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The people of Brighton have been fortunate to have had a local library since the mid-1890s. 

Unfortunately, the opening date of its first library is not known. It was started sometime before April 

1896 as is proven by a notice which was published in the April 30, 1896, issue of the Brighton Argus.1 

 

Library Notice. 

Those having library books must return the same before May 1st, or pay a price of 5 

cents per week thereafter. And those getting books after that date and retaining the 

same longer than three weeks must pay 5 cents per week for same. 

J.F. Baker, 

Township Clerk. 

 

One can conclude from the above announcement that the library was maintained and funded by the city 

council. Furthermore, it’s possible that the library was fairly new since they were just implementing a 

fine for overdue books. 

 

The 1899-1900 financial report for Brighton’s city council was published in the Brighton Argus. They 

collected a total of $1.45 in fines and had hired a librarian, Emelia Loch, who was paid a total of $21.50 

for the year.2 The 1900-1901 financial report for Brighton Village was published in the Brighton Argus 

on March 6, 1901, and reported that the city received a total of eighty cents in library fines from March 

1, 1900 through February 28, 1901. Furthermore, the city had paid Emma Loch the sum of $2.00 or 

$2.50 a month for “care of library” for a total of $23.50 for the year.3 

 

Although newspaper articles detailing the library’s beginning are not known to exist, later newspaper 

articles refer to Brighton’s library as the “Russell Library” or the “Russell Foundation Library.” The 

Brighton Argus printed the following on June 10, 1903: 

 

Saturday, June 20, will be called Library Day. On that day every patron of the Russell 

Library and citizen of Brighton is invited to call at the library and donate one book or the 

equivalent of one book, to add to our village library. This method has been tried 

successfully in other small towns where no appropriation is made for such purpose and 

it should be a success here. The number of books received will be published in the 

Argus June 24.4 

 

The June 24, 1903, issue reported that “as the result of Library Day Saturday last, 18 books were 

added to Russell Library. Those whose intentions were to donate a book but forgot it, may hand them in 

this week Saturday.”5 

 

Emelia Loch continued to be the city librarian through May 1906. She earned an average of about 

$24.00 per year for her service. The next several years saw a succession of city librarians including 

Frances Cushing (1906), Miss A. McNair (1907), Jennie Bennett (1907), Bessie Robbins (1907-1909), 

Persis Cook (1910-1911), Maidee Judson (1911), H. Judson (1912), Nettie Rickett (1912), Lorene 

Wilson (1912-1914), Charles Wollenhaupt (1913), Emma Case (1914-1915), Mrs. William Robbins (aka. 

Sarah [Jarvis] Robbins) (1916), and Beatrice Jarvis (1916-1918). Many of these librarians were only 



paid for three or four months of work. At no time did the library have more than one librarian. The city of 

Brighton paid these librarians between $19.00 and $28.50 per year.6,7,8,9,10,11,12,13,14,15,16,17,18,19,20,21,22 

 

After 1918 the city budget does not show any payments for a librarian and it is presumed that the library 

closed at that time and the books were locked away. 23,24,25,26 

 

It was at a P.T.A. meeting in November 1927 that a motion was made and voted on to sponsor a city 

library. A committee of five was appointed by the president, Mrs. Cela Newcomb, to approach the city 

council for space in the town hall over the old fire station (today’s CoBACH center). The committee was 

also tasked with acquiring funding from the city council for the library. The city council acknowledged 

the need for a city library and agreed to provide space and appropriated $200.27 On December 29, 

1927, Florence Dearing, a teacher in the Brighton School, wrote a letter to Constance Bennent who 

was at the Detroit Library asking for help and advice in establishing Brighton’s library. A transcription28 

of this letter appears below. 

 

         

Dec. 29, ‘27 

Miss Constance Bennent 

Dear Miss Bennent,  

     I understand from our Parent-Teacher Association President, Mrs. Andrew 

Davis, that she has talked with you about our Library situation here in Brighton. 

     Our P.T.A. has voted to sponsor a library and we want to do all we can to 

get help and information about organizing. 

     About fifteen years ago the Village Council voted to start a Library.  Books 

were purchased and it seems that each year it had to be voted on by the new 

council, whether the work would continue or not.  Books were kept in the Town 

Hall and were free to the public.  Five years ago the Council stopped Library 

work and since then the books have been locked up there.  We don’t know the 

law regarding this, whether we can start a Library or whether we are simply 

carrying on this work.  I’m sure that you will know this point.  We also wanted to 

find out about securing books discarded from the Detroit Library. 

     We are very anxious to get started as soon as possible.  I am a teacher as 

well as parent and I know how all the school children are clamoring for reading 

material. 

Very Sincerely yours,  

Mrs. Donald G. Dearing 

Sec. P.T.A. 



Progress on the anticipated library moved quickly: books were acquired on loan from the both the 

Detroit Public Library and the Library of Michigan, library board members were selected and volunteers 

were assigned to keep the library open eight hours a week. Florence B. Dearing took on the unpaid role 

of librarian. An article in the April 4, 1928, issue of the Brighton Argus gives details of the library’s 

opening.29 

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

The library was well received by the community. Funding, however, was an issue so one month after 

opening the library had a “Tag Day” sale. The May 9, 1928, issue of the Brighton Argus describes the 

sale as follows: 

Tag Day for Benefit Brighton Public Library 

  The Library Committee wishes to announce that on Friday evening, May 11, and all day 

Saturday, May 12, it will have a Tag Day for the benefit of the Brighton Public Library. 

There will be young ladies on the streets down town with tags to sell and others who will 

solicit from house to house. Any amount of money given will be greatly appreciated. 

The article continues and mentions that 84 membership cards were given out in its first month of 

operation and 227 books were checked out.30 The library’s annual report from March 1929 lists income 

of $60.50 from the Tag Day sale as well as $63.08 collected from fines. Coupled with the $200 it had 

received from the city council, their aggregate income was $323.58. The library had expenditures 

 

LIBRARY OPENING 

  After several weeks of work, the 

Library committee is pleased to an-

nounce the opening of Brighton Public 

Library on Saturday, April 7. 

  The regular hours will be from 2 

o’clock until 5 p.m. and from 6:30     

until 8:30 on Saturdays.  Tuesdays   

from 3 until 5.  Membership cards      

will be issued free of charge to adults 

and children over 14 years of age.  If       

a card is lost a fee of five cents will 

replace it.  Most of the books may         

be kept for a period of two weeks over 

that time, a fine of two cents a day     

will be imposed.  Some of the latest 

books may be borrowed at the small 

cost of one cent a day.  Over four 

hundred books are on the shelves 

ready for use. 



totaling $263.65 which left a balance of $59.93. Furthermore, the library had a total of 211 “borrows” 

and 560 books.31 The Library’s first year of operation was deemed a success.  

The library closed for three weeks in January, 1930 to implement some changes – shelving was 

rearranged, old books were mended, new books were catalogued and, most importantly, a card catalog 

was installed. There were cards for the author’s name as well as separate cards for the book’s title. The 

mahogany filing cabinet contained separate drawers for the adult and juvenile collections.32  

The Library’s financial report for 1930 shows a similar level of success. The city council provided $150, 

fines generated another $91.96 and monetary donations and gifts added another $25.01 to the library’s 

coffers. The library had a total of 1000 books and 376 registered users. Along with other items, the list 

of expenditures shows book purchases totaling $253.79, $3.00 for magazines, $8.75 for supplies and 

$2.00 for food for the “girls [who] assisted on Tag Day.”33 

The financial report for 1930 also lists a disbursement of $22.00 for “Librarian services” and goes on to 

say:  

Since April, 1928, all duties at the library have been performed gratis by the librarian 

and board members. Since, over an indefinite period of time this has become rather a 

tax on the time of the volunteers, the Board has decided to pay a very nominal sum to 

the one on duty at the library desk. All other work, such as cataloguing, filing and 

recording of books will still be done free of charge.34 

Library funding from the city began to decrease with the worsening of the Great Depression. The city 

council gave $125.00 to the library in 193135 and only $100.00 in 1932.36 Although the library had only 

$87.35 in its fund, the city council decided they could no longer provide funds on a regular basis but 

would provide $10.00 a month when funds were available. By 1934, the library board, consisting of 

Louise Pinney (president), Geneva Pitkin (vice president), Cela Newcomb (treasurer) and Mattie 

Hartman (secretary and librarian), faced some hard decisions. Even though the librarian was paid only 

eight dollars a month, the library could no longer afford to pay the librarian.37 Recognizing the 

importance of a city library, P.T.A. members along with library supporters and students rallied with fund 

raising activities including another Tag Sale. Church, social and fraternal organizations along with 

individual businesses also helped raise funds for the library.  

It was at this time that the State Library advised the P.T.A. that they should relinquish its sponsorship of 

the library to the city of Brighton. The library board remained in place, however, and reported to the City 

Council. Once the city had control of the library, a millage could be proposed which would fund the 

library. A petition was circulated to approve a vote that would authorize a one fifth mill tax to support the 

library. This vote was unanimously passed and the Library’s Report for 1936 indicated that the millage 

generated $167.75 in revenue.38  

The new funding from the millage now enabled the library to be open a total of ten hours a week. 

During the late 1930s and 1940s the library was growing with more books and shelving and started 

encroaching on the city council’s space. By the late 1940s it was evident that the library needed to find 

larger quarters.  



In January 1951 the fire department moved to a new location thereby freeing up the rooms on the 

ground floor of the Town Hall building. These rooms were refurbished with a new tile floor, a new 

paneled ceiling, paint and wallpaper. There were also new bookshelves which had been painted by the 

library board members.39 

The library moved to their new quarters in 

March 1951.40  Even though the library was 

still sharing space with Brighton’s city hall, the 

library was more visible to the community 

because it was now on the ground floor. 

Patronage increased accordingly through the 

next several years and the hours the library 

was open increased from ten to fifteen. 

Despite the library’s popularity and increased 

usage, the city manager and his staff moved 

into the library space in April of 1956.41 This 

created a space issue for the library as is 

reflected in Library Board minutes from July 

19, 1956, which contain the following: 

 “In 1950 we had 2,417 books – today 3,719 – an increase of 1,300 books.” 

 “In 1950 we had 245 registered borrowers – today 641 – an increase of 396.” 

 “Our circulation of books has increased from 800 to 1000 a month.” 

 “In 1950 the library was open ten hours a week – now it is open twenty hours.” 

“We decided to ask them for space to put in more shelves and more adequate lights. It was also 

decided to, as a last resort, tell them of the numerous complaints we have received lately because 

of the…confusion that now exists in the library.”42 

 

The city council was not unsympathetic to their needs and within one year negotiations were completed 

for the purchase of the old Detroit Edison substation located at 332 Maple Street by the Mill Pond as 

the future home of the City Library.43 

Although Maple Street no longer 

appears on Brighton maps, the 

substation site is currently the 

location of the Imagination Station 

playground. The substation needed 

much renovation before it could be 

used as the library and in April 1957 

the city council appropriated $2,000 

towards remodeling. Due to a lack of 

funds, however, the $2,000 never 

materialized even though the space 

the library was using in the City Hall 

was sorely needed for city offices.44 



In June 1957 the Kiwanis Club of Brighton offered to renovate the old Edison substation building for the 

library. Their offer was gladly accepted by the city council. Through the dedicated work of members of 

the Kiwanis Club, civic organizations, Brighton businesses, churches and the citizens of Brighton, the 

renovations were completed within two months at a cost of $5,000. None of this money came from the 

city’s budget.45 

The new Brighton City Library was dedicated on August 24, 1957, was by all accounts a tremendous 

success. By June 1958 it contained 4,261 books, 16 magazine subscriptions and had 1,139 registered 

borrowers, which was an increase of over 500 borrowers in just two years.46  

Over the next few years Brighton City Library kept growing and adding materials and services. By 1964 

they had already outgrown their building although they had only been there seven years. Head librarian 

Carol Hills reported that “we are moving to the old City Hall, which is on Main Street. Extensive 

remodeling to be done, but we shall have more room and be better located.”47 In 1965 the library 

reported they now had 6,298 books, subscribed to 53 magazines and had a total of 1,483 registered 

borrowers.48 They were desperately in need of increased study space and more shelving. 

Brighton City Library moved back to the “old” City Hall 

building at 202 Main Street in February 1966. The City Hall 

had vacated the building a few months earlier when they 

moved across the mill pond to the former Brighton State 

Bank building. The library now had use of the entire building 

and extensive renovations had taken place. The library now 

had five study tables! A 34 percent increase in the number of 

books circulated compelled the library to be open more 

hours. In February 1967 the library was now open 40 hours a 

week, including four weeknights.49 In 1968 another new 

service was added: the library subscribed to the Michigan 

State University Film Circuit and patrons could now borrow 

films. Each month the library would receive twelve to sixteen 

16mm films which could be used for free by “area clubs, 

organization, professional groups, etc.”50 The year 1969 saw 

the beginning of the library’s audio collection with the 

purchase of 50 records.51  

In 1970, head librarian Carol Hills retired and Dorothy Demorest was appointed in her place. Carol had 

been the head librarian since 1949 and under her leadership the library had grown from “a few meager 

shelves in the upper floor of the old City Hall to a fine up-to-date facility in the same building.”52  

Under Dorothy Demorest’s leadership, the library continued to grow. The first library newsletter was 

produced in May 1971. It was a short typewritten work and printed in house by library staff. The 

newsletter continued through the decades in various forms and as of this writing is distributed 

exclusively through email.  

Purchases of library materials continued to increase also. By 1975 there were 13,369 books, 61 

magazines subscriptions, 5 newspaper subscriptions, 187 visual media (i.e. films, filmstrips and slides), 



and 333 audio recordings (records, cassettes and tapes).53 The city council recognized that the library 

would soon outgrow the old City Hall building and authorized a library study in 1976 which examined 

the library’s short and long term needs54 and in 1979 the city council authorized a feasibility study to 

examine the possibility of alternative locations for the library.55 Through all this, the library continued to 

grow and by 1981 owned 19, 293 books, 483 films and filmstrips, 520 audio recordings and subscribed 

to 90 magazines and 5 newspapers. Once again, they had outgrown their space.  

The year 1981 heralded another move for the library – this time to the newly constructed municipal 

building located across the Mill Pond at 200 N. First Street. They were once again sharing space with 

the City Hall. Brighton City Library was officially opened at this location on November 30, 1981.  

Dorothy Demorest was head librarian until 

1984 when Shelagh (Klein) Davis became 

the library director. A Friends of the Library 

group was started in the fall of 1983 or the 

following spring which helped supplement 

the library’s budget. The first item 

purchased by the Friends group was a 

laminator for the library.56 As is always the 

case, technology was making some library 

materials obsolete. The library eliminated its 

16mm film and filmstrip collection in 1984.57 

This was undoubtedly due to the increasing 

availability and popularity of VHS 

recordings. The remainder of the collection, however, continued to grow. The library now owned 27, 

405 books, subscribed to 125 periodicals, 6 newspapers and had 400 audio recordings. Shelagh (Klein) 

Davis retired in 1989. 

The 1990s was a decade of immense growth and a change for Brighton City Library, both in location 

and leadership. In 1992 the Brighton City Council voted unanimously to turn Brighton City Library into 

Brighton District Library.58 This was an important designation for funding purposes. Brighton’s need for 

a much larger library was recognized in a study commissioned by the City Council in 1992. That report 

said in part that the library “is too small to service the needs of the greater Brighton area, and 

expansion of the existing site is limiting…. The size of the library is far below state standards. The 

building is 3,300 square feet when, ideally, it should be somewhere between 25,000 – 35,000 square 

feet…. The collection of the Brighton Public Library is totally inadequate…. The library has a collection 

of 23,000 items when it should have at least 49,000.” 59 

The library subsequently attempted to pass a millage for a new library. It was voted down two times 

before it was finally passed in May 1994. Land was purchased and construction on the 23,700 square 

foot library building began on May 21, 1995. The new library was constructed at a cost of $3M and is 

the current building which is located at 100 Library Drive.  

The new library was a vast improvement over the previous library’s size of 3,800 square feet in the 

Brighton Municipal Building. The library increased its operating hours and now was open 56 hours a 

week. 60 10,000 new books were purchased to accompany the existing 24,000 books that had been 



moved from the old library. The new building not 

only had room for more books, it also had new 

infrastructure to support computer networking 

and automation services, community meeting 

rooms and an expanded audio-visual 

collection.61 Additionally, the new library 

contained a room devoted exclusively to local 

history and genealogy. Known as the Brighton 

Room, this collection contains numerous rare 

and one-of-a-kind items, maps, family histories, 

local history publications, microfilm of local 

newspapers and other ephemera. 

Throughout the turbulent and exciting 1990s, the 

library was headed by several directors including Clara Bohrer (1990), Brenda Plizga (acting director 

from February 1991 until January 1992), Jill Morey (1992-1993), Susan Weibel (1994), Marney Cooley 

(September 1994-August 1996), David Pauli (January – October 1997) and Charlene Huget (October 

1997-June 2007).  

Brighton District Library began many new services in the 2000s including the delivery of materials to 

home-bound individuals and a bookmobile which started operation in 2005. The 24-foot long 

bookmobile contained 2,000 books, CDs, DVDs and other materials and was out in the community 

twenty hours a week and had stops in the 

city of Brighton, as well as Brighton, Genoa 

and Green Oak Townships.62 This service 

was expanded with new stops and 

increased hours in 2006 and also included 

two computer work stations.63 The 

bookmobile cost $93,000 to operate for the 

year64 and the Library Board decided to 

discontinue its usage after one year being 

unable to justify the cost of its operation.  

Charlene Huget retired in June 2007 after a tenure of nearly ten years as director. Edward Rutkowski 

was interim director from June 2007 until November 2007, when the Library Board hired Nancy B. 

Johnson as the Library Director. During Nancy’s tenure, the library experienced a significant downturn 

in funding due to the Great Recession of 2008. Property values, on which the library millage was 

based, plummeted. There also was a drastic decrease in state funding. The Friends of the Library 

continued to give support by funding a majority of the library’s programs and providing needed 

equipment such as laptop computers and supplies. Even though the library’s revenues decreased, 

library services continued to improve. One of the most popular is the introduction of digital services 

which allow the user to download audio and print books, music, video and magazines.  



The passage of a new millage in 2015 has funded the library through 2035. This millage was 

overwhelmingly supported by the voters and shows how much they value their library. Nancy Johnson’s 

final act as Library Director was to oversee the millage campaign. She retired at the end of 2015.  

Edward Rutkowski was once again named interim director, a position he filled from January to October 

2016 when the library’s current director, Cindy Mack, was hired. Under Cindy’s tutelage the library was 

extensively remodeled in 2019 and continues to grow with innovative programs, new and revitalized 

infrastructure and a clear vision for the future. 
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