ANNALS OF TIME PAST:

JOHN FALL 1907-1996

A PERSONAL REMEMBRANCE

by Edward Di Roma
There is no plaque on a wall nor yet a book fund in his memory,
but John Fall, who died on April 10, 1996 at the age of eighty-nine, was
one of a number of eminent but uncelebrated administrators who have
guided The Research Libraries to newer and higher ground since the
beginning of World War I1.
This quiet, self-effacing, and complex man came from Chicago
in 1933 and joined the staff as a reference librarian in what is now
called the General Research Division. After transferring to the Acquisi-
tions Division and serving there in several positions of increasing
importance, he was appointed its chief in 1944. Nine years later he was
promoted again to be head of the old Economics Division, a post he
held until his retirement in 1965. In his thirty-two year career John Fall
made several contributions to the preeminence of The Research Librar-
ies. Two of the most important were in the areas of collection develop-
ment and personnel management, or as we say today, human resources.
Because of his extensive knowledge of the publishing and book-
dealing businesses, John Fall was able to improve an already good
Acquisitions Division and make it one of the best among research
libraries in the country. In fulfilling the acquisition requests of the
division chiefs, Mr. Fall's unit was not ordering merely the newest
books of standard American publishers. Indefatigable and resourceful,
it also was identifying and tracking down government documents from
all over the world and publications of private organizations not listed in
the regular bibliographic sources here or abroad. Besides obtaining
numerous items in languages other than English, the unit was successful
in acquiring many materials in non-book formats.
Rollin A. Sawyer preceded John Fall as chief of the Economics
Division and was one of the Library’s great collectors. When he trained
his staff in collection development, he always included a laudatory
description of the Acquisitions Division. He used to say that “John
Fall’s people” not only were able to locate and order the most elusive
publications, but they “also made it look easy.”
After World War II, Mr. Fall played an important role on behalf of
The New York Public Library in two cooperative acquisition programs for
research libraries in the United States. The first was the Cooperative Ac-
quisition Project for Wartime Publications, which was spearheaded by the
Library of Congress and which endeavored to obtain as many as possible
of the research materials that could not be acquired during the world con-

flict. The second project was the Farmington Plan sponsored by the Asso-
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PERFORMANCE

COLA
by Belle Weinberg

In the recent past, retirees have
been compelled to go to the Legis-
lature and Governor year after year
seeking an improved benefit. The
most recent experience was when a
1995 supplementation bill was ve-
toed by the Governor and then re-
placed by a less generous bill,
coupled with an unconstitutional
attempt to raid Retirement System
funds.

Ad hoc supplementation is not
the norm among public employee
pension systems. Ofthe 451 public
plans which responded to the 1994
Public Pension Coordinating Coun-
cil survey, 80% provided some sort
of supplementation, and 55% of
these provided a regular fixed rate
of supplementation. Even though
private sector plans are less likely
to supplement pension benefits,
50% of large corporate plans report
having improved benefits between
1990 and 1995, a period when new
York’s public retirees saw no in-
crease at all.

State Comptroller Carl McCall
believes New York State can do bet-
ter for its public retirees. For the
last 18 years, as a result of a very
successful investment rate of return,
retirement costs to State and local
government employers have de-
clined steadily. Of the 20 largest
state retirement systems, New York
costs are the lowest.

McCall is, therefore, proposing

a ‘Performance COLA’ which
continued on page three
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ciation of Research Libraries. Its goal
between 1948 and 1972 was to acquire
and place at least one copy of each for-
eign publication of possible research
value into an American library special-
izing in that subject.
hen John Fall left the Acqui-
sitions Division to head the

Economics Division in 1953, his
interest in collection building did not
diminish, but the nature of his efforts
changed. Instead of managing the unit
that performed the many complicated
operations and negotiations necessary
to acquire materials for a research li-
brary, he now was combing bibliogra-
phies and booklists himself and was di-
recting the similar activities of six sub-
ject specialists on his staff. At the same
time, of course, he was responsible for
maintaining the high standards of ref-
erence and bibliographic service to the
public for which the Economics Divi-
sion was distinguished for decades.

As collector, John Fall was cast in
the mold of earlier New York Public
Library greats such as directors Bill-
ings, Anderson, and Lydenberg, and
Economics Division chiefs Hasse,
Williamson, and Sawyer. Like his pre-
decessors, John Fall collected widely,
but with the cooperation of his staff he
sought after some types of materials
with special zeal. These included
documents from governments at all
levels, international, national, state and
provincial, municipal, county, and lo-
cal. Another type comprised the pub-
lications of associations, societies, re-
search institutes, and political parties.
Still a third group consisted of what
might be called the literature of dis-
sent in economic, political, and social
areas.

Another professional quality that
John Fall shared with his predecessors
was the scrupulous objectivity with
which he selected materials. All the
Library’s great collectors held strong
opinions on religion, morality, politics,
economics, literature, the arts, and the
sciences, but the crowded shelves of
The Research Libraries demonstrate
clearly that personal feelings never in-
fluenced acquisition decisions.
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Besides doing so much to build the
collections of The Research Libraries,
Mr. Fall indirectly helped other great
libraries enhance their holdings
through his many years of service as
trustee and chairman of Public Affairs
Information Service, the premier index
and bibliography of materials in the
social sciences.

ohn Fall’s achievements in the
area of human resources were not
so tangible as those in collection
development, but nonetheless they
were, in my opinion, real and far-reach-
ing. When he arrived in 1933, the Li-

brary—like almost all other places of

employment—was operating under a
system of conservative personnel poli-
cies and practices. According to some
outspoken staff members, that system
had not changed since the library was
organized in 1896. However, the ex-
istence of a very large pool of unem-
ployed workers during the Great De-
pression did not induce the Library, or
employers elsewhere, to consider
changing conditions.

Activists for reform among the rank
and file charged that appointments to
top administrative posts were limited
to WASP males. The glass ceiling that

was blocking the advancement of

women employees seemed shatter-
proof. Almost all the Italians on the
staff worked as porters, and few Jews
were employed in posts of importance
outside the Jewish Division. African-
Americans were practically invisible as
employees or, for that matter, as pa-
trons in the central building.

Division chiefs wielded almost ab-
solute hiring, supervisory, and firing
authority. The nature of the personnel
policy was exemplified by a 3 x 5 card
that was given to new employees in the
1930°s. I know because I received such
a card when I was hired as a page for
one year in 1936-37. The card re-
minded me of the Decalogue, and its
final admonition, whose exact words I
forget, warned that an employee’s sal-
ary was personal information and
should not be discussed with col-
leagues.

But like all earlier major military
conflicts, World War I led to profound
changes in economic, political, and

social institutions. The Library was not
exempt. Both staff members return-
ing from military leave and new em-
ployees who were veterans became
impatient with the restrictive person-
nel policies and practices. Some of the
younger administrators shared that sen-
timent, and a difference of opinion de-
veloped between those library leaders
who felt a liberalization of working
conditions was due and those who
failed to see anything wrong with the
status quo.

started to appear on the agenda

of division chiefs’ meetings. Sev-
eral participants told me years later that
from the beginning John Fall quietly
but persistently sided with the advo-
cates of change and supported the es-
tablishment of a personnel office with
authority to install more progressive
working conditions library wide. This
was confirmed to me when I was ex-
ecutive assistant to the chief of The
Research Libraries by none other than
Edward G. Freehafer, who served as
the first chief of the Personnel Office
and later as director of the entire Li-
brary.

I am sure that no one who was fa-
miliar with the Acquisitions Division
under John Fall was surprised by his
liberal stance on personnel matters, for
he had been applying democratic prin-
ciples of management long before the
Personnel Office was created. He con-
tinued to do so after he was appointed
chief of the Economics Division in
1953, and I was fortunate to work for
him for the next ten years. As the
division’s specialist in the literature of
human resources, I had some compe-
tence to judge how well he performed
in that area, and I concluded that he
was an extremely successful manager
whose quiet, low-keyed approach
caused him to be underrated.

irst of all, he always treated em-
ployees, down to the last-hired
page, with honesty, dignity and re-
spect. He praised in public, but criti-
cized in private, and his criticism was
designed unfailingly to help the em-
ployee improve his or her performance.

Mr. Fall always was readily acces-
sible to his staff because, along with

I n due course, personnel policy



other encouraging practices, he usually
arrived early and stayed late. While
he never intruded on anyone’s privacy,
his sensitivity often helped him notice
when a staff member’s performance
was being affected adversely by per-
sonal or family problems. On such
occasions, he was a sympathetic lis-
tener and often was able to make help-
ful suggestions or assist in some other
way. It was not unusual for John Fall
to visit staff members in the hospital
or appear at wakes or shivahs of their
close relatives.

Many times he demonstrated—qui-
etly and with discretion—even greater
concern for his staff. I shall never for-
get how much he helped a staff mem-
ber, a single mother, when her own
mother died suddenly. The staff mem-
ber was distraught because her de-
ceased parent used to take care of the
staff member’s preschool child. Mr.
Fall not only quietly helped the staff
member make funeral arrangements,
but he also helped her find affordable
day care for her child. In another in-
stance I learned about, John Fall’s un-
derstanding and compassion were one
of the reasons a staff member who
lived alone was able to recover from a
deep depression.

Since he was a good administrator,
John Fall was aware that no enterprise
could ever be run single-handedly by
the person at the top. He always en-
couraged suggestions and was willing
to experiment with new methods to
increase efficiency and to improve ser-
vice to the public. Whenever he de-
clined to implement a new idea, he in-
variably provided a full explanation,
wisely leaving the door open for fu-
ture suggestions.

ohn Fall added to the distinction

of The Research Libraries not only

by his accomplishments—not all of
which have been documented—but
also by setting an example for those
who worked with or for him. Quietly
and without fanfare he instilled in the
generation that was following him the
same love he had for the Library and
the same resolution he had for serving
it with excellence.

Although I was fortunate in having
a close professional association with

John Fall for thirty-one years, there
were aspects of his mind and spirit that
I did not fully understand and probably
others of which I was not fully aware.
Of one thing about this complex and
idealistic man, however, I am abso-
lutely sure. One of the reasons for his
deep dedication to The New York Pub-
lic Library was that he viewed it as part
of a larger and more exalted undertak-
ing, namely the improvement of the
condition of humankind on this planet.

Juanita Doares, President of the Asso-
ciation, received the following card
from John Fall. The date written on it
is 2/95.

Dear Juanita,

My admiration to you and the group
responsible for the retirees association.
A perfect tie for those of us who have
departed from 42nd Street and the
Branches even if it is our poor fortune
not to be at the occasions which are
described in the post cards [sent to re-
mind people of meetings and outings,
editor]. [signed] John

A book fund in memory of John Fall
is being proposed.

EX LIBRIS
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PERFORMANCE COLA
would provide a permanent annual
increase in the pensions of eligible
retirees and beneficiaries in any year
that the 5 year market rate of return
on the pension fund investment ex-
ceeds 10%. The investment earn-
ings between 10% and 10.5% will
be used to produce a Performance
COLA. In the years when there
would be a Performance COLA it
would approach 3%.

The Performance COLA would be
in addition to the current supplemen-
tation program. Thus, persons who
retired prior to January 1, 1990 would
be entitled to both the ad hoc supple-
mentation benefit and the Performance
COLA. Pensioners would still be re-
quired to be retired for a full five years
before being eligible for increased ben-
efits.

Favorable investment results over 5
years would significantly reduce em-
ployer contributions, even while
prompting the payment of a Perfor-
mance COLA.

When Performance COLA legisla-
tion is introduced in the Legislature,
we will all be called upon to lobby in
the same way we did when the supple-
mentation was up for a vote. Hope-
fully, the results will be the same.

In memory of Fred and Freddie

The books are closed, they are finished.

They are due. We cannot keep them any longer,

but we librarians do not want to let them go.

We need to have them on the shelf

under G or F, where we can find them,

refer to them, reread them, answer questions with them.
These books were special books, unique,

so if we want to keep the contents alive

we must remember, rejoice that we read them

and tell their tales to others.
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