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 The History of the Yarmouth Port Library 
 
The first Union Library was established in Yarmouth Port in 1808 by Dr. Calvin Gilden 
and others.  There were other efforts, but it was not until 1866 when twenty men gathered 
at the home of Charles F. Swift withy the purpose of organizing a library on a 
subscription plan with shares so low ($10) that all might become participants.  On June 
28, 1866 the Yarmouth library was organized by assumption of corporate functions, 
adoption of a constitution and the naming of officers 
 
On June 29, 1866 Reverend Nathaniel Cogswell offered a building formerly occupied as 
a law office (this later became the kitchen of the Librarian’s living quarters). On July 13, 
1866, Mr. Henry C. Thacher offered a lot of land on which the present library stands.  
Many public-spirited citizens gave of their time to grade the land and to help move the 
building.  The building was moved on August 24, 1866.  Two months later, on October 
29, 1866, the fist installment of books was purchased and on December 15, 1866 the 
library was opened by William J. Davis, the first librarian.  Between purchases and gifts 
there were 600 books on the shelves.  The Library was open on Saturday from 3:00p.m. 
to 5:00p.m. and 7:00p.m. to 8:00p.m. 
 
On December 10, 1870, Nathan Matthews, a native of Yarmouth and one-time Mayor of 
Boston offered to erect a library building at a cost of $7,000, to be given in memory of 
his father, James Mathews.  In January of 1871, Mr. Matthew’s offer having been 
accepted and Mr. Henry Thacher having given another lot of land on the West side of the 
lot occupied by the library building, the shareholders relinquished all private rights and 
transferred the property to a new corporation.  
 
On March 18, 1871, the Yarmouth Port library was organized under the laws of the 
Commonwealth of Massachusetts, with a Board of Trustees to manage the library for 
public use.  
 
On December 20, 1871, the new building was opened for inspection, following 
dedication exercises held at the First Congregational Church. 
 
The building contained an apartment, which was to be the home of the Librarian.  Mr. 
and Mrs. William J. Davis were the first tenants.  
 
In 1945 the dwelling quarters were remodeled and the Tower Room, which was a third-
floor bedroom, was declared unsafe and was removed. 
 
In April of 1951, the John Simpkins wing was added, a gift of Mrs. George R. Agassiz1.  
This wing was given in memory of Mrs. Agassiz’s brother, Congressman John Simpkins.  
 
In 1958, the Mary Thacher Wing was opened as a children’s room.  This same year the 
dormer window on the front of the building was removed.  

                                                 
1 The former Mabel Simpkins 
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In 1966, the Mary Rousmaniere room was added.  This is the room where presently the 
books of fiction are shelved.  
 
In 1983, the Librarian’s quarters were taken over for library expansion.  
 
The Library has a roomy Librarian’s office and a workable kitchen. The upstairs rooms 
have been freshly painted and papered.  Genealogy books will be moved upstairs as well 
as files which hold old records, and there will be a room where researchers may work.  
 
Martha White, who has served as librarian since 1936, wrote in the town report of 1987 
that circulation of all items that year was 35,672.  Additions were 692, and the total 
inventory numbered approximately 20,692.  
 
The Friends of the Yarmouth Library was formed on February 5, 1952 at a tea held at the 
library.  The purpose of the friends organization is to bring together those persons 
interested in the well-being and progress of the wider use of the library and its enduring 
importance in the life of the community; and to cooperate with the plans, projects, and 
policies of the library trustees.  The organization also has fundraisers to assist in projects 
for which there is no budgeted money.” 
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Yarmouth Library Association 
297 Main Street, Yarmouth Port, MA 

 
HISTORY 

 
1808 First Union Library in the home of Charles F. Swift. Other efforts to 1866.  
March, 1866 Twenty men met at the home of Charles F. Swift to organize a library on a 

subscription plan with shares low enough ($10) so that all might become 
participants of its benefits.  

June 9, 1866 Yarmouth Library is organized, by assumption of corporate functions, adoption of a 
constitution, and the naming of officers. 

June 29, 1866 Reverend Nathaniel Cogswell offered a building formerly occupied as a law office. 
It later became the kitchen of the dwelling. 

July 13, 1866 Henry C. Thacher offered the present lot of land. 
August 24, 1866 The land was graded and the building moved.  
October 26, 1866 First installment of books purchased. 
December 15, 
1866 

Library opened with 600 volumes, William J. Davis, Librarian. 

December 10, 
1870 

Nathan Matthews, a native of Yarmouth and one-time mayor of Boston, offered to 
erect a library building at a cost of $5,000, in memory of his father, James 
Matthews, upon the condition that the library should be enjoyed by all inhabitants 
of Yarmouth.  

January 1871 Nathan Matthews’ offer was accepted. Shareholders relinquished all private rights 
and transferred the property to the new corporation. 

March 18, 1871 Yarmouth Library Association organized under the laws of the Commonwealth, 
with a Board of Trustees to manage the library for public use. 

December 20, 
1871 

New building opened for inspection, following dedication exercises at the First 
Congregational Church. 

April 1951 John Simpkins Wing is opened.  The John Simpkins Wing was built with funds 
donated by Mrs. George Agassiz (founder of the Cape Cod Library Club) to house 
the books that had been bought from the income of the John Simpkins Fund.  This 
fund had been given on October 15, 1898 by Mrs. Agassiz and her sister, Mrs. 
Bayard Thayer, in memory of their nephew, Congressman John Simpkins. NOTE: 
Mrs. George Agassiz, (the former Mabel Simpkins)  was actually the late 
Congressman’s sister, not aunt. 

December 1958 Mary Thacher Wing opened.  The Mary Thacher Wing was built with funds given 
by Miss Thacher during her lifetime for the addition of a children’s room.  At this 
time the living room of the Librarian’s apartment was converted into an office and 
workroom, and the former office was made into a kitchenette for the use of the 
Friends of the Yarmouth Library and the Trustees. 

 
PORTRAITS 
The three above the entrance to the Children’s Room 
·  Left: The Reverend Nathaniel Cogswell, former minister in Yarmouth and President of 

the Yarmouth Library Association. 
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·  Center: Dr. Azariah Eldridge, distinguished clergyman and President of the 
Yarmouth Library Association. 

·  Right: James Matthews, native of Yarmouth, in whose honor the building was 
given.  

 
The two at the right of the entrance to the Children’s Room:  
·  George Hallet, Boston merchant and native of Yarmouth, and his wife2 
 
In the back of the charging desk:  
·  Honorable Nathan Matthews, donor of the building. 
 
Recordak Film Reader 
Presented to the Library in 1959 by the Friends of the Yarmouth Library, who have also 
given films of the weekly paper, The Yarmouth Register  (Now called the Dennis-
Yarmouth Register), from its beginning December 15, 1836, through 1960. 
 
Librarians:  
c.1886 – 18?? William J. Davis 
c.18?? – 1887 Mrs. Mary Bray 
c.1889 Mrs. Stearns (April – July) 
c.1889 – 1937 Mrs. Martha U. White 
 
April, 1983  
The Librarian (Mrs. Martha White) moved out of the library after having lived there for 
forty-seven years. The lower floor rooms were taken over by the Library. Shelves were 
built and this space was used to house non-fiction, mysteries, westerns and reference 
books. In 1983, the Trustees named this area the “Martha U. White Room.” A picture of 
Mrs. White is handing over the fireplace. Today, this room houses Biographies and 
Reference Materials. The second floor houses the genealogical books and vital records.  
There are two rooms upstairs.  One is the Historical Room and the other is the 
Genealogical Room.  Both have bookshelves and tables for people to do research 

                                                 
2 Possibly Mr. George Hallet of Yarmouth, b.  October 9, 1826  and married to Ms. Sally S. 
Webber of Yarmouth, who recorded intentions of marriage on November 24, 1849. 
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Obituary of Mrs. Martha White, 2000 

Martha White, 93 
Former head librarian, deeds researcher; avid gardener 
 
YARMOUTH PORT – Martha (Usher) White, 93, of Yarmouth Port, died yesterday at 
Hospice House in Barnstable Village after a long illness. She was the wife of William 
(Nordstrom) White who died in 1958.  
 
Mrs. White was born in Yarmouth Port.  She was a graduate of Yarmouth High School in 
1923 and of the Hyannis Normal School in 1925.  She was employed by Attorney Henry 
Ellis researching deeds at Barnstable County Courthouse, and also worked for the 
Barnstable County Mutual Fire Insurance office in Yarmouth Port.   
 
She was Head Librarian at the Yarmouth Port library for 56 years, from 1963 until her 
retirement in 1990.  
 
Mrs. White was a member of the First Congregational Church of Yarmouth of 70 years, a 
member of AARP and an avid gardener.  She had an extensive knowledge of local 
history. 
 
Surviving are a daughter, Sally C. White of Yarmouth Port, and several nieces and 
nephews.  
 
A funeral will be held at a later date.  
 
Memorial donations may be made to Hospice of Cape Cod, 923 Route 6A, Yarmouth 
Port, MA 02675; or to the Animal Rescue League of Boston in Brewster, Route 6A, 
Brewster, MA 
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YARMOUTH PORT LIBRARY HISTORY 
Based on LOCAL RECORDS and an INTERVIEW with Martha Usher White 

 
Note: The following information was obtained from local documents and an interview 
with Mrs. Martha U. White on September 20, 1996, at her home, 56 Wharf Lane, 
Yarmouth Port, Massachusetts 02675. Mrs. White was 89 years old at the time and had 
been the Yarmouth Port Librarian from 1936 to 1990.  The interview was conducted by 
Dr. Alan Broadhurst, President of the Board of Trustees of the Yarmouth Port Library, 
and Patricia Dolan, a life-long Yarmouth  Port Resident and also a member of the Board 
of Trustees.  The following account was prepared by Dr. Broadhurst, November 30, 
1996.  
 
A Dates and Events Summary 
The first Union Library was established in 1808 by Calvin Gilden and other local 
residents.  There were additional efforts, but it was not until March of 1866 that twenty 
men gathered at the home of Charles F. Swift for the purposes of organizing a library on 
a subscription plan, with shares so low ($10) that all might become participants. On June 
29, 1866 the Yarmouth Library was organized by the assumption of corporate functions, 
adoption of a constitution and the naming of officers.  
 
June 29, 1866 The Reverend Nathaniel Cogswell offered to give a building formerly 
occupied as a law office which was located on the open space just beyond the present 
Wedgewood Inn.  This building later became the kitchen of the librarian’s living quarters.  
 
July 13, 1866 Henry C. Thacher offered to give the lot of land on which the present 
library stands, 297 Main Street, Yarmouth Port, Massachusetts. 
 
Many public-spirited citizens gave of their time to grade the land and help to move the 
building.  The building was moved on August 24, 1866.  Two months later, on October 
29, 1866, the first installment of books was purchased and on December 15, 1866, the 
library was opened by William J. Davis, the first librarian.  Through the purchase of 
books and gifts, there were 600 books on the shelves.  The library hours were from 
3:00p.m. to 5:00p.m., and 7:00p.m. to 8:00p.m. 
 
December 10, 1879, Nathan Matthews, a native of Yarmouth and one-time Mayor of 
Boston, offered to erect a library building at a cost of $9,000 in memory of his father, 
James Matthews.  It was offered on the condition that the library should be enjoyed by all 
of the inhabitants of Yarmouth.  He also gave the sum of $5,000 to be invested with the 
interest to be used towards the maintenance of the building.  
 
January 1871 Mr. Matthews offer having been accepted, and Mr. Henry C. Thacher 
having given a lot of land on the west side of the lot occupied by the library building, the 
two lots were united and graded.  The shareholders relinquished all private rights and 
transferred the property to a new corporation. 
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March 18, 1871 The Yarmouth Library Association was organized under the laws 
of the Commonwealth of Massachusetts with a Board of Trustees to manage the library 
for public use.  
 
Charles F. Swift’s short autobiography, prepared for his children, makes reference to 
some of the above events: 
 
“In the summer of 1866 after some conversation with Reverend Joseph B. Clark and the 
late Dr. George Shove, I issued a circular inviting those into whose hands it might come 
to meet at my house to discuss the project of forming a public library.  The call was 
responded to by some twenty gentlemen, and a plan was then and there formulated to 
start a library by a popular subscription of $10 per share.  Dr. Shove, Mr. Clark and 
myself were appointed a committee, I being Chairman, to solicit subscriptions, and in 
about a week we had secured rising $1,000, and shortly after, Mr. Isaac Thacher of 
Boston made a subscription, through me, of $1,000 in cash.  Mr. Henry C. Thacher also 
gave a lot of land, upon which to locate the building, Reverend N. Cogswell gave the law 
office which had been Hon. John Read’s and the citizens turned out en masse and 
removed the building to the lot.  At a subsequent meeting I was chosen president of the 
corporation, which had been organized under the statues of the state, and continued it 
president so long as the library existed under that organization.  In 1870 Mr. Nathan 
Matthews expressed a desire to present his native town a library building, and the 
existing organization was merged in the new enterprise.  I continuing for several years as 
its president…,” (pp.30-31).  
 
December 23, 1871 Following exercises at the Congregational Church where Mr. 
Nathan Matthews formally presented the new library building and a dedicatory address 
was given by Reverend John Cogswell, the library building was opened for inspection.  
The building contained living quarters for the librarian.  
 
Mr. William J. Davis was succeeded by Mrs. Mary M. Bray who served until 1889.  Mrs. 
Stearns served from April to July of 1889 and Mrs. Lydia Matthews from 1889 to 1936.  
Mrs. Martha White served from 1936 until 1990.  The librarian from 1990 to 1995 was 
Mrs. Richard (Patricia) Philbrook, a resident born and raised in Yarmouth Port.  
 
During Mrs. Matthew’s term her husband, George P. Matthews, who was Town Clerk 
and Treasurer, maintained an office in the small room off of the main library room.  
 
In 1945 the dwelling quarters were remodeled and the town room, which had been a 
bedroom on the third floor, was declared unsafe and removed.  
 
In April of 1951 the John Simpkins Wing was added, a gift from Mrs. George Agassiz 
(founder of the Cape Cod Library Club) to house the books bought from the income of 
the John Simpkins Fund. This fund had been given October 15, 1989 by Mrs. Agassiz 
and her sister, Mrs. Bayard Thayer, in memory of their nephew3, Congressman John 

                                                 
3 Mrs. George Agassiz, the former Mabel Simpkins, was actually the late Congressman’s sister, not aunt as 
was written.  
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Simpkins.  Congressman Simpkins died in 1898, at the age of 38, after a brief illness.  
The John Simpkins School on Old Main Street was also named after him. 
 
In December 1958, the Mary Thacher Wing was opened.  This was built with funds given 
by Miss Thacher during her lifetime, for the addition of s Children’s Room.  At this time 
the living room of the librarian’s apartment was converted into an office and workroom, 
and the former office was made into a kitchenette for use by the Friends of the Yarmouth 
port Library and the Trustees.  
 
In 1996, the Mary Rousmaniere room was added. This was to take care of the growing 
number of books of fiction.  Dean Rousmaniere’s wife, Mary, had agreed to build a room 
in the same location where Mrs. George Agassiz but the John Simpkins Room.  Dean 
Rousmaniere and his family had been summer residents.  Before the building was started 
Mary died and her estate was left to Dean Rousmaniere’s niece who lived with her.  
Recognizing the wishes of Mary, the niece honored Mary’s intent, and saw that the room 
was built.  She was grateful that the library would allow her chauffeur to pick up books 
and bring them home to her read. 
 
In 1983 the librarian’s quarters were taken over for expansion and the room honors the 
present librarian.  
 

LIBRARIANS 
William J. Davis 1866 to 18?? 
Mrs. Mary M. Bray 18?? To 1889 
Mrs. Stearns 1899 (April to July) 
Mrs. Lydia C. Matthews 1889 to 1936 
Mrs. Martha U. White 1936 to 1990 
Mrs. Patricia Philbrook 1990 to 1995 
 
PORTRAITS 
The three above the entrance to the Children’s Room 
·  Left: The Reverend Nathaniel Cogswell, former minister in Yarmouth and President of 

the Yarmouth Library Association. 
·  Center: Dr. Azariah Eldridge, distinguished clergyman and President of the Yarmouth 

Library Association. 
·  Right: James Matthews, native of Yarmouth, in whose honor the building was given.  
 
The two at the right of the entrance to the Children’s Room:  
·  George Hallet, Boston merchant and native of Yarmouth, and his wife. 
 
In the back of the charging desk:  
·  Honorable Nathan Matthews, donor of the building. 
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NOTES FROM THE INTERVIEW WITH MARTHA U. WHITE 
 
Martha White was born in Yarmouth Port in December, 1906.  As a youth she attended 
the library when Mrs. Lydia C. Matthews was the librarian.  According to Martha, Mrs. 
Matthews was  a charming woman, a delightful person who wore high collars and long 
skirts.  She lived at the library with her husband and many cats.  Her husband at the time 
was Town Clerk and Treasurer.  He maintained an office in the library, a small room off 
of the main room, and if one wanted permits or information they went to his office at the 
library.  When the Matthews first arrived, they wanted to paper and paint the two rooms 
in the library and acquired help to do so.  As it turned out, the helper papered and painted 
without moving and of the books on shelves and behind the books the walls stayed as 
they were previously.  The library then was just one room with all types of books for all 
ages, and Mrs. Matthews worked hard to accomplish everything necessary.  In those days 
some wealthy people in the community had the attitude that they owned the library.  They 
more or less controlled it, and Lydia had to abide by their wishes.  She was the librarian 
for forty-eight years.  
 
As a child, Martha felt uncomfortable going into the library because Mrs. Matthews had a 
desk with a sofa in front of it where the town’s elite sat.  They would look over her, she 
felt, in a critical way while she was in the library.  She used to wonder if she would ever 
go back.   
 
Martha had a sister who was Assistant Librarian at the Boston Public Library, and Martha 
knew a lot of library people by visiting her from time to time.  She was working at the 
Barnstable County Mutual Insurance Company when she was asked if she would take 
over as Yarmouth Port Librarian.  She said no, that she was very happy where she was, 
she had a little girl (Sally) four years old, and the hours at Barnstable County Mutual 
were 9:00a.m.to 1:00p.m. which suited her perfectly.  So several other people applied for 
the librarian position.  One was a crippled person who really didn’t understand that she 
had to do physical work to keep the library going.  She, basically, was just interested in 
the apartment that came with the job.  Martha admits that the main reason she took the 
job was because she couldn’t find a house to buy or rent at the time, and the availability 
of an apartment for her family was very appealing.  Her family (husband Bill, daughter 
Sally and herself) would be very happy by themselves because they had been living with 
her parents for the previous four years.  
 
There was a wealthy man in town who took it upon himself to buy any house that came 
on the market and close it up so no one else could move into town.  Martha said:  
“I’m not going to tell you who it was because it wouldn’t be fair.  But the truth was that 
there was no real chance of renting or owning your own home.” 
 
The Trustees elected Martha in November of 1936, but Mrs. Matthews, in her 80’s, was 
still living and they didn’t want to hurt her feelings, so they didn’t tell her.  The just said 
that Martha was coming in to assist her.  So Martha was with Mrs. Matthews until 
February 1937, when in was announced to the public that she had been appointed the new 
librarian.  
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When interviewed for the job by Mrs. Thacher, she was asked to live at the library with 
Mrs. Matthews, but the lack of bathroom facilities and accommodations caused Martha to 
say “definitely not!”  As a result, the Trustees put in a bathroom for her after Mrs. 
Matthews died.  As librarian, Martha received $375 per year along with the apartment.  
She had to clean the apartment and the library while her husband had to take care of the 
yard.  There was an old black cook stove which she didn’t know how to use, so she 
bought an electric one.  Also, there was no refrigerator, so that was another purchase on 
her part.  The South Yarmouth Library furnished such items for their librarians, but not 
Yarmouth Port.  The downstairs was heated with coal and eventually oil.  The upstairs 
was not heated so the Trustees put a register in the stairway so heat from downstairs 
could find its was upstairs. Martha explains:  
“ But that is very interesting because there used to be a man, uh, across from Green 
Gates, you know where I mean, across from the Colonial Inn.  A woman, I think her 
name was Hallet, she married a Mr. Andros who moved to California, and while we were 
still having poor heating, Mr. Andros wrote to me and said he had two pictures, paintings 
of his father-in-law and mother-in-law, they were delightful pictures, and would the 
library like to have them, and I said, well, it depends upon the size. We don’t have much 
wall space.  So he told me the measurements. They’re still there.  They’re lovely.  So we 
kept up corresponding, and one day I got a letter from him and he wanted to know what 
the library was raising money for at the moment.  I said heating is what we are anxious 
about.  I didn’t know the man, whether he was poor, rich, or what.  So he wrote back that 
he would like to pay for the heating, that he thought it was terrible that I didn’t have heat 
upstairs.  So my husband said, now wait a minute.  You don’t know who he is.  He might 
be an old man in a rest home and you go ahead and suggest he do the heating system and 
he might not have a cent.  So I wrote back and I told him it was the policy of the library 
that we had to have a certified check for any amount as large as that.  In the next mail we 
got the check.  That’s how we got the good heat.” 
 
That man, Mr. Andros, was married to a lady from town.  Martha had never met him or 
seen him.  After the installation of the heating system, which cost around $2,000, Mr. 
Andros wrote that he had a cousin in New Hampshire who was coming to the Cape to 
visit.  Martha wrote him inviting him to come to the library and “feel the heat.”  He said 
he would be delighted to.  About ten days later, Mrs. Tufts came into the library and said 
she heard that Mr. Andros had died.  Martha felt terrible that Mr. Andros never did get to 
see the library. In addition to the money, Mr. Andros also sent a wonderful collection of 
books that men would love, westerns and travel books.  He was just a friend who never 
had any children.  
 
Martha said she spent many more dollars than the $375 making the apartment livable.  
 
There was a kitchen, dining room, and a living room downstairs.  The present office and 
kitchen was the living room.  You passed through a hall and there was a dining room, 
kitchen and bathroom in back of the living room.  There were two large bedrooms and a 
small one upstairs.  
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The high school, which was then in Yarmouth Port in a building next to the present fire 
station, had students who would come to the library at noon time and Mrs. Matthews 
would open up specifically for them.  For the most pasty they were South Yarmouth and 
West Yarmouth students because the Yarmouth Port young people could walk to the 
library any time.  There were about sixty-five students altogether in the town.  
 
Annual meetings of the library were held in the summer because the Trustees were all 
wealthy summer residents who vacationed in Yarmouth Port.  Even though there were 
wealthy people in the Bass River area, Yarmouth Port was referred to by the South 
Yarmouth and West Yarmouth citizens as “The Gold Coast.”  Yarmouth Port was a 
pretty close-knit community and at times the wealthy were difficult to deal with.  Many 
of them were related in one way of another.  They often returned in April from their 
winter homes just so they could vote and keep the town as they wanted it. There was a 
woman and her son who were on the Board of Trustees who wanted everything to stay as 
it was, not to progress at all.  On one or two occasions a Trustee just “up and quit” 
because things were not going their way.  
 
Martha was expected to prepare a library budget for the year and stick to that budget.  As 
she said “If somebody gives you something for some specific purpose, you should stick 
to it, and I was fussy about that.” Back in those days, the state helped a lot, even to the 
extent of sending somebody down to assist with work that had to be done.  But the 
Trustees and their spouses were all friendly and worked together to keep the library 
going.  Martha did not have a library degree and the Trustees did not think it made sense 
to close the library so she could study for one.  The solution was for her to learn as she 
went along.  
 
Book fines were just two cents a day and “You would be amazed at the number of people 
who did not want to pay that two cents.”  Martha said she told the people “I wish you 
would see the size of the book bills that come in here and you’re getting the books for 
nothing.” 
 
The “Friends of the Library” was a group that started after Martha arrived, quite a while 
afterwards.  Don Trayser, after whom the Trayser Museum in Barnstable is named, was 
active in the Barnstable Library and started the Yarmouth port “Friends” organization.  
Martha knew him well because she used to examine titles for Henry Ellis and Don 
Trayser used to come in.  He worked for the Cape Cod Times.  Martha called him and 
asked him to come down and speak to the Trustees about starting a “Friends” group.  
Some hard working people got interested and worked for years for the library.  Back in 
those days, the Church, the Grange and the Library were the social parts of their lives,.  
The library sponsored a lot of excellent speakers and sales that the “Friends” organized 
and promoted.  And during these activities Martha would open her living quarters for the 
public to visit and inspect.  
 
The only bills the Town could pay were books, fuel and some of the maintenance because 
the library was a private corporation and owned the building.  Insurance was covered but 
eh Association.  The Town was very limited in what it could pay.  When Martha became 
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the librarian, the library was self-supporting.  Henry Stevens, a professor at Harvard, 
lived across the street from Hallet’s Store.  He was Charles Swift’s cousin. At a meeting 
of the Trustees, Mr. Stevens said, “We cannot expect the Town to give us money so I 
expect each of you to give $500 to the library,” and they did!  Martha felt he was a 
marvelous Trustee.  He created a Children’s Fund while he was Trustee. 
 
Miss Mary Thacher was another wonderful benefactor of the library.  When she sent 
Martha money she would say “Now this is anonymous you understand.  No one but you 
must know where this money came from.”  It put Martha in an embarrassing position 
because she had money that she couldn’t explain where it came from. Martha became a 
Trustee because Miss Thacher said she wanted Martha to be one.  In 1958 Miss Thacher 
funded the Children’s Wing of the library.  Mary and Martha were very close.  Mary was 
a very lonely person, never married, who lived by herself.  But she was a wealthy 
woman, a pretty woman, who rode a bike around town with her feet up on the handlebars.  
She had the reputation around town of being a stingy person, but she really wasn’t.  She 
helped a lot of people, but did it anonymously.  She used to come in about 4:30pm to 
5:00m, when Martha’s husband was waiting for dinner, and discuss what the library 
needed.  Martha said “We discussed a Children’s Room for ever and she couldn’t make 
up her mind.”  At the time there were very few books for children, just a small collection 
in an area about eight square feet.  An interested reader could cover the books and not 
have anything else to read.  A relative of Mary’s told her that the library didn’t need a 
children’s room and it would be a waste of her money.,  Finally Martha said “If you think 
a relative who visits the library not more than once a year knows more about the library’s 
needs than I do, then don’t give the money for a children’s room.”  Ten days later Mary 
sent the check, and ten days after that she had a stroke and could never have signed a 
check.  She continued to come in even after the stroke.  Martha could always tell who it 
was because of the rattle of the door.  She couldn’t use her hand much and needed help 
getting in.  
 
Martha and her husband were all packed and ready for a vacation when Mary came to the 
library door, was invited in, chatted a bit, and left with a hug telling Martha she loved her 
very much.  It was the last time Martha saw her friend because while Martha was on 
vacation, Mary was killed in an automobile accident.  She was in her 80’s at the time.  
 
Mary’s brother, Mr. Louis Thacher, was a long time Treasurer of the Board of Trustees.  
The financial success of his library investments was a real “plus” for the library’s funds.  
The Thacher family and Perera family were loyal supporters of the library.  
 
Martha worked alone for years with no help.  The library was open three days a week and 
the other two days she spent cataloguing books, ordering , and keeping records.  It was 
open just one evening a week for a while, but because of some unusual encounters with 
patrons the Trustees felt it was not wise to have the library open at night with Martha 
there alone, event though she had two pet dogs that offered some protection. 
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The South and West Yarmouth Libraries were also in operation at the time and all three 
had to be open a combined twenty-five hours a week to qualify for state financial aid.  
The three libraries and employees got along very well.  
 
Martha would see perhaps twenty patrons at the library on any given day.  As librarian, 
she said her biggest problem at first was that the books were bought in Boston by one 
Trustee and sent down.  She had no choice in the purchase and the books just weren’t 
books that people would read for pleasure; no novels, fiction or mystery books.  
Basically, what came were reference type books, books to improve one rather than just 
enjoy.  People weren’t reading what was being offered and Martha felt she was wasting 
her time as librarian.  So she complained and received permission from the Trustees to 
select books herself.  The majority of the Trustees were wealthy and seemed to have the 
feeling that the library was theirs and not the public’s. The difficulty she had as librarian 
was making the library more accessible and meaningful to the public at large.  “How 
good is a library without people,” she said.  Eventually, the wealthy people on the Board 
of Trustees worked satisfactorily with other townspeople. 
 
Martha said “During World War II several of us took the Red Cross course and we would 
meet at the library to practice bandaging and learn first aid.” And of course there was the 
black out when all the windows had to be covered so no light could be seen.  Yarmouth 
and the entire Cape was a very dark place during the war.  A town committee would go 
around at Green Hill Farm (end of Church Street) which was used for airplane watching.  
Martha and her husband used to be part of the airplane watching team; Martha during the 
day and Bill at night.  
 
When Martha arrived as Librarian the library had two sets of doors at the entrance, sort of 
an air-lock area, at the time referred to as Nantucket doors.  But it was difficult for 
patrons to come in with arms full so the doors were taken down and stored in the 
basement – probably around the late 1940’s when interior heating became more 
improved.  Also, in the main library area the two circular stairs led to an upper tier that 
went all the way around the room with book shelves above the book stacks under.  That 
had to be changed to the way it is now (September 1996) when the John Simpkins wing 
was added.  Also, when she arrived, there was only one lamp, a street light at the end of a 
book stack and one would pull it by a rope to the area of stacks on the upper level where 
it was needed in order to see.  On the floor was a lamp that one could carry around as 
needed.  There was only one heating register and the room was a cold one.  The ceiling 
went way up, cathedral like, with the upper beams visible. It was according to Martha, 
very pretty.  She said she felt it would be much more attractive today if the present false 
ceiling was taken down so the beams could be seen again and also she would like to see 
the double set of doors put back.  But the present ceiling was put there so there would not 
be as much heat lost and the building could be more comfortably heated.  Patrons used 
the upper tier and Martha was responsible for keeping it clean.  Older people complained, 
however, because they didn’t like to go up the circular stairs.  
 
The ship model was sent to the library by Mrs. Agassiz.  It came in a very large glass 
case and there was really no room for it.  The case was therefore eliminated and it was 
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hung on the wall in its present location.  It is a model of the full rigged ship, “City of 
Bath,” built in Bath, Maine in 1859 by Johnson Rideout for Zina Hyde and Company of 
Bath.  She cost $40K ready for the sea.  Captain William Canny was her first master. 
 
Mrs. Agassiz was the same person who gave the John Simpkins Wing.  For a long time a 
picture of John Simpkins, in whose honor the room was donated,  hung over the fireplace.  
Martha doesn’t know what happened to it.  
 
Major Hazel Bundy was stationed in Japan and brought home several Japanese dolls that 
had been presented to her by the Japanese Minister of Education.  She decided to live in 
Florida and asked Martha is the library would like a load of the dolls.  There are two of 
them and they used to be on each side of the fireplace in the Simpkins Room.  At present 
they are on the upper tier walkway in the main entrance area. 
 
The Amos Otis Papers were in a safe in the library when Martha became librarian.  It is 
interesting because the safe was never locked.  Most of the important historical 
documents that are now at the library came with the Amos Otis Papers.  Martha things 
Mr. Otis just gave them to the library.  
 
An historical document that Martha bought was a ship’s log.  A young girl came in and 
needed money.  She said she had found the ship’s log in a relative’s house and was 
willing to sell it.  Martha bought it before the Trustees who gave her $25 for it, a sum 
which was more than the girl asked.  After it was purchased the young girl wanted it 
back, but since it had been purchased she was told it now belonged to the library.  Martha 
was afraid the ship’s log might be lost or thrown away and was pleased that it found a 
home in the library.  
 
Allan Broadhurst 
1 December 1996 
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Appendix A – Photos 
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EXCERPTS FROM 
The Town of Yarmouth, Massachusetts: A History, 1659 – 1989 

By Marion Vuilleumier 
Published by The Historical Society of Old Yarmouth on the occasion of the 350th 
anniversary of the town, 1989 (and which, despite the Library of Congress Cataloguing-
in-Publication reference, does not have an ISBN number) 
 
From P. 48, Life and Customs 
“The educational and cultural needs of older citizenry were not ignored.  As early as 
1808, a Union Library was formed.  The Rev. Timothy Alden was librarian.  His 
daughter Sally was given the money from fines because she mended and cared for the 
books.  After about ten years, the Aldens being no longer able to operate the library, it 
was disbanded and the books sold at auction. 
 
A more permanent effort was begun in 1866 with the establishment of the Yarmouth 
Library Association.  The first president was author-historian and the Register editor 
Charles F. Swift.  Gifts of books, money and lots of land were collected.  Then in 1870 
Nathan Matthews offered to construct a building to house the library, provided it would 
be open to people of all sections of the town.  The library on Route 6A was dedicated to 
Matthews’ father James in an imposing opening ceremony.  President Eliot of Harvard 
was a guest speaker. “ 
 
From P. 199, Life and Customs 
“ORGANIZATIONS  The libraries received support from the town when they were founded 
and still do, but they are owned by separate associations.  The oldest, the Yarmouth 
Library Association, established in 1866 in Yarmouth Port, had a 1987 circulation of 
31,641 books.  The second oldest, the South Yarmouth Library Association, established 
in 1869, had a circulation of 72,358 books in 1987.  The West Yarmouth Library 
Association, established in 1891, had a circulation of 55,518 books in 1987.  The town 
pays the salaries of the libraries and provides some funding, but much of the libraries’ 
budgets is raised by the individual associations. 
 
In an effort to coordinate ideas, resources and information, the Yarmouth Library Board 
hired Jean Adair Holloway as library director in 1988.  In an interview in the Yarmouth 
Sun, Ms. Holloway said that ‘the libraries are not going to lose any autonomy, but they’ll 
gain by sharing and cooperation.’  One benefit of the sharing process is the arrangement 
for one card to be used at all three libraries.”  
 
From P. 263 Libraries 
Yarmouth Library Association  A library was begun in Yarmouth in 1808 by several 
people led by Dr. Calvin Gilden.  Library activities continued intermittently until March 
18664 when twenty men gathered at the home of Charles F. Swift to organize a library 
with subscriptions of $10 per share.  Formal organization came June 29, 1866 with the 
adoption of a constitution and the naming of officers.  

                                                 
4 The book read 1886, but it is clearly a typo.  All other references list the date as 1866. 
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The Rev. Nathaniel Cogswell offered his former law office for a library building, and 
Henry C. Thacher offered a lot of land where the present library sits.  On August 24, 
1866 the former law office was moved to the lot on Route 6a.  Many public-spirited 
citizens gave time to grade the land and help move the building. 
 
The first installment of books was purchased on October 29, and on December 15, 1866 
the library was opened with William J. Davis as the first librarian.  Hours were Saturdays 
from 3-5 and 7-8.  
 
On December 10, 1876 Nathan Matthews, a Yarmouth native and one-time mayor of 
Boston offered $7,000 to erect a library building in memory of his father, James 
Matthews.  Henry Thacher offered an additional lot on the west side of the library, and a 
Gothic-style brick structure was erected.  The building included an apartment for the 
librarian, and the original library building became the apartment kitchen.  
 
On March 18, 1871 the Yarmouth Library was organized under the laws of the state with 
a board of trustees to manage the library for public use.  The original shareholders 
relinquished all rights and transferred ownership to the new corporation.  
 
At the dedication ceremony December 20 in the First Congregational Church, Mr. 
Matthews presented library keys to the Rev. Nathaniel Cogswell, president of the Board 
of Trustees.  Addresses were given by the Honorable John Cogswell and President Eliot 
of Harvard College.  An open house followed at the library.  First tenants of the new 
apartment were librarian Davis and his wife.  
 
In 1945 the dwelling quarters were remodeled and a second floor bedroom, called the 
Tower Room, was declared unsafe and removed.  In April 1951, the John Simpkins Wing 
was added.  Given by Mrs. Mabel (Simpkins) Aggasiz, it was in memory of her brother, 
Congressman John Simpkins.  In 1958 the Mary Thacher Children’s Wing was opened.  
It was made possible by a gift from Miss Thacher offered anonymously just prior to her 
death.  A dormer window on the front of the building was removed that same year.  In 
1966 the Mary Rousemaniere room was added.  This is the section where fiction books 
are now kept. 
 
In 1983, when more space was needed for the library, the living quarters of the librarian 
were taken over for library purposes.  Currently, the library has a roomy librarian’s office 
and a workable kitchen.  Upstairs rooms are under renovation for genealogy books, old 
files, and records as well as space where researchers can work.  
 
 


