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INTRODUCTION 
The dream of a modern facility for the citizens of Athol began many years ago when technology for the 
general public was first introduced.  The Regional Library had loaned our library one of the first computers 
outfitted with Newsbank, a revolutionary product that allowed students to find and search full text articles 
without the use of the multivolume Readerõs Guide to Periodical Literature.  The library was already crammed 
with students after school, many of whom had to stand at the magazine shelving and work because there 
were no seats available.  With the introduction of the single new computer, attendance doubled as people 
waited patiently in line for their 15 minutes of time. 

Then came the day that the computer was crated up and carted to the next library.  How interesting that 
something we did not even know existed a month ago, was something suddenly that no one could live 
without.  But the $4,000 price tag was totally out of our reach. 

Until we started looking at our budget and seeing that we had a $4,500 painting project on the docket for 
summer.  Staff started volunteering to paint the library themselves if the Trustees would consider using the 
money set aside to paint to instead purchase the computer and software.  The rest, they say, is history.  The 
entire main floor was painted in one weekend by a score of staff, family members and patrons.   

The new computer arrived and we have not looked back. We continue to add technology and resources to 
assist the residents of this rural, geographically isolated, blue collar community.  Products, such as JAWS 
for the blind and a Video phone for the hearing impaired (we were the first library in the state to get one), 
have been added to our Gates Foundation public access computers so that all may have Internet access.   

As all this exciting stuff has happened over the years, the building deficits have only become more 
pronounced and are now an impediment to the service our patrons deserve. Built in 1918 and last 
renovated in 1965, our services and technology have kept pace but the facility is 45 years out of date. While 
we believe we have one of the best library staffs in the state, the tools they need to continue to meet the 
customer demand must be updated. 

So began the building examination to see what we have, what we need and what we can expect for the 
future. The Planning team of Debra Blanchard, Library Director; Carol Ambrozy, Library Trustee; and 
Janice Lanou, former Director of the Wheeler Memorial Library, spent many hours working on this 
document and canvassing the staff for their needs to better serve the public.  The community has been 
polled through a variety of mechanisms for their needs. Hopefully the reader will gain a clearer picture 
from exploring this document as we did in our own self investigation into the inner workings of the Athol 
Public Library and the community we serve.   

The many people of Athol who contributed to this document come from a variety of backgrounds, 
economic situations and ages.  Many are lifelong residents while others are newcomers to the town.  Each 
has a different perspective and vision of the library but all agree that the time has come to modernize the 
facility for future generations.  In our survey, over 67% feel the library should be renovated while only 3% 
said no.   

Our library serves as the largest library in the nine town North Quabbin region and our customer statistics 
indicate a very active clientele.  With Atholõs current population at 11,299, our total number of registered 
patrons is 13,234 with active patrons (those who have used their card in the last two years) at 12,480.  In 
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addition our community was ranked by the Massachusetts Department of Revenue with an EQV combined 
rank of 663 which puts our need factor at 14.29% out of a possible 15%.  

It is to those loyal customers that we dedicate this document and invite their input into the process.  With 
their inspiration and input, together we can build an environmentally friendly, well stocked, universally 
accessible and economically viable community center to be enjoyed for many generations to come. 

MISSION STATEMENT 

The Athol Public Library serves as a vital community center that connects people of all ages in a friendly 
and helpful atmosphere with resources that enrich, educate and entertain. 

VISION STATEMENT 

Responding to the needs of an evolving population, the Athol Public Library will be the first and best choice 
of the community for information and inspiration in an environment that is accessible to all. 

Executive Summary 

òAtholõs Future Expands at the Athol Public Libraryó 

The heart of the Athol community lies within the four walls of the Athol Public Library.  It is a place where 
all members of the region, young and old, can enjoy good programs, find materials for leisure and 
educational interests, utilize online resources through public computers and classes and realize friendships 
through social networking opportunities in our book groups, playgroups, teen advisory group and Friends 
of the Athol Public Library activities.  The library provides a community commons for people to come 
together and benefit from a diverse collection and friendly, caring staff. 

The library has also committed to implementing green practices in a future building for the utmost energy 
efficiency and to reduce our carbon footprint.  As one of two libraries in Massachusetts who have joined the 
United States Green Building Council (USGBC), we have pledged to meet the LEED standards for green 
building in our renovation / expansion.   Our ultimate vision is to achieve Platinum certification with the 
realization that we would start working towards Basic certification and work upwards from there. 

Highlights of the vision as we usher in a new era of library services include: 

ü Customers will enter a well lit, clean and attractive building staffed by knowledgeable people 
where they can find answers to their inquiries using an up to date diverse collection and computers 
with reliable and fast Internet connections. 

ü Patrons enjoy browsing the collection and new book section while finding comfortable seating to 
read todayõs newspaper. 

ü Children and their families will enjoy a bright, cheery childrenõs library stocked with books and 
materials for all ages adequately displayed at appropriate heights. 

ü Children will participate in story hour and craft activities in a dedicated space, separately located 
for sound control. 
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ü Young adults will listen to music, read, do homework, work on computers and socialize in their 
own separate space decorated in a theme chosen by the teen advisory board together with the 
Young Adult Librarian. 

ü Local organizations and groups will hold meetings in a comfortable room equipped with a 
commercial kitchen, multimedia and teleconferencing capabilities and accessible after hours. 

ü Students, researchers and business persons will be able to book and use quiet study rooms equipped 
with multimedia equipment and smartboards. 

ü Patrons with disabilities will be able to use any area of the library on any floor. 

ü Patrons can use any of the libraryõs high speed Internet computers for web browsing or word 
processing or they can attend a class in the computer lab  on a variety of topics. 

ü A special local history room with security will preserve the history materials of our area together 
with the very large and specialized collection of historian Richard Chaisson which is willed to the 
library. 

ü Customers will park in a conveniently located, safe, paved and landscaped lot.  Or they can return 
their materials via a covered outside drive up materials drop off. 

ü Wireless internet access is available in the learning commons / café as well as throughout the 
library and outdoors in the reading garden that is available 24/7. 

ü The Friends offer books for sale and other library promotional items in their designated area. 

OUR FUTURE ATHOL PUBLIC LIBRARY 

Major Limitations to Service 

As an old building, the wiring, heating, cooling and other building infrastructure is not adequate for a 
modern library.  The heating system is tied together in such as way that one floor is too cold while the other 
is too hot.   Two thermostats control the entire building and they are both on the adult floor.  There is no 
temperature control on the childrenõs level.  The original 1918 windows are drafty and not energy efficient.  
There are only a couple of outlets available for customer laptops.   

There is a huge demand for meeting room space both for 
library programs and from the public.  With one room 
available, it is a juggling act to accommodate everyoneõs needs.  
Because there is no separate entrance and security system, the 
room cannot be used after regular library hours. 

 

 

While parking has been improved in recent years, it is still woefully undersized.  Adjacent parcels would 
need to be obtained.  There is a suitable piece of land that is for sale and acquisition is being negotiated as 
part of the building process. 

 Photo right: Spanish lessons in a limited space along with 
Friends of the Library Book Sale against walls. Programs must be 
limited in attendance because of lack of space. 
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The building is not fully handicapped compliant especially with regards to stack width and maneuverability 
within the facility.  It is also extremely difficult for mothers with strollers or more than one person in the 
stack area. 

Because of lack of shelf space, over the years the comfortable seating has been removed to make way for 
more shelving.  Patrons desire easy chairs for reading and tables with sturdy chairs for studying, laptops and 
work spaces. 

Objectives for the Building Program 

Just like a recipe, all the needs and desires of the community have gone into this building program so that 
the architect has the flavor and ingredients that should go into a library for Athol.  This plan, with the input 
from staff, trustees, customers and Friends of the Library members, sets forth a plan for library service well 
into the future. 

The basic objectives are as follows: 

o The historic 1918 Carnegie building and the 1960 addition will be expanded and 
renovated. 

o Green features will be examined and implemented for energy efficiency and cost savings. 
o LEED certification for the new building will be earned for the basic level (at minimum).  
o Corresponding educational programs will be held to inform the public about the green 

aspects of the building. 
o The completed facility will have a total square footage (combining old and new) of 

approximately 20,000 square feet. 
o Shelving and display space adequate for a collection of approximately 80,000 will be 

installed throughout the library.   Books will not be shelved on the top and bottom shelves. 
o The childrenõs area will be enlarged to 3,115 square feet with a separate, enclosed story 

hour / craft room. 
o The young adult area will be enlarged to 1,055 square feet. 
o The children and young adult libraries will share a program room of at least 600 square 

feet.  This will be separate from the main program room but may share kitchen facilities. 
o The multipurpose program room for the adult programs and the public will have a separate 

entrance and security so that the room can be accessed after hours and should be able to be 
closed off from the main facility.  The room should have access to a bathroom and a full 
commercial kitchen. It will seat 100 people. The conference room will seat 16 people and 
have teleconferencing ability. 

o There will be 2-3 quiet study rooms for student group, individual and business meetings. 
o The Internet Café will seat 14 people; have adequate electrical outlets and wireless 

availability. 
o Computers will be throughout the library, some for online catalog searching, some in the 
adult and childrenõs library for personal use and some in the computer lab for teaching 
purposes. 

o Handicapped patrons will be able to access any area or floor of the library including staff 
space. 
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o There will be adjacent parking with defined green areas which will be safe, well lit, paved 
and accessible.  A drive through book return will be located under an overhang for weather 
protection. 

o Attractive and safe outdoor seating for patrons wishing to use the libraryõs wireless out of 
doors or after hours; for childrenõs or adult outside programming; or for the staff to take 
their breaks. 

Just one of many examples of 

cramped, crowded, and 

unpleasant browsing situations. 
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The Community of Athol 

òWe love our townó 

Physical Characteristics 

The Town of Athol is part of Worcester County, and is located in the North Quabbin region of 
north central Massachusetts.  The town lies between the picturesque Tully Mountains to the north and the 
Quabbin Reservoir to the south.  It is bordered on the southwest by New Salem, on the west by Orange, on 
the north by Royalston, on the east by Phillipston, and on the southeast by Petersham.  Athol lies 38 miles 
north of Worcester and 71 miles west of Boston.  Atholõs 32.34 square miles support a population of 
11,299.  The population density is 349 persons per square mile.   

 The soil of Athol is rough and stony, and the terrain is wooded and hilly, with elevations ranging 
from 500 at the edge of Millers River to 1282 feet at the top of Pratt Hill near the Bearsden Forest.  The 
Millers River is Atholõs most significant waterway and flows through the downtown area from northeast to 
west. 

History  

Five families first settled in an area named òPequoiagó in September 1735.  When the township was 
incorporated in 1762, the name was changed to Athol.  John Murray, one of the proprietors of the land, 
chose the name because the hills reminded him of his ancestral home of Blair-Atholl, Scotland.  òAtholó 
means òpleasant place.ó 

Early residents subsisted on agriculture and hunting.  By 1791, Athol had four grist mills, six 
sawmills, a fulling mill, and a shop with a trip hammer, all of which were operated by water power.  The 
Athol Cotton Factory, built in 1811, was one of the first industries to serve a market beyond the local one.  
Through the 1800s, textile, leather, wood, and metal industries further expanded the market for goods 
produced in Athol.  The construction of the Vermont and Massachusetts Railroad in the 1840s fostered so 
much industrial growth that a second line connecting Athol and Springfield was constructed in 1870.  
Construction of the Fitchburg Railroad, an east-west line, came through Athol in 1879, on its way to the 
Hoosac Tunnel and the Berkshires. 

The Athol Machine Company was established in 1868 in order to manufacture a chopping machine 
invented by Laroy S. Starrett.  In 1881, Mr. Starrett established the L.S. Starrett Company, known for 
making quality precision tools.  The company remains the townõs largest employer to this day, and thus 
does Athol live up to the nickname òTool Town.ó 

As industries developed along the river valley, homes and stores grew up around the common 
located on the hill southeast of the factories.  This area, today called òUptown,ó was the location of the first 
bank.  The first trolley lines, established in 1894, ran from Athol to Orange, and additional lines soon 
provided efficient transportation to surrounding areas.  Because of its development of industry, commerce, 
and transportation, Athol was the center of activity for the entire area at the turn of the century. 
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During the 1930s, the trolley lines closed due to the increased use of private automobiles, bus 
service, and the generally difficult economic times.  When four Swift River towns were flooded to create 
the Quabbin Reservoir, the Springfield railroad route had to be abandoned.  Consequently, Atholõs growth 
leveled off as commerce became increasingly dependent on the interstate highway system.  Population 
reached a peak of 12,186 in 1955. 

The Route 2 bypass of Athol was constructed in the 1950s, further limiting direct access to the 
downtown business district.  The following years showed population decline, falling to a low of 10,634 in 
1980.  However, Atholõs population has risen gradually since that time and shows every indication of 
growing.  It will be interesting to see the results of the 2010 Federal Census. According to the Community 

Development Plan 2004, prepared by Athol and Dufresne ð Henry, Atholõs population is projected to grow 
1.66% between the years 2000 and 2020 to 12,655.  Using WebJunctionõs space planning worksheet, we 
determined that including our non-resident use would put our projected service population at 13,921. 

Population 1970  1980  1990  2000  ô70 ï ô80 

% +/-  

ô80 ï ô90 

% +/-  

ô90 ï 00  

% +/-  

Athol  11,185  10,634  11,451  11,299  -4.9  7.7  -1.3  
Source: US Department of Commerce, Bureau of the Census 1970-2000 

Government 

Municipal government is by open town meeting and governed by charter.  Athol is divided into 
three precincts.  The first Monday in April is the date for the annual town election.  The annual town 
meeting is held in June, and a fall town meeting occurs in October.  Additional town meetings are held as 
needed.  Administration of the townõs business is carried out by a five-member elected board of selectmen 
and a town manager following the Town Charter, which was passed in 2000.  Other important town boards 
are the FWAC (Finance and Warrant Advisory Committee), the Planning Board, the Conservation 
Commission, the Historical Commission, the EDIC (Economic Development and Industrial Corporation), 
and the Zoning Board. 

The Athol Fire Department and Athol Police Department provide fire protection and public safety.  
In addition, a Massachusetts State Police barracks is located in Athol near the high school. The Department 
of Public Works takes care of roadways, water works, sewage treatment, parks, and cemeteries. 

The towns of Athol and Orange cooperate with each other as neighbors, in spite of the county line 
that divides them.  Some service providers for Athol are based in Franklin County, even though Athol sits in 
Worcester County.  Several important meetings have been held in the last year, spearheaded by Athol 
Selectman Philip King, to regionalize services in the North Quabbin (nine town) Region.  The Library is 
one of the departments being examined for this venture. 

Population Characteristics 

The 2000 census lists Atholõs population at 11,299.  This reflects a slight decrease (1.3%) from the 
1990 census figure of 11,451.  The figure is likely to rise, for, while new building has slowed considerably 
due to the recession, people are relocating here from the eastern part of the state due to the incredibly low 
housing prices. òAccording to the Community Development Plan 2004, prepared by Athol and Dufresne ð 

Henry, Atholõs population is projected to grow 1.66% between the years 2000 and 2020. The townõs 
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population density of (346.9) people per square mile is high compared to the rest of the Montachusett Region, 
which is largely owing to Atholõs historic development pattern.ó (Athol Open Space and Recreation Plan 2008) 

 Atholõs residents are of varied ancestries, including French, Yankee, Irish, French Canadian, 
Italian, German, Polish, and Lithuanian.  Minorities (Hispanics, African Americans, and Asians) make up 
less than 5% of the population.  The median age in Athol in 2000 was 38.6 years.   

80% of Atholõs residents are high school graduates.  Only 17% have college degrees.   

The median household income was $33,475 in 2000.  While the median house value was $87,100 
in 2000, the average cost to build a new single-family home in Athol was $133,100 three years later.  
Currently these same houses are going for far below this value due to foreclosures and the economy.  Many 
residents do not work in Athol.  The average commute to work takes 24.6 minutes. 

Communications 

Athol has its own daily newspaper, The Athol Daily News.  In addition, the Worcester Telegram and 
Gazette, the Greenfield Recorder, and The Gardner News cover Athol events and news.  Newspapers from 
Boston, Springfield, and Fitchburg are also sold in local stores.  The library also carries the New York 
Times and the Wall Street Journal. 

     Time Warner Cable provides service to 6,646 subscribers in the Athol-Orange area.  4,044 live in 
Athol.  The two-town area also benefits from the work of the Athol-Orange Community Television, Inc. 
(AOTV), which is a nonprofit cable casting corporation.  AOTV trains people to produce their own local 
TV programs, and it records and airs public meetings and events through the Time Warner system.  There 
is a store front between Athol and Orange, however all management functions and personnel were moved 
to Albany New York this year as a cost saving measure. 

     WJDF 97.3 FM and WAHL 99.9 FM are the local radio stations in Athol and Orange.   Additional 
broadcasting from Gardner, Greenfield, Keene (NH), Springfield, Worcester, and Boston can be heard. 

     Broadband and DLS is spotty in the Athol/North Quabbin Region.  Services such as Verizon and Time 
Warner Cable provide this service but outlying areas use dial-up access numbers based in Petersham, which 
is a local telephone call from Athol as broadband is not available yet.  Many area residents with dial up 
frequent our library for downloading large files or to speed up their work process. 

Transportation  

     Though residents can often walk to businesses in the downtown and uptown districts, Athol is primarily 
dependent on the automobile for out-of-town transportation.  Route 2A runs through Atholõs business 
districts and provides access to Orange to the west and Gardner to the east.  Route 2 provides access to 
Greenfield (30 miles to the west), Gardner (15 miles east), Fitchburg (25 miles east), and Boston (71 miles 
east).  Worcester is 34 miles from Athol via Routes 32 and 122 in Petersham.  Keene, New Hampshire, is 
25 miles north via Route 32.   

     Athol is served by several bus lines. The Franklin Regional Transit Authority (FRTA), based in 
Greenfield, has daily runs from Athol to points west.  The Montachusett Area Regional Transit (MART), 
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based in Fitchburg, can take residents to points east of town.  Community Transit Service buses provide 
dial-a-ride service for those people in Athol, Orange, and Winchendon, who are in need of transportation 
to work, medical appointments, shopping, or other errands.  

     An active freight rail line runs through Athol however it does not have a stop here. To connect with a 
passenger rail system, Athol residents can go travel to Fitchburg (a 30  minute ride) to catch the trains of 
the MBTA, the Massachusetts Bay Transportation Authority, which serves the Boston metropolitan area.  
Amtrak stations are located in Amherst, Springfield, Worcester, and Brattleboro, Vermont. 

          Pilots and passengers of private planes can access the nearby Orange Municipal Airport.  Athol 
residents who intend to fly long distances generally commute to Logan International Airport in Boston or to 
Bradley International Airport in Windsor Locks, Connecticut, which is south of Springfield. 

Economic and Commercial 

     Atholõs economic climate has changed drastically since its own post-Civil War industrial revolution.  A 
number of the large brick factory buildings along the Millers River are now vacant or in only partial use.  
The L.S. Starrett Company continues to be the major employer in town, but some of its unskilled laborers 
relocated to its North Carolina plant years ago.  The Athol Memorial Hospital is the next largest employer.  
Other significant workplaces are Quabbin Valley Healthcare, Pexco, Whipps Incorporated, Vegetation 
Control Services, Niagara Cutter, Girardi Distributors, Athol Daily News, Castine Movers, and Hannaford 
supermarket. 

     In the early 1980s, the state targeted the North Quabbin region (and principal towns Athol and Orange) 
for funding to promote economic development as the area had the highest unemployment rate in the state.  
Small cities grants and other government funding provided a promising start of economic growth until a 
recession hit.  At that time, several large and small Main Street businesses closed. 

     Citizens of the two towns formed alliances to work together at revitalizing the area.  The Orange-Athol 
Industrial Development Commission began in the 1960s to bring businesses to the area near the Orange 
airport.  The Millers River Community Development Corporation, North Quabbin Housing Partnership, 
and a banking alliance also grew out of collaborative efforts.  These groups succeeded in financing housing 
to middle-income residents, natives and others who were not accepted by traditional lending programs. 

     Retail and wholesale businesses, generally stretching along Main Street and Route 2A, provide most of 
the remaining jobs in town.  The downtown business district features shops, banks, eateries, and a Ocean 
State Job Lot store.  A new Senior Center is under construction next to Ocean State. The uptown area 
provides restaurants, convenience stores, a bank, a CVS pharmacy, and a local bookstore.  A McDonaldõs 
restaurant and a convenience store sit at the main intersection west of the town center.  The Athol-Orange 
border on Route 2A features two small shopping plazas, a large grocery store, and a lumber store.  A Wal-
Mart store is another mile further toward the Orange town center. 

     Athol residents who wish to take in a big-screen movie, eat at popular chain restaurants, or shop at large 
department stores must travel to Gardner, Fitchburg and Leominster, Amherst and Hadley, Greenfield, or 
Keene, N.H. 
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Education 

     The Athol-Royalston Regional School District educates young people from grades pre-K to 12.  Three 
elementary schools serve Athol students only:  the Pleasant Street School (K-5), the Riverbend School (K-
5), and the Sanders Street School (K-3).  A Royalston Community School (K-6) serves children who live in 
that town.  The Athol-Royalston Middle School consists of grades 5 to 8, and the Athol High School is made 
up of students in grades 9 through 12.  District enrollment for the 2009-2010 school year was 1,700 
students.  Interested individuals may attend the Montachusett Regional Vocational Technical School in 
Fitchburg on a tuition basis, subject to the approval of school authorities. 

     The closest community colleges are Mount Wachusett Community College in Gardner and Greenfield 
Community College in Greenfield.  Programs leading to a Bachelorõs degree and higher courses of study 
can be found in Amherst, Fitchburg, Worcester, and Keene, N.H.  A few students choose to further their 
education at institutions elsewhere in New England, around the country, or online. 

     Private day care centers and nursery schools provide stimulation and social learning opportunities for the 
young child.  Each week, the Athol Public Library holds several preschool activities which invite caretakers 
and small children to visit the library, play with educational toys, read or hear stories, do crafts, and 
interact with others.  The Athol Area YMCA also schedules activities appropriate for children ages 6 
months through kindergarten, and operates a preschool and nursery school, as well as after-school daycare. 

Culture 

     Athol is geographically isolated from the major cultural centers of Massachusetts; consequently, its 
residents tend to create their own entertainment.  Productions and programs are initiated by such 
organizations as the Athol Area YMCA, the Athol Historical Society, the Athol-Orange Rotary, the schools, 
and the Athol Public Library. The Athol Cultural Council provides funds for some of these programs. 

     Since the Athol Public Library has inadequate facilities for seating, its largest annual program is presented 
in conjunction with and at the home of the Athol Historical Society.  The adjacent Town hall is also used 
but lacks air conditioning and has poor acoustics. The Friends of the Athol Public Library also provide funds 
for smaller programs held at the library, like young adult craft workshops and author visits and book-
signings. 

     In the summer and early fall, òTool Town Live!ó weekend concerts are held in the Uptown Common 
and at Fish Park in the western part of town.  Begun in 2004, this popular series features talented groups 
from around New England which represents a variety of musical genres.  The concerts are offered free of 
charge, supported by car washes and other fund-raisers held earlier in the year.  The Friends of the Library 
sell soda and chips to raise money and also to promote awareness of the library. 

     The Athol Historical Society, a group of private citizens, occupies the old town hall in the uptown area.  
The building houses a museum exhibiting articles from Atholõs storied past.  Additionally, the society 
sponsors talks about local history, provides guided tours of historic sites, and holds special events.  The L.S. 
Starrett Tool Museum, located at the company office, has on display machine tools of the past.  Visitors are 
admitted by appointment only, made with the personnel department of the company. 



 

13 

 

     Nearby, the Fisher Museum of Forestry at Harvard Forest in Petersham features dioramas portraying the 
history of central New England forests.  The North Quabbin Natural History Museum is located on the 
second floor of the Orange Historical Society building in Orange. 

Recreation and Entertainment 

  Athol and its surroundings offer unlimited opportunities for enjoying the outdoors.  Clubs like 
the Woodsman Rifle and Pistol Club and the Athol Bird and Nature Club focus on specific outdoor 
interests. 

 Some of those activities center around the Millers River.  The River Rat Race, an annual canoe 
race held each spring, draws participants from all parts of New England.  The six-mile race begins at Cass 
Meadow in Athol and ends at Hacheyõs Landing in Orange.  This event attracts a large crowd of observers 
and usually features a parade and a carnival. 

 Six historic public nature areas are administered by the Athol Conservation Commission.  The 
largest of these is Bearsden Forest in the northeastern part of Athol.  It contains hiking trails, camping areas, 
bridges, paths, old quarries, ponds and brooks. Plans are also underway to create a greenspace / biking trail 
between Athol and Orange. 

 Eco-tourism and supporting environmental interests are popular throughout the North Quabbin 
region.  The Millers River Environmental Center is located in a former elementary school building on Main 
Street.  It offers exhibits and events and is also the home of the Athol Bird and Nature Club.  Mount Grace 
Land Conservation Trust, based in Athol at Skyfields Arboretum, protects significant natural, agricultural, 
and scenic areas and encourages land stewardship in North Central and Western Massachusetts for the 
benefit of the environment, the economy and future generations.  Organizations such as these help to 
preserve the beauty and natural resources that bring people to the Athol area.  

 The southern part of Athol, bordered by the Harvard Forest and the Quabbin Reservoir, offers 
some of the most beautiful hiking trails in the area.  The town owns Fish Park, Silver Lake, and Lake Ellis, 
where people can swim, skate, play tennis, or play ball. 

 Athol has additional recreational facilities.  The Ellinwood Country Club offers an 18-hole golf 
course, banquet facilities, and a clubhouse for its members.  The downtown Athol Area YMCA includes an 
Olympic-size pool, racquetball courts, gyms and workout equipment.  Courses are offered in sports skills 
and practical arts.  A Y-sponsored camp for local children, Camp Wiyaka, is located just across the border 
in New Hampshire. 

 Recreational activities for children and young adults are provided by the Boy Scouts and Girl 
Scouts.  The Athol Recreation Department sponsors summer programs for youths at local school 
playgrounds.  Social and fraternal organizations such as the Athol Womenõs Club, the Elks, Lions Club, 
Rotary, Veterans of Foreign Wars and the Masonic Lodge, offer a wide range of activities for families and 
individuals. 
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Group Facilities 

 Four municipal auditoriums are available for large group events in Athol.  They are: 

 Seating Location Parking Acoustics & Visibility 

Middle School 400 Uptown Good Excellent 

Memorial Hall 525 Central On-street + lot Poor 

Liberty Hall 300 Central On-street + lot Fair 

High School 642 Uptown Good Excellent 

   

 Churches, lodges, and the Athol Area YMCA have facilities for small group functions.  The 
library has an activities room available at no charge, however it must be used during the hours the library is 
open.  The library is located at the same intersection as the town hall and the YMCA.  A parking lot is 
behind the library, and another municipal lot is a block behind the YMCA building.  Otherwise, parking is 
available along the streets however, patrons complain continually about not being able to find a parking spot 
to use the library. 

Social Services 

 Historically Athol has had many publicized social problems, and several local organizations are 
still on hand to remedy these situations.  Chief among the problems are high rates of unemployment, 
teenage pregnancy, domestic violence, and alcoholism. 

 The Athol Memorial Hospital provides hospital care, screening clinics, educational classes, home 
nursing care, out-patient counseling and a sleep clinic.  A medical arts facility is located directly behind the 
hospital. 

 The North Quabbin Community Coalition operates from a storefront on Main Street and is 
funded by state and federal dollars.  Its membership is derived from local agencies, churches and 
organizations and is committed to providing a forum for sharing, advocacy, legislative lobbying efforts and 
to avoid a duplication of services.  This coalition has been a model for the development of other similar 
initiatives around New England.  Its task forces focus on such issues as child abuse, teen pregnancy and lack 
of affordable housing to come up with some real solutions.  One of its members, the Literacy Volunteers of 
Orange / Athol, provide free, confidential and private one-to-one tutoring for improving reading, writing, 
and math skills. 

  Children and families are served by additional agencies with Main Street offices.  Athol-Royalston 
Community Partnerships for Children maintains an informational resource center for parents and a link to 
the Title I program in the schools.  The Greater Athol Area Advocates for Families with Special Needs 
administers family support services for those who have a family member with a developmental disability. 

 The Athol Council on Aging, in conjunction with Franklin County Home Care Corporation, 
provides hot meals, clinics, transportation, and recreational programs for the elderly.  Three local housing 
complexes provide apartments specifically for senior citizens. 
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LIBRARY DESCRIPTION 

The Athol Public Library 

òWe love our libraryó 

History  
 

 Library service in Athol dates back to 1830, when the Athol Social Library offered books to local 
readers.  Between 1850 and 1860, the Athol Agricultural and Mechanical Library served various groups.  
Area churches also maintained their own small libraries to serve the members of their congregations. 

 

On November 13, 1878, an organization calling itself the Athol Library Association was formed.  
To this early group the Athol Public Library is directly related, for in 1882, the association offered its book 
collection to the town on the condition that municipal funds be appropriated to provide housing for the 
collection and to purchase additional books.  In April 1882, the town voted to accept these resources (1063 
books) and appropriated $300 to support the new Athol Free Public Library.  A library committee of five to 
seven elected members oversaw the institution until 1886, when the number of committee members was 
established at six. 

This first public library was located on the second story of the home of Joel M. Doane, 268 School 
Street, and Mrs. Doane served as the librarian.  Under town management, the library soon outgrew òthe 
front parlor up one flight.ó  In 1887, the committee leased Mr. Doaneõs vacant barn and hired as the 
librarian his daughter-in-law, Mercie S. Doane.  The library was moved to the barn, the Dewey Decimal 
system was adopted, and a card file was developed.  By the turn of the century, the committee considered 
those quarters inadequate and vowed that no additional materials would be purchased for that location.  
Library patronage declined accordingly. 

At that time, Wilson H. Lee of New Haven opened negotiations with Andrew Carnegie to fund a 
new library building.  Mr. Lee had grown up in Athol and still had an affection for the community.  Though 
Carnegie offered the town a $15,000 grant, and Lee had gotten a $1500 private pledge to buy a parcel of 
land, the townspeople refused the deal. 

The library still needed a new home, preferably one that was closer to the business district of 
Athol.  Space opened up in the Academy of Music building on Exchange Street; the collection was moved 
into it, and the library opened for service on December 5, 1903.  Mantie R. Hinman became the librarian.  
This new site offered shelves open to the patrons, a separate childrenõs section, and a new charging system.  
Local appropriations remained low in comparison to library funding in surrounding towns, but circulation 
of library materials increased.  Book deposit stations in South Athol and at Miss Grace Pittsõ store uptown 
were established for a short time in an effort to reach more of the public. 

In 1914, local businessman Laroy S. Starrett generously leased land on which to build a new 
library.  Wilson H. Lee again opened negotiations with the Carnegie Corporation.  Two years later, the 
town of Athol accepted a $22,000 Carnegie grant to erect a free public library building.  The new library 
was turned over to the town on August 16, 1918.  Designed by W.H. & Henry McLean of Boston, the 
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library was built in a simplified Classical Revival style by Fellows & Ducworth Co., Inc., of Brookline, and 
follows one of the floor plans suggested by the Carnegie Corporation.  One large room on the main floor 
contained the collection and accommodated all the patrons.  A hardwood floor was laid in the downstairs 
hallway at the expense of L.S. Starrett.  The main floor featured an historic fireplace mantle from the old 
Humphrey residence in Dorchester, the site of the birth of the first ordained minister in Athol.  A large 
grandfather clock was donated by Wilson H. Lee.   

Several librarians served in the new library until Gladys Greene was appointed head librarian in 
1927.  Miss Greene served tirelessly for the next thirty years, promoting service to children by offering 
summer reading programs and school book deposits, and initiating plans for a separate childrenõs room at 
the library.  In 1953, Miss Greene saw her plan become reality, for in that year the ground-floor childrenõs 
room was dedicated in her honor.  That space, originally designed as an assembly hall with stage, had been 
occupied by the local Red Cross chapter since the library opened in 1918.  Miss Greene resigned as head 
librarian in 1957.   

As library needs have increased, a number of physical improvements have been made to the original 
1918 structure.  To provide increased space, a two-story addition was built onto the rear of the library in 
1965.  It included rest rooms, a staff lounge, and enlarged reading and stack areas.  The library was the first 
Athol town building to have air-conditioning, which was added in 1969 using library trust funds.  In 1978, 
the ground-level storage room was renovated and turned into a multi-purpose room, which today continues 
to serve as an activity room for events for all ages.  The library became handicapped accessible in the late 
1980s; a designated parking space and a rear-entrance ramp were created in 1985, and an elevator, 
handicapped rest room, and childrenõs entrance ramp were added in 1988.  Those amenities pre-dated the 
1990 passage of the Americans with Disabilities Act, demonstrating the commitment of a forward-thinking 
library board. 

Library staff members have always responded to community demand for services.  To meet the 
growing need for childrenõs services, Myrtle Scribner was appointed the first full-time childrenõs librarian 
in 1965, and that position remains full-time today.  A Friends of the Library group was chartered in 1980, 
and this group is still active today.  In the early 1990s, circulation and cataloging of library materials became 
computerized.  Internet access for patrons began in 1995.  Teaching public computer classes using a 
wireless lab began in 2001.  In 2004, the òOn the Same Pageó reading initiative began and has continued to 
this date.  The library continues to offer a wide variety of childrenõs, young adult and adult programs.  
Many are or were funded with grants received from the Institute of Museum and Library Services (IMLS) 
through the Massachusetts Board of Library Commissioners and the Friends of the Athol Public Library. 

Administration  

The constitution of the Athol Public Library names the Board of Library Trustees as its governing 
body.  Two of the six trustees are elected each year for three year terms, and the Board elects a chairman 
and a clerk each year.  The Director serves as the executive secretary.  Responsibility for library 
management, collection development, and provision of library services to the public is delegated by the 
Board to the Library Director.   

 Under its bylaws, the Board meets once a month, except in July and August, unless additional 
meetings are needed.  The November meeting is devoted to budget planning for the coming year.  All 
meetings are posted and held under the Open Meeting Law. 
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Personnel 

     The Athol Public Library employs a director, an Assistant director, a childrenõs librarian, four full-time 
(hours range from 25-37 per week) technicians, two part-time technicians, two part-time high school 
pages, two substitutes, and a part-time custodian.  The number of FTEs is 8.8.  The Director, Assistant 
Director and Childrenõs Librarian are professional positions requiring a Masterõs degree in Library Science. 

Physical Description 

      The Athol Public Library is located on Main Street near the downtown shopping area and is 
convenient to the business district, factories, residential areas, and the town offices.  A parking lot is located 
to the rear and side of the building and is accessible from Island Street.  Several other public parking lots are 
within walking distance.  Metered parking spaces are available along Main Street.   

      Three entrances lead patrons into the approximately 7,000-square-foot building.  The original front 
door entry faces Main Street and has high granite steps to reach the main floor.  A rear entrance with a 
handicapped ramp and automatic doors can be reached from the rear parking area.  The children's entrance 
also features electric doors and has handicapped accessibility from ramped sidewalks that link it to both the 
Main Street sidewalk and the rear parking lot.  Doorbells for after-hours entry have been installed at the 
front and back doors.  An elevator connects the main floor and the ground floor for ease in transporting 
equipment or patrons who cannot navigate steps.  The library has three rest rooms:  two on the main floor 
near the computer area, and a handicapped unisex facility in the elevator vestibule on the ground floor. 

      The main floor houses the adult and young adult collections and includes a casual reading area, a 
reference area, public computers, a stack area, Director's and Assistant Director's offices, and a 
combination staff office / workroom / kitchen.  All of these areas are congested and difficult to negotiate in 
and around. 

      The front left section of the main floor is the reading area.  It is furnished with one round table with 
chairs, two long tables with chairs, and one upholstered reading chair.  Periodicals, current newspapers, 
mysteries, audio-visual collections and mysteries are shelved here.  The public copier, microfilm reader and 
local newspaper reels are housed here, too.  Beyond this reading area and separated from it by the 
biography shelves is the reference area and the beginning of the large print shelves.   

      The main thoroughfare at this level contains three round tables and chairs. The circulation desk 
appears on the right-hand side; behind it are the staff offices and workroom.  Beyond the desk is the 
Business and Career Center, with one reservation computer, two catalog computers, and eight public 
access computers available for patron use. These computers were a grant from the Gates Foundation and 
are energy efficient Studio Hybrids. To enter the general fiction and nonfiction stack area, one must 
proceed through the doorway to the rear of the building.  Across from the circulation desk an area was 
created using an LSTA grant for teens.  This teen space is heavily used by young adults and also by adults 
during the day who also like the bright new furniture. 
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      Each of the library's collections is housed on shelves that are jam-packed.  Acquisition has reached 
the limitation of the facility, and one item must be discarded for each new one added.  The general fiction 
and nonfiction shelves are stacked close together and are not ADA-compliant.  Only 26 chairs are available 
for patrons who wish to sit and read with only two of those being comfy easy chairs.  The main floor of the 
library is in desperate need of expansion for shelf space, seating capacity, and ease of traffic flow.   

      The ground floor of the library houses the childrenõs room, the archives, the activities room with 
kitchen area, and utility spaces. 

      Shelves around the perimeter of the Gladys Greene Childrenõs Room contain fiction, nonfiction, 
picture books, chapter books, and audio-visual items for young children.  Three tables with 8 chairs 
accommodate visitors and their parents.  One catalog computer and three patron access computers are 
available for use.  A play area next to the circulation desk offers games and toys.  Off to one side of the 
room is a small staff office / storage area.  A storage area that used to house holiday materials located under 
the front steps of the building is no longer habitable due to water damage.  The childrenõs room is in need 
of increased seating capacity, shelf space, storage space, and dedicated space for activities. 

      Just down the hall from the childrenõs room is the Kate L. Fay Archives Room.  More than 400 
books of local and regional history are kept there.  Included are town directories, town reports, and street 
lists.  Patrons who wish to use this locked room on their own must register at the circulation desk on the 
main floor.  The town historian Richard Chaisson has left his extensive local history collection to the Athol 
Library in his will.  Any renovation or new construction must take this sizable collection into account.  To 
maximize space, a Spacesaver Movable Shelving system or equivalent should be installed.  The room should 
also be climate controlled. 

      The Martha T. Talcott Activities Room is the next room along the hallway.  Named for a former 
library trustee chair, this room is used for programs for all ages. The kitchen area was renovated in 2005 
and is a commercial kitchen. There is a small amount of room for storage.  The wireless computer lab is 
housed here and can be set up for computer classes.  Shelves of discarded books in the hallway represent an 
ongoing book sale, sponsored by the Friends of the Library.  This room is heavily used and is often not 
available for the many programs that the library sponsors. 

      A former janitorõs closet is now a computer server room, located across the hall from the activities 
room.  The boiler room is accessible from the childrenõs staff office.  Additional storage is found next door 
in Town Hall in a space known colloquially as òLibrary East.ó  Holiday decorations, circulating artwork, 
bound volumes of old newspapers, and little-used general supplies are housed here. 

 The library features a security and fire alarm system which connects directly to the Fire Station and 
an outside security firm.  There is no fire suppression in the building. 

Finances 

      The Athol Public Library is financed with municipal appropriations.  State aid and the accumulated 
interest from a number of endowments are used for larger projects.  Trust fund interest has restrictions as 
to its use and is not used for routine library expenses. 



 

19 

 

Prior to the recent economic downturn the library was already suffering from budget woes (as 
were other town departments).  With the current recession, it has become even worse and we have 
struggled for the past two years and now into the third to maintain our certification. The typical work-week 
for an Athol town employee was cut from 40 hours to 37 hours.  During the past decade, the library has 
seen a reduction in both open hours and staffing due to diminished funds. In November 2009 when the 
Assistant Director accepted another position, the town manager instituted a hiring freeze.  The loss of this 
position has been very difficult on the staff and has resulted in delays in service to the public. The good news 
though is that through attrition and combining of other positions, the Assistantõs position has been filled.  It 
is only 30 hours though and we have lost some part time hours to do it, but the feeling was that the 
resulting increased level of responsibility and experience will offset this.  While state mandates are still 
being met for a library of this size, any further cuts could likely result in loss of certification of the Athol 
Public Library. 

      The Friends of the Athol Public Library provide about $5,000 annually to purchase videos, support 
programming and cover other miscellaneous expenses.  

           The library has a strong history of seeking grants to fund programs and services not normally 
provided through our regular budget.  Almost all of our computer equipment and technology has been 
purchased through grants such as the Gates Foundation and Niagara Cutter. 

Collaborations 

The Athol Public Library was a member of the Central Massachusetts Regional Library System.  
With the consolidation of the Region, we anxiously watch to see how we will be impacted.  Our library 
relied heavily on CMRLS for guidance, materials and workshops. A regional van makes daily deliveries to 
the library and this is one of our most popular services. 

 The Athol Public Library was fully automated in 1989 using the Follett Software System and has 
grown from two computers to a sophisticated network of 35 workstations utilizing a Windows 2003 server. 
The server will be replaced shortly and will feature a Windows 2010 platform.  In 2009 we upgraded from 
Follett Circ/Cat in house to Follett Destiny, a web based product.  In addition, we manage our own web 
site with an in house staff person serving as the web master. 

      In 1993, the Athol Public Library became an online affiliate member of C/W MARS.  Central / 
Western Automated Resource Sharing, Inc., is a library consortium dedicated to efficient resource sharing 
and rapid access to information.  It networks more than 140 libraries in central and western Massachusetts 
and provides an easy interlibrary loan method among them.  While affiliate members have access to the 
information and the network, they do not circulate materials directly through C/W MARS.  Annually the 
library Trustees consider membership in C/W MARS but the price tag of $27,000 annually versus $1,000 
for Follett cannot be justified by the Finance Committee. 

      In spite of its location on the border of two counties, the Athol Public Library maintains a good 
relationship with the other town libraries in north central Massachusetts.  Librarians from outlying smaller 
towns may choose selections of books on tape, DVDs, and videos to borrow on a long-term basis.  Because 
of its size and variety of materials, the Athol Public Library is an important resource to both the libraries 
and residents of surrounding towns. 
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      The childrenõs room and young adult staff do their best to meet the needs of area students, 
especially knowing that all of the local schools do not have staffed libraries or certified librarians.  Upon 
teacher request, the librarians host student visits for library orientation, book selection or instruction; visit 
classrooms to promote reading or the library; provide deposit collections for classroom use; supply 
suggested reading lists; place materials to meet assignments on reserve; and put summer reading list titles 
on reserve shelves for easy browsing.  Library staff may help school staffs and parent-teacher organizations 
with projects in the school libraries.  They organize Community Reading Day for children in grades K-8 and 
arrange for ôlocal celebritiesõ to participate.  Library staff also keep students in mind when making book 
purchases so that the public library can meet many of the needs of this audience. 

      Athol's Friends of the Library group was organized in April 1980.  Dues range from $5.00 for 
individuals to $100 for sustaining members.  The groupõs income is derived from dues as well as from book 
sales of discarded library materials and special fund raisers.  The income is used to support many library 
programs and projects.  Members who actively participate in the Friends have remained basically the same 
since its inception, and a membership drive could be started to recruit newer members. 

NEEDS ASSESSMENT 

I. The Space We Live In 

 Athol Public Library collections and staff provide services in a building that was renovated in 1960 
with an intended life span of twenty years.  While we have been diligent about maintaining and upgrading 
each year, demand for meeting and programming space has far outstripped the available room.  We donõt 
fit anymore.  Technology has placed an additional burden on the infrastructure, requiring wiring and 
electrical stressors on an outdated structure. 

 Over 350 people per day enter the library via three doors creating wear and tear on the facility.  
Our stack area is not ADA compliant, although access into the building is excellent with two handicapped 
entrances featuring electrified push button doors, an elevator and also a handicapped bathroom. 

 In addition, the stack area is so crowded that we must toss a book when we buy a book.  Ideally we 
would hope to leave the top and bottom shelves vacant and interfile oversize materials with regular items. 

 With transportation problems and an isolated rural community, the library has stepped into the 
void to provide community meeting and greeting space.  Programs of culture and entertainment are offered 
to give residents choices close to home.  Serving as a community center is vitally important to the staff and 
trustees, as the citizens have requested and responded.  As demand has grown, however, we have to turn 
people away daily. 

II. Who We Want to Be 

 While we have accepted the charge to function as an informal center of our community, the reality 
is that we have not been able to fully perform to expectations due to lack of funding year after year and an 
acute deficiency of adequate or appropriate space. 
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There are 6-8 adult staff people trying to 

manage work in this small staff room 

which is the only one and also serves as 

the staff break area. 

 Focus groups and surveys have indicated strongly the need for after hours community meeting 
space.  A safe place where people of a variety of organizations can meet on neutral territory without need of 
staff availability.  An outside secure entrance with the ability to close off the building would solve this 
problem. 

 In an ideal world (or close enough to be achievable), the library would have separate program areas 
for children, young adult, adult and technology training.  Each would feature age appropriate furniture and 
assessories.  Each would have enough staff to attend to their needs and provide programming.  Citizens 
would turn to us first for all their information needs, the library naturally coming to mind as their best 
choice for a solution.  It is time to see how we can make that happen. 

While we are thrilled to have new Gates 

Studio Hybrids, the crowded conditions 

are unacceptable for working or privacy 

of any kind for personal information. 

This is the childrenôs librarianôs office, 

workroom for childrenôs staff and 

storage for all craft materials and 

loanable kits. 
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