarian writes 
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‘It is interesting to note that the Fiction issues accounts for all 
but 349 of the decrease…’ 

Laborious Work
In his commentary on the Lending Library in 1905/06, the Librarian describes 
how a class list of the books in the lending section is being prepared, on the 
Decimal system, work, he comments which ‘necessitates the cataloguing of 
each work de novo’ 40. It is not until the report for the year ended 1912/13 that 
the librarian informs the committee that 

‘the past year has seen the completion of the scheme of re-
classifying the books in the Library on what is known as the 
‘Decimal Classification’. 
He continues 
‘it is utterly impossible to convey to the lay mind the laborious 
nature of the work of re- classifying a library…some days, half 
a dozen books being dealt with…on many none at all’.  He 
continues to explain ‘this…will enable a person from this City, 
who is familiar with the system here, to obtain…a book on a 
given subject from say the National Library, Dublin, by using 
the same class number as is used in our local Library… this also 
applies to Libraries similarly classified throughout the world’ 41

This narrative served a four-fold purpose. It was addressed to the Library 
Committee and informed them of the good and forward- looking work being 
done in the Library.  It also spoke to the borrowers explaining to them how 
the new system worked and how their Library now had the same cataloguing 
system as was used worldwide.  In addition, because Annual Reports were sent 
to other Libraries, it was a way of showing what pioneering work was being 
done in Cork.  Finally, it was an acknowledgement to the staff of their hard 
work.  

Juvenile Library
With the building of the new Carnegie Library in 1905/06, the Juvenile Library 
(originally called the Boy’s Room!) was separated from the Adult Library, a 
move that proved ‘most successful’ with an increase of over 2,000 issues on the 
previous year 42(p.5).  The Librarian took the opportunity in the Annual Report 
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of this year to suggest that more children’s books 
be purchased and made available for ‘reading in 
the Library only’43. The same suggestion is made 
by the Librarian in his report for 1907/08 as he 
reports that no action was taken on his suggestion 
two years earlier44 .

The narrative form of the Annual Reports 
continue each year providing information on the 
retention of books, of quantities and costs of book 
binding, of cash receipts for fines, application 
forms, catalogues and books lost or damaged.  In 
1907/08 £55 3s 10d was received in fines45. This 
was a substantial sum of money considering that 
£85 was spent on new books by the library that 
year46.

Ladies Reading Room
‘Before opening the separate room it was an 
uncommon thing to see a woman enter the 
general Reading-room, and whenever one did 
so, it was with the air of an intruder who felt 
her position, and who would very soon beat a 
retreat from what appeared to be an embarrassing 
situation’ 47.

The new Carnegie Library contained for the 
first time in Cork a ‘Ladies Reading Room’.  
The Librarian comments in the first year that 
while no specific record has been kept of the use 
of the room it appears to be well attended and 
appreciated by the ladies using it 48. Interestingly, 
by the following year 1906/07, in his narrative 
the Librarian expresses ‘a considerable amount of 
annoyance caused by some persons maliciously 
mutilating some of the journals supplied’ 49 
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As a result of this mutilation the journals were withdrawn from open shelving 
and application had to be made at the counter for their use.  In the first two 
months of this system, 1,309 applications were made for use of these journals 
– emphasising, according to the Librarian, ‘the inconvenience caused both 
to readers and the staff by the action of a few thoughtless individuals’ and 
in addition supplying ‘an indication as to the popularity and use made of 
the journals by interested persons’50.  By the time of the Annual Report of 
1909/10, the Librarian noted that 5,777 applications had been made to use 
the journals and he suggested that in the light of the extra worked caused to 
staff in the issuing and examination of these item they again be placed on open 
tables for a trial period51.  Ladies Reading Rooms will be considered in more 
detail in Chapter 4.

Miscellanea
Under the heading Miscellanea, the Librarian considered what would probably 
be termed ‘housekeeping matters’ today.  The Lavatories proved to be a 
problem in 1905/06 and it was decided to close them against unrestricted use.  
He suggested to the Library Committee that a charge of One Penny be made 
for their use, and noted that some libraries receive between £11 and £50 per 
annum from this source52.  While that appears to be an eminently sensible 
suggestion, it wasn’t taken up then and there is no mention in further reports 
of this charge being levied or indeed of the lavatory situation at all.

In his narrative for the first Annual Report of the Carnegie Free Library in Cork, 
the Librarian noted that the Heating Apparatus which was much lauded in the 
Cork Examiner of September 13th, 190553  was not altogether satisfactory and 
expressed his hope that any defect be remedied54.  However, it would appear 
that these repairs were never made or if they were they were not of a satisfactory 
nature – the heating apparatus in 1907/08 ‘is still not satisfactory’ and ‘much 
too expensive an (sic) one for an institution with such limited means’.55  The 
librarian commented that the cost of Heating and Lighting during the past 
year was £174 10s. 5d., while the amount available for new books was £4056. 
Dissatisfaction with the heating system was again mentioned in 1908/09 – ‘No 
alteration was made to the Heating system, the old costly and unsatisfactory 
apparatus being used with the same results.57 Again in 1909/10 he noted that ‘The 
Heating Apparatus still works in an unsatisfactory manner’58and in 1910/11, 
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he suggested ‘the discarding 
of the present costly system’.59 
Nothing had been done by the 
end of the 1911/1912 reporting 
period – ‘The Heating Apparatus 
still works in an unsatisfactory 
manner’60 Mr. Wilkinson wrote 
to Mr. Bertram, Mr. Carnegie’s 
secretary on 20 July, 1912 asking 
for a grant towards replacing the 
unsatisfactory heating system in 
place.  He enclosed cuttings from 
the Annual Reports to back up his 
request. Unfortunately for Cork, 
the reply was in the negative, 
with Mr.Carnegie unable to help 
because it would set a precedent 
of repairing defective buildings, 
which would prove too costly.

The lists of donors and 
their donations served as an 
acknowledgment to those 
individuals – In 1910/11, the 
Librarian noted that James 
Coleman Esq., of Queenstown 
again headed the list of donors, 
contributing 107 volumes during 
the year.61 The same James 
Coleman featured among those 
who generously donated books to 
the library after the fire in 1920.62 

While the Annual Reports were, 
as mentioned before, addressed 
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to the Library Committee they of were of course also addressing the general 
public, other librarians and the staff of the Library.  The Librarian was careful 
each year to record the fact that the Staff fulfilled their duties in a satisfactory 
manner, noting any change in staff, and mentioning with regret the death of 
staff member Miss Jolley who died in August 191363.

The fact that the ongoing difficulties with the ‘heating apparatus’ and the 
suggestion of buying new books for the Juvenile Library appears to have been 
completely ignored by the Library Committee and City Council does seem to 
fit with some contemporary commentators who claimed that annual reports 
were a waste of paper64.  Despite detailed searches, this author was unable to 
find any mention of the Library Annual Reports in any of the daily or local 
newspapers in Cork at the time.

Statistical Content
While some of the statistical content of the Annual Reports can appear 
unnecessary to the modern observer, they are unlikely, as Peatling and Baggs 
comment, to have been included purposelessly.65  It is likely that the details of 
Borrowers’ Trades listed, both for males and females, was probably an attempt 
to show the library committee how widely used the library was and to encourage 
all members of the public, no matter what, if any, their trade to feel welcome. 
The Annual reports also contained lists of sample items issued according to the 
borrowers’ trades, this is explained by Ostrum (1990) in Peatling and Baggs 
(2005) as an attempt to portray public libraries in this period as ‘common pool 
resources and examples of collective action’66

The lengthy lists of newspapers, periodicals and journals taken by libraries 
probably served to publicise the library’s stock with the intention of attracting 
readers.  Aside from the book stock both in the Reference and Lending Library, 
the Newspaper and Ladies’ Reading Rooms subscribed to a substantial quantity 
of both local and national newspapers, journals and periodicals.  In 1914 the 
Newspaper Room took eleven newspapers, fifty four weekly publications, five 
bi and tri weeklies, forty seven monthlies and eight quarterly publications.67  
In the Ladies’ Reading Room, three newspapers and fourteen periodicals were 
available.68  
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Daily Usage of the Carnegie Free Library
The narrative part of the reports provides a fascinating insight into this aspect 
of the cultural and educational life of Cork.  The opening hours, open seven 
days a week, including bank holidays 9am – 10pm, evoke a time where the 
library paid a significant part in the life of the city.  Large numbers of people 
used the Newsroom every day, in 1905/06 the average was 921.75 per day.69  
The decision to close the public lavatories against unrestricted use and the 
suggestion of a charge of one penny is particularly interesting in light of the 
difficulties arising in the current Cork City Library because of the lack of 
public lavatories in the building. 
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The lists of newspapers, journals and in particular railway timetables available 
speak of a city very much part of the British Empire.  Available newspapers 
included the London Times, the Manchester Guardian, the Glasgow Herald and 
the Liverpool Post and Mercury.  Railway timetables were available for Great 
Eastern (England), Great Eastern (Ireland), Great Western (England), Great 
Southern and Western (Ireland), Lancashire and Yorkshire (England), London 
and North Western (England) and Midland (England).70 

Borrowers and their Trades
Lists of borrowers’ trades present an indicative list of those who became 
members of the library. The Classification of the Borrowers Trades for men from 
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April 1st 1909 to March 31st 1910 includes accountants, architects, barristers, 
solicitors, clergymen, clerks and book-keepers, constabulary, engineers, farmers, 
gentlemen, journalists, surgeons, dentists, chemists, students, railwaymen, 
shop keepers, shop assistants, school masters and miscellaneous trades.  

The women’s classification includes artisans, book-keepers, clerks, domestic 
servants, housekeepers, married women, professionals, students, shop assistants, 
vintners, teachers and governesses.71  While these lists were intended at the 
time to show that public libraries served the whole city community, today 
they show historians how popular the Library was with all sections of people.  
This popularity can also be highlighted by examining the sample lists of books 
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borrowed during the year contained in each Annual Report together with a 
note of each borrower’s trade.  For example in 1909/10 Witts’ ‘How to look at 
pictures’ was borrowed by a Clerk, Coal Sorter, Commercial Clerk, Engineer, 
Hosier’s Assistant, Married Woman, Nurse, Plasterer, Retired Warrant Officer, 
Scholar, School Boy, Ship’s Cook, Spinster, Student Teacher and three people 
whose trades were not stated.72

Historical and Cultural Significance of the Annual Reports
Contextually it is significant that these reports are now being examined one 
hundred years on during a time of intense retrospection in Ireland. The Annual 
Reports being considered cover a tumultuous period – the Gaelic revival, the 
Great War and the lead up to the Easter Rising in 1916. Local historians will 
be interested in the Annual Report of 1914/15 where the Librarian made 
reference to the ‘decided fall in book issues’ which was the lowest recorded 
since 1897 and blamed this on; 

‘the outbreak of war in August last, which seems to have thrown 
all European countries into a vortex of unrest… and further 
the local activities that have taken place in the volunteering 
movement’.73 

The previous year also saw the President and the Honorary Secretary of the 
Gaelic League joining the Library Committee. 74 This influence of the Gaelic 
revival on the Library will be of interest to both local and cultural historians.  
However, except for these examples, the Librarian makes no mention of 
happenings outside of the confines of the Library.
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CHAPTER FOUR

The Ladies’ Reading Room 
A Haven from 

‘Library Loafers and Loungers’75 

The Ladies’ Reading Room in the Carnegie Free Library in Cork was opened to 
the public on 12th September, 1905. That day’s evening paper, the Evening Echo 
reported the provision of ‘…a ladies’ reading room, provided with literature 
presumably to their tastes’76. Review of the library floor plan shows the room 
to be smaller than the general reading room; however no mention is made of 
the actual numbers catered for.  In his Annual Report of 1905/06 the Librarian 
states 

‘No record has been kept of the use made of this room, but from 
general observation it appears to be very well attended, and is 
much appreciated by the ladies availing themselves of its use’ 77

Mention is made of the room in the narrative section of the Annual Reports up 
to and including the period 1908/09 but aside from the commentary on the 
‘persistent mutilation of the illustrated journals’ 78 disappointingly little detail 
is given, except to say that ‘the popularity of this room is well maintained’ 
79.  There is no further narrative on the room, however lists of titles available 
in it are included in each report up to the final one considered by this work, 
1914/15.

Newspapers and Journals 
When the Ladies’ Reading Room was opened, the stock consisted of two Cork 
City daily papers, the Cork Constitution and the Cork Examiner together with 
thirteen other periodicals.  This certainly compares unfavourably with the 
eleven daily newspapers, local, Irish, British and international together with 
forty nine weekly and bi-weekly publications and fifty monthly or quarterly 
periodicals available in the general newspaper reading room at the same time.
This time period 1905-1915 coincides with the rapid growth in availability 
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of journals targeted specifically at a female readership and may be one of the 
reasons for the expansion of ladies’ reading rooms during the period. Ballaster 
et al, point to the fact that at least fifty new titles, targeted specifically at 
women, appeared between 1870 and 1900 80.

Chris Baggs notes the average number of titles stocked in ladies’ reading rooms 
to be twenty six, the Ladies’ Reading Room in Cork held thirteen.  Comparing 
his list of the Top Twenty Most Popular Titles (see Appendix 1), with the list 
of titles available in the Ladies’ Reading Room at Cork, it can be seen that the 
top five periodicals on Baggs’ list were held by the Ladies’ Room in Cork – 
they were Queen, Girl’s Own Paper, Gentlewoman, Lady’s Pictorial and Cassell’s 
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Magazine. The Illustrated London News was also available in the Ladies’ Reading 
Room and also featured on Baggs’ ‘top twenty’ list. The appearance of the first 
four titles is to be expected as they were popular periodicals of the time aimed 
largely at a female audience. 81 

Religious and Temperance Magazines
Baggs mentions the appearance of religious and temperance magazines in his 
‘top twenty’ list of titles available in Ladies’ Reading Rooms but he believes that 
they feature there only because in each case they were donated.82 Examination of 
the titles available at the Carnegie Library in Cork bears this out, with Alliance 
News (a temperance magazine) and Irish Outlook (a Catholic magazine) being 
donated, however the other Catholic title available, the Irish Rosary was paid 
for by the library.

General Journals
In common with the Ladies’ Reading Rooms considered by Baggs, the 
Carnegie Library in Cork carried a number of ‘General Journals’ - Illustrated 
London News, Cassell’s Magazine, Pearson’s Magazine and the Strand Magazine. 
These titles were not specifically aimed at women but at the general reader and 
contained what can be considered leisure time reading –  articles on current 
affairs as well as  a certain amount of fiction 83.

Absent Titles
As mentioned earlier the Gaelic Revival saw an upsurge in interest in Gaelic 
language papers, for example, An Lochrann, Scéal Nua, An Claidheamh Soluis 
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and Éire Óg. While these titles were available in the general reading room 
they were not available to readers in the Ladies’ Reading Room. Perhaps more 
significantly, also missing were any examples of the suffrage press, titles like 
Women’s Suffrage, Common Cause and Suffragette or any of the titles particular 
to Ireland at the time, known collectively today as ‘the advanced nationalist 
press.’84 This absence is particular striking given the number of prominent 
women writers in Ireland during this period, writers who encouraged the 
Gaelicisation of life in all its forms – literature, music, sport, political writing, 
poetry, even women’s fashion. Tom Stokes 85 in his article on the feminist, 
nationalist press in the lead up to the 1916 Easter Rising in Dublin describes 
Irish women as being ‘amongst the most advanced in the world at the time’. 

Maud Gonne, as a journalist and critic of the press, viewed the press as a 
primary educator in all countries but in particular she noted its influence 
in Ireland given ‘the want of public libraries in most of the country towns and 
villages of Ireland, and the want of educational advantages, such are found in 
free countries’.86 According to historian Senia Paseta, these women’s writing was 
instrumental in fusing the link between cultural nationalism and advanced 
nationalism and allowed the creation of a wider space for women’s involvement 
in nationalist politics.87

However recent research on the Cork Suffragist Susanne Day and the Munster 
Women’s Franchise League has unearthed an interesting comment from their 
first AGM in 1911 -
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‘Copies of Votes for Women have, through our exertions, been 
placed upon the tables of the Cork Library and of the Carnegie 
Free Library, two dozen copies of the paper being also disposed 
of in the city every week, whilst numbers of our members are 
now regular subscribers.’ 

The absence of Votes for Women from the list of titles held in the Library 
Annual Reports was probably because the library simply allowed the MWFL 
to place the papers there - they were not the responsibility of the library. It does 
show however, the power of advocacy groups even back then. Irish Examiner, 
09.11.11 p.8

The Shan Van Vocht was the first of these publications, founded 
by Methodist Alice Milligan and Catholic Anna Johnson 
(Ethna Carberry) in Belfast in 1896 – it hoped to unify 
nationalists across class, sex and religion88.  Publishing articles 
on many aspects of Irish life, cultural, political and nationalist, 
it provided a valuable platform for women’s writings.  Steele 
identifies its primary function as re-awakening interest in Irish 
patriotism through expressly feminist and nationalist writings. 
89 The magazine folded in 1899 and its feminist message was 
quickly lost90. Alice Milligan herself described the demise of 
the magazine as being due to ‘the unfortunate sectional policy 
which is shattering the forces of Ireland at the moment’91.  The 
magazine was re-launched in March 1899 under editorship 
of Arthur Griffith with the masculine name of The United 
Irishman and lost its expressly feminist outlook. However, 
as Steele comments it did continue to be one of the most 
significant nationalist newspapers of the day92.

The nationalist feminist monthly Bean na hEireann was 
published from 1908-1911 and described itself as ‘the first 
and only nationalist women’s paper’93. Maud Gonne was the 
publisher and Helena Moloney the editor.  Stokes identifies the 
tone of Bean na hEireann as being undoubtedly militant. It did 
not support the suffrage movement in Britain, believing instead 
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that women’s emancipation would come with Irish national independence94. In 
1912, Hanna Sheehy Skeffington and Margaret Cousins launched the militant 
suffrage monthly The Irish Citizen. Published until 1920, it campaigned for 
the vote for women, for equality between men and women, and for national 
freedom95. Like Bean na hEireann, The Irish Citizen struggled with which cause 
to put first, feminism or nationalism, and saw as one of its most important 
tasks the education of women about their warrior past and the need to spur 
them into militant action in the present. 96

The advanced feminist press afforded women at the turn of the century a 
platform for various forms of nationalist and feminist expression. Today it 
provides researchers with a wealth of information directly from the leading 
feminist voices of the time allowing their thinking about nationhood, gender 
and class during this transformational period to be studied. Their complete 
absence from the Cork Carnegie Free Library conforms with the prevailing 
attitude of the time which did not consider women to be serious readers and 
reflects Cork’s position as a city still comfortable with its  place within the 
British Empire. 
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CHAPTER FIVE

‘A ladies’ reading room
provided with literature

presumably to their tastes’97

Library designers in the late 19th and early 20th century considered Ladies’ 
Rooms as an absolute necessity for encouraging respectable women into 
public libraries98. James Duff Brown in 1903 suggested that segregated 
areas might encourage ‘women of a fidgety or timid sort’99 to use libraries. 
Thomas Greenwood in 1887 in his book Free Public Libraries commented 
that some libraries felt that certain behaviour exhibited by women in public 
libraries necessitated a separate area, where they could gossip without being 
disturbed.100 These rooms were, in the main, small, comfortable, warm spaces, 
usually with their own toilet facilities. The description of the Ladies’ Reading 
Room in Cork conforms with this, being a safe, comfortable space, away 
from the general newspaper reading room with its crowds of men, catering to 
ladies who, it would appear, were largely interested in news, fashion, interiors, 
Society and the Royal Family.  The titles stocked in Cork were almost exactly 
the same as those stocked in most other Ladies’ Reading Rooms in the United 
Kingdom at the time – titles which were generally held to be suitable reading 
for ‘ladies’ both aspiring and actual at the time.  Titles concerned with science, 
music, history, business and so on, while in theory available to women via the 
general reading room were not available in the Ladies’ Room.

All titles held in the Ladies’ Reading Room in Cork were printed and 
published in Britain, despite the existence of a vibrant nationalist/separatist 
and feminist press in Ireland.  In fact, the Gaelic Revival and the general rise 
in all things nationalist and Irish appears to have had no impact on what 
the Library Committee considered suitable reading for the ladies of Cork.  
There was a complete absence of any nationalist titles at all, let alone those 
of the advanced nationalist press. We have seen however that while Votes for 
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Women was not listed as a title held by the library, the authorities did allow the 
Munster Women’s Franchise League to place copies on the tables. This absence 
of nationalist titles is surprising considering the political turmoil occurring in 
Ireland at the time, however there is no mention in any Library Annual Report 
of any request for or suggestion that this type of reading material be provided.
However, there is no mention in any Library Annual Report of any request for 
or suggestion that this type of reading material be provided.

This was a time of upheaval, of renewed interest in all things Gaelic, through 
literature, sport and politics.  The editorials, articles, poems and plays contained 
in journals such as Bean na hEireann, An Shan Van Vocht and the Irish Citizen 
challenged people’s thinking about nationhood, gender and class during this 
transformative period. The Carnegie Free Library catered at the time to users 
who were drawn from the ranks of small shop owners, shop assistants, teachers, 
clerks and so on – precisely the same group of people as John Borgonova points 
to in his 2013 publication The Dynamics of War and Revolution: Cork City 1916-
1918, as having formed the small but very active group of Cork separatists.

Were women in Cork not interested in these titles or were the Library Committee 
and or James Wilkinson not prepared to provide this type of reading material?  
Unfortunately neither the annual reports nor the correspondence between the 
Lord Mayors and Andrew Carnegie can provide an answer to this question. 
No doubt the fact that James Wilkinson, the City Librarian was a Protestant 
Englishman and the library committee membership was until 1914/15 drawn 
from upper middle class religious, academic and business men had some 
bearing on the material provided but more prosaically, the magazines, papers 
and journals provided in Cork were the same as those provided in public 
libraries throughout the length and breadth of Great Britain at the time which 
suggests that Cork Carnegie Free Library was just another British library.

The research undertaken for this book shows that the Ladies’ Room probably 
does reflect the needs, interests and preoccupations of the majority of women 
library users in Cork at the time.  Women who were happy using a new, 
comfortable library in a relatively prosperous, provincial British city in a period 
directly before many of them became radicalised by the horrors of World War 
1, before they learned of the terrible deaths of young men, many from Cork 



A Room of Their Own    49

at places like Gallipoli and the Battle of the Somme and before the complete 
political and social change in Ireland begun by the Easter Rising and the 
subsequent War of Independence.

By the time a replacement library was built on Grand Parade in 1930, Cork 
was a different city.  It was part of a free nation – no longer part of the United 
Kingdom. The provision of a special room for ladies had become an old-
fashioned idea and was not considered best practice by library professionals. 
Thomas Greenwood in early editions of his guide to building and managing 
public libraries Free Public Libraries was inclined to recommend separate rooms 
for ladies but sometime later changed his mind saying:

‘A separate ladies’ room means very often a good deal of gossip, and sometimes 
it is from these rooms that fashion-sheets and plates from the monthlies are 
most missed.  Ladies need not faint at this statement; but it happens to be 
unfortunately true.’101

Indeed we have seen from the Annual Reports that this type of mutilation of 
ladies journals was a particular problem in Cork at the time.

Epilogue
Cork Carnegie Free Library did not welcome women as full participants.  It 
followed the contemporary norm of believing that women readers and serious 
readers were two disparate groups. By having a separate space, women were 
protected and their respectability maintained, however this separation also 
served to reinforce the socially constructed hierarchy of library users based on 
their class and gender. The decision not to provide a Ladies’ Reading Room 
in the new Public Library on the Grand Parade following the burning of the 
Carnegie Free Library in December 1920 reflected the post-World War 1 
desire to foster social stability by eradicating all social distinctions. The Ladies’ 
Reading Room had been consigned to history.
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Appendix 1

Top Twenty Most Popular Titles in British Ladies’ Reading Rooms 
Queen 
Girl’s Own Paper 
Gentlewoman 
Lady’s Pictorial 
Illustrated London News 
Graphic 
Quiver 
Woman at Home 
Myra’s Journal of Dress & Fashion 
Punch 
Cassell’s Magazine 
Lady 
Lady’s Realm 
Englishwoman’s Review 
Ladies’ League Gazette 
Leisure Hour 
Our Own Gazette 
Taken from Baggs, C. ‘In the Separate Reading Room for Ladies Are Provided Those 
Publications Specially Interesting to Them’: Ladies’ Reading Rooms and British Public 
Libraries 1850-1914’ Victorian Periodicals Review, Volume 38, Number 3, Fall 2005, 
pp. 280-306 (Article) Published by The Johns Hopkins University Press DOI: 10.1353/
vpr.2005.0028
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Appendix 2 
Letter from Florence Bagley Sherman re: changes in the plans. Page 1
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Appendix 2 (continued)  
Letter from Florence Bagley Sherman re: changes in the plans. Page 2
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Appendix 2 (continued)  
Letter from Florence Bagley Sherman re: changes in the plans. Page 3
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Appendix 2 (continued)  
Letter from Florence Bagley Sherman re: changes in the plans. Page 4
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Appendix 3  
Letter from stone cutters association
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Appendix 4 
Letter re manufacturing etc in Cork. Page 1
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Letter re manufacturing etc in Cork. Page 2
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Appendix 4 (continued) 
Letter re manufacturing etc in Cork. Page 3
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