Patrick Valentine
Mollie Huston Lee: Founder of Raleigh’s Public Black Library
North Carolina Libraries 56, no 1, Spring 1998, pp. 23-6

Mollie Lee “talked of her library as though it was a living entity of vast importance.”
-- W. E. B. DuBois(FN1)
As children “we went religiously to the Richard B. Harrison Library.”
-- Audrey V. Wall(FN2)

Mollie H. Huston Lee was an energetic apostle for libraries and for her race at a time and place
that gave little respect to either. Whatever her personal feelings may have been, she knew how to
work within the existing power structure to bring libraries and their treasures to her people. Her
great achievement lay in developing, maintaining, and increasing public library service to the
African American people of Raleigh and Wake County while never losing the dream of ensuring
equal library service for everyone. When people would not come to the library, she took a
“market basket in hand” and brought books to them—and more.(FN3) The esteem in which she
was held later in life is indicated by her selection as an UNESCO library delegate and her
appointment

as

a

trustee

of

the

State

Library

of

North

Carolina.(FN4)

Although public library service was extended to Blacks in Charlotte in 1905, Raleigh had to
wait another thirty years.(FN5) No documentation appears to exist today that can explain the
long delay—there were twelve Black public libraries in operation across the state by 1935(FN6)
-- but White resistance, including that of librarians, was largely to blame. While some White
librarians were in favor of extending services to Blacks, little was done in most areas of the
state.(FN7) Whatever the truth may be, Mollie Huston Lee was in the forefront of those
advocating and working for such a library in Raleigh. She helped persuade the White mayor of
Raleigh, George A. Isley, to form a biracial committee in 1935 to establish a “Negro
Library.”(FN8) She was not alone in her desire, and the push for the library must have aroused
strong and wide support to win the mayor’s quick action, not just in the African American
community but among powerful Whites as well.(FN9) It is notable that Raleigh had the first
biracial

governing

library

board

in

the

South.(FN10)

African Americans in North Carolina had largely lost the right to vote early in the 1990s.
Economically and socially, as well as politically, they were segregated and held down. But by

the 1920s, some White support was evident for increasing their access to educational and other
cultural institutions. Within the Black community, segregation had the effect of strengthening
Black-owned businesses and institutions, so that by the time of the Depression, North Carolina
had a small but firmly entrenched African American elite of small business owners, ministers,
and educators. Black women like Mrs. Lee often were better educated and maybe freer than their
male counterparts to stand up to and manipulate the establishment.(FN11) Still, the attempt to
foster Black library access in Davidson and Mecklenburg counties in the late 1920s, funded by
the

Rosenwald

Foundation,

had

mixed

results

at

best.

(FN12)

One of the most remarkable things about Mollie Huston Lee was that was she was not raised
in the South and was not returning from college to help her people: she had a bright and
relatively easy future stretching before her in the North. Lee had been raised in Columbus, Ohio,
attended Howard University, and then took her library degree at Columbia University in New
York in 1930 -- where she was the first African American to graduate. She then chose to work at
Shaw University in Raleigh, where she served as librarian until the Richard B. Harrison Library
opened on November 12, 1935. It may be unusual today for a college librarian to enter public
library ranks, but the situation was much more fluid then. As a college librarian, she had been
instrumental in the founding of what became the Negro Library Association of North
Carolina.(FN13)
While the Harrison collection, named after a recently deceased professor of drama at North
Carolina A&T College famous for his role as “De Lawd” in the popular play, Green Pastures,
contained only 890 books, they were public books, accessible to all, managed by a professional
librarian paid by the public. The city of Raleigh agreed to pay $2,500 and the county $750 for
support of the Harrison Library.(FN14) At this time, one-third of Wake County was Black, with
an average income considerably less than that of Whites who themselves earned only slightly
more than half the national average. Two-thirds of the African Americans in the county lived in
rural

areas.(FN15)

Within two years, the Harrison Library held 3,310 volumes, was open 42 hours a week, and
had an annual circulation of almost 15,000. This compared favorably with many of the 17 other
Black public libraries in existence in North Carolina. (Greensboro, whose White business
community had given early support to the concept of a Black public library, funded its Negro
library at 26¢ per Black person and Durham, which had a vigorous Black business community,

provided

17¢

while

Raleigh

and

Asheville

managed

only

10¢.)(FN16)

Lee was not content ot rest, but looked upon it as her duty to provide library services for all
the Blacks, whether they lived in the city or not, whether they particularly concerned themselves
with libraries and books or not. As she told a radio audience in 1951, “a public library is the
recorded memory of mankind, serving the community. Its function is to make available to all,
information and thought in all fields of human knowledge and experience and to help each
person, whatever his interest may be, to find and use the books and other library facilities and
material which best serve his needs.”(FN17) One of her major achievements was building what
was later called the “Lee Collection” of books by and about African Americans.(FN18) Lee also
directed many innovative programs aimed at reaching and uplifting blacks. Under her direction,
the Harrison Library in 1941 established a branch in Apex and shared the use of a bookmobile
for the rural areas of the county.(FN19) In addition to her regular duties, she served as part-time
supervisor of the Raleigh school libraries. In 1943, she helped to organize a five-day workshop at
Shaw University on operating Negro public libraries.(FN20) The next year, under her prodding,
Wake County purchased for Harrison its own bookmobile.(FN21) By this time 45 counties
provided some library service to Negroes, a situation State Librarian Marjorie Beal was
determined

to

improve.(FN22)

In 1949, Beal recommended the employment of a full-time Negro supervisor of rural libraries
as part of a nine-point program for improving Black public libraries.(FN23) While she did not
get all she wanted, she did get permission to hire a part-time assistant—and naturally chose
Mollie Huston Lee. Lee held this position while also maintaining her job as the Harrison
librarian—perhaps a wise precaution as the state job died away after Beal left in 1950. The
cause, effect, and sequence of Lee’s departure remain unclear. Beal herself considered Lee “a
stimulating

influence

for

Negro

library

development.”(FN24)

But on the local front, pressure was mounting to combine the Richard B. Harrison with the
White Olivia Raney Library and then add other town libraries to create a comprehensive countywide system. Negotiations were long and somewhat tortuous - at one point some at Olivia Raney
wanted to merge with the State Library! Part of the problem in Wake, as elsewhere, was a
general indifference to libraries on the part of the public.(FN25) In 1965, after six long years of
dispute, the city merged the Raney and Harrison libraries, but kept the individual facilities open.
The new system, called the Olivia Raney Library, Inc., had a biracial, 22 member board. Only

after

1970

did

a

true

county-wide

system

emerge.(FN26)

Combining libraries and merging staffs and policies is never easy, and can be made better or
worse depending on the personalities and circumstances involved. Differences in cataloging,
acquisition, personnel policies, staffing levels, and outreach services affect the process. Even
leaving aside the delicate business of Black-White integration, the list of potential trouble goes
on. Records about such matters, as for library integration itself, tend to be sketchy.(FN27) We do
know that Lee was in favor of the merger, for financial if no other reason, as was William
O’Shea, director of the combined system, for administrative if no other reason.(FN28) Both
worked together to harness what could be, and in some other systems has been, a difficult
merger.
Lee remained in charge of the Harrison Branch Library until her retirement in 1972, at which
time there was an outpouring of community and staff love and respect.(FN29) She had
committed her life to a southern Black community that had little voice and fewer resources. She
had insisted on helping others and making them help themselves. She knew the power of reading
and good books and worked tirelessly to promote them. Yet she also knew how to work within
the

system

to

promote

the

best

goals

of

both

races.

Mollie H. Huston Lee died unexpectedly on January 26, 1982. Her husband, Dr. James S. Lee,
retired head of the Biology Department at North Carolina Central University, had predeceased
her, and a son and two grandchildren survived her.(FN30) Her legacy in Raleigh and North
Carolina and the South remains and has grown.
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Capion: Mollie Huston Lee arranges books before the opening of the new library building in
1948. Richard B. Harrison collection. Photo courtesy of Wake County Public Library.
Bookmobile staff bring books to tobacco worker, 1940s. Richard B. Harrison collection. Photo
courtesy of Wake County Public Library.
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