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ACCESSIBLE

TO THE PUBLIC

1 1 District Building

1 1 Site Q Structure

1 1 Object

Public

□ Private

1 1 Both

Public Acquisition:

1 1 In Process

r~1 Being Considered

Occupied

1 1 Unoccupied

1 1 Preservation work 
in progress

Yes:
Restricted

□ Unrestricted

□ No
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Niagara County Courthouse
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title of SURVEY:

Historic Resources Surve-yr New York State Historic Trust
DATE OF SURVEY: I I Federal State I I County □ Local

DEPOSITORY FOR SURVEY RECORDS:

New York State Division fnr- Historic PreBervation
STREET AND NUMBER:

South- Swan Stref^t ’RnilH-inc
CITY OR TOWN:
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CONDITION
I3B Excellent 2 Good Q Fair

(Check One) 
□ Deteriorated □ Ruins □ Unexposed

(Check One)
Q Altered g Unaltered
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DESCRIBE THE PRESENT AND ORIGINAL (If known) PHYSICAL APPEARANCE

Standing on the west side of Main Street betwefen Ashland 
Avenue and Elmwood Avenue the one-story Niagara Falls Public 
Library is built of yellow brick with stone trim on a high 
stone basement. The building appears rectangular in shape when 
viewed from Main Street, but to the rear Cwest) it billows out 
in a generous semi-circle.

The front CMain Street) facade is seven bays wide with an 
imposing front entrance in the center. The pedimented doorway 
is recessed slightly and flanked by two monumental stone ionic 
colvimns. The windows are also topped with pediments resting 
on ionic pilasters. The building has a flat roof and a heavy 
stone cornice which establishes a horizontal emphasis repeated 
in the stone string courses connecting the window lintels and 
sills and in the smooth coursed ashlar base.

Little has changed on the interior since the building was 
described by the Niagara Falls Gazette on April 14, 1904 at the 
time of the library's opening:

The interior of the building is rich in 
its appointments. From the vestibule 
which is finished in quartered oak and 
marble one enters the delivery room 
which is directly in front of the 
book stacks and which is furnished 
with an octagon receiving room is also 
finished in quartered oak and marble.
At the left of the main room is the 
children's reading room which is a new 
featxire in libraries...In the rear of 
the delivery counter are the radial 
two tier book stacks each having a 
capacity of 16,000 volumes and may be 
added to at any time. From their 
positions at the receiving counter the 
librarians command a full view of the 
entire first floor of the library. In 
the basement of the building is the 
room for the historical society and the 
lecture room...It (the lecture room) 
has a seating capacity of 200 persons and 
is fitted ^ith h iar^e and roomy stage.
(Today, this space has been filled with 
stacks.)

The general decorative tone is green, the 
tints throughout the entire building being 
in that color. Everything is rich and 
lasting. The light fixtures are in old
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Niagara
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brass and so placed as to afford 
the best light for the eyes at the 
reading tables, etc. To fully 
appreciate the new library one 
should visit it and see what the 
city possesses in this line.^

^Niagara Falls Gazette. April 14, 1904,
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Functional, silent and almost grim on th.e exterior and 
charmingly warm and ornate inside, the Niagara Falls Public 
Library is a turn-of-the-century period piece, one of a 
special generation of public libraries endowed by Andrew 
Carnegie.

The early 2Qtli century Carnegie libraries hold a 
touchingly human as well as enduring place in the history of 
American philanthropy and social history. They stand today 
as a record that the U.S. public library movement was not 
initiated through government programs or by public demand but 
rather due to the farsighted generosity of an extraordinary 
individual.

Some $45 million of Carnegie's vast fortune went into th^ 
construction and endowment of library buildings, however, a 
community was not simply given a blank check by the Carnegie 
Foundation in order to build a library. The $50,000 grant 
awarded to Niagara Falls in 1901 came with the stipulation 
that the city must spend $7,000 annually for the building's 
maintenance. A main library and a branch already existed in 
Niagara Falls with a total of about 10,000 books acquired 
throughout the 19th century. It started with 40 books 
donated back in 1814 by General Pankhurst Whitney and was 
known originally as the Grand Niagara Library. Small but 
determined and innovative, the Niagara Falls Library developed 
in the late 19th century an unusual reputation for its 
collection of books for the blind.

The city of Niagara Falls was established in 1892 and by 
1901 when the Carnegie grant was secured the existing library 
was one of "village proportions" facing "city needs." The 
site on Main Street in the former village of Suspension Bridgs 
was chosen in the estimated center of the reading population 
of the day, and in 1904 at the time of its official opening, 
the new library boasted the greatest circulation in proportioji 
to population in New York State.

See Continuation Sheet
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E.E. Joralemon, a local architect, designed the structure 

with a capacity for 50,000 volumes. The contractor was George 
B. Long and the plumbing and electrical work done by F.W. Oliver 
Company. The completed building showed an extraordinary emphasis 
on the interior, a fact explained by The Niagara Falls Gazette;

As is well known this structure cost 
$50,000, and most of the money was 
spend on the interior, where it will 
be most appreciated by the reading 
public.^

With its lavistL plaster pilasters and moldings, marble 
steps and pale skylights, the "frosted cake" interior which is 
still intact continued to dazzle visitors and residents as 
quaintly expressed by one observer in 1914:

...(the) building is beautiful 
indeed and you will notice that 
others as well as yourself take 
a full deep breath as you tarry 
to look at the whiteness of it 
all before climbing the marble 
steps that will bring you in direct 
communication with volumes, the 
contents of which are equally 
immaculate.

The library grew with the years, and by 1950 the building 
designed for 50,000 volumes had to deal with 116,000. The 
auditorium on the lower level was converted for stack space, and 
a number of branches were established. The continued concern 
for handicapped readers led to the establishment of a microfilm 
book service for the bedridden, said to be the first of its kind 
in a New York State library. The equipment was given by the 
Scottish Rite Masons in 1949 and was designed for bedridden 
patients unable to hold heavy volumes. The microfilmed books are 
projected onto the ceiling.^

The seventy-year old library is to be vacated in the near 
future for the new Earl Brydges Library designed by Paul Rudolf 
several blocks away, and plans are underway to convert the old 
library into a city arts center.

^The Niagara Falls Gazette. April 14, 1904.

2Niagara Falls Gazette, 1914 as cited in Marjorie Williams, 
"Fifty Years of the Public Library 1900-1950" undated, p. 6.
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NEW YORK STATE PARKS & RECREATION South Swan Street Bidg, South Mall. Albany, New York 12223 Information 518 474-0456
Alexander Aldrich, Commissioner

May 7, 1974

Dr. William Murtagh 
Keeper of the National Register 
National Park Service 
Washington, D.C. 20240

Received
may 1 3 1974
NATIONAL /;)/

-.register/^

Dear Dr. Murtagh:

As the State Historic Preservation Officer, I am 
forwarding the enclosed nomination to the National Register 
of Historic Places:

Niagara Falls Public Library, (Carnegie Library),
1022 Main Street, Niagara Falls, New York, Niagara County

The above nomination has been reviewed and approved by 
the Committee on Registers in accordance with the criteria 
outlined in Section 2.2 of the Grants Guide.

The staff of the New York State Division for Historic 
Preservation, the officially designated Preservation Agency, 
would welcome the opportunity to discuss this submission with 
your office.

Sincerely,

ALEXANDER ALDRICH
State historic Preservation Officer

By:

F. L. RATH, JR. 
Deputy Commissioner

r .

...............................
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