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In the spring of 2001, the Monaghans donated a wonderful collection of literacy materials to the
University of Kansas.  Now designated the Charles and E. Jennifer Monaghan collection, the 1400 volumes
present methods and materials of reading instruction from the Colonial period to the 1940s.  Good fortune can be
serendipitous and the process that led to this donation was an unexpected one.  It began several years ago with a
request from the International Reading Association.  In 1997, IRA President Elect, Kathy Ransom, sent me an
email.  As the History of Reading SIG President at the time, Kathy contacted me with a “wild, hair brained idea for
the San Diego conference in 1999.”  With the 1999 conference titled, “Write the Past-Read the Future,” President
Ransom asked if our SIG would be willing to put together a “display of reading texts from the past.”  The response
from the Executive Board was exemplified by the comments of Grace Haskins,  “WOW!  Kathleen’s request is a
real breakthrough.  What a way to generate interest in the history of reading.”  Suggestions on format and offers of
assistance were forthcoming.  An exhibition of beginning reading materials at the 1986 IRA Convention by
Vincent Faraone and H. Alan Robinson provided some structure and inspiration for our own.  However, the
dilemma was, where would we get the books to display?  Understandably, universities would not lend their
collections.  Here is where Charles and Jennifer came to the rescue.  As founder of the History of Reading SIG in
1975, Professor Jennifer Monaghan never missed an opportunity to promote the history of reading.  She and
Charles, a journalist for the New York Times and Washington Post, offered items from a collection they had been
building for decades.  According to Charles, their collection began in 1975, with pieces from book barns and
antiquarian bookstores out East.  They were then able to broaden the geography of their collecting when Charles’
assignments required nationwide travel.  The value of this collection was recognized early on, as scholars, like
University of Delaware’s Richard Venezky, microfilmed dozens of the primers to include in his microfilm
collection of American primers.

One of my charges in the exhibition process was to work on the physical display of the books.  It was at
this point that our relationship with the Spencer Research Library began.   Spencer librarians, who frequently
mounted exhibitions, taught us how to produce a professional looking exhibit.  We learned to make our own
support wedges, exhibition cradles, and butterfly book mounts (which can cost as much as $298.95 if purchased). 
We became experts at the use of Mylar strips to keep books open to example pages and learned to  “listen to the
book” so as not to damage bindings.  Various presentation options were modeled for us with our books so we could
efficiently set up an exhibition with 74 items.  Finally we learned to wrap the valuable books for shipping, since
they traveled from New York to Kansas to California and back again.

The exhibition, titled Writing the Past:  Teaching Reading in Colonial America and the United States, 1640-1940
was mounted and deemed a success.  A monograph with the same title was distributed at the exhibition and is
currently published by the International Reading Association.

Shortly after the San Diego Conference, the Monaghans decided that retirement warranted smaller
accommodations and fewer books.  It was time to find a new home for the collection and their association with
Spencer librarians made it a natural fit.  The collection was gratefully accepted by KU since it complimented and
extended the Spencer Library’s   substantial holdings in similar fields.  The University of Kansas feted the
Monaghans in a ceremony during the spring of 2001.  Another exhibition was mounted at that time, titled  “Young
American Readers.”  It was a combination of volumes from both the Monaghan and Spencer collection.  This
display, with text and digitized images of materials can be viewed on the Spencer website at
http://spencer.lib.ku.edu

               The Kenneth Spencer Research Library is the regional history, archive, and rare books and manuscripts
library of the University of Kansas.  The staff welcomes all who wish to consult the collections.  Librarians,
archivists, and allied staff are available to help all who visit the Spencer Library on site or online.  Now KU can
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better support historical research and hopefully, future SIG members.
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