
Woodstock Public Library 

 

 This building was built in 1909, by Chadwick and Beckett of Toronto, on a grant 

from the Andrew Carnegie Foundation from the United States.  It is one of the most 

attractive libraries in Ontario.  It is built in the classical revival style with bichromatic 

brickwork and well balanced windows.  When you walk inside, you are greeted by a 

dramatic round rotunda.   

 The Woodstock Reading Society was founded in 1835.  At this time, the library, 

or reading room, was  housed on the second floor of S. H. Knox and Company of 

Woodstock.   

 There were strict guidelines on what type of book would be allowed by the 

society. One of the most controversial rules was, “No book of religious controversy, 

irreligious nature, no novel or romance will be admitted for use by this society.”  When 

this rule was implemented, there was the concept for the Reading Society was founded 

but did not yet have any books.   

 One year later, a Mr. Prescott donated five lottery tickets to the library. With these 

tickets, the library won a forty-five volume set of the works of Sir Walter Scott and a four 

volume set of Johnson’s Lives of the Poets.  However, because of the by-law that stated 

“no novels”, these books could not be accepted.  A compromise was reached, wherein the 

books would be accepted, but only those who specifically asked to borrow these books 

could.  It was assumed that the borrower should use their own judgement.  After this, the 

Reading Society spent about a quarter of its money on works of fiction.  

 To deal with overdue fees, the Reading Society implemented a system of crossing 

the member’s name off the list, posting a list of overdue charges in the library, and 

finally, publishing it in the Woodstock Herald.  A member of the society who had late 

charges that were not paid, could also not take out any further books.   

 The Librarian’s job did not involve buying the books; this was done by the Library 

board.  In fact, it wasn’t until 1935, one hundred years after the library came into 

existence, that the Librarian was given twenty-five dollars to buy “the odd book”.  The 

Librarian wasn’t even present at the board meetings until 1936, and wasn’t “consulted” 

until into the 1960’s.   

 By the mid 1800’s, the Reading Society was in trouble.  Membership had dropped 

off.  Many of the founding board members were still active, but the list of members were 

aging, and there were no new members.  In 1852, the Woodstock Reading Society 

amalgamated with the Mechanics’ Institute.  These Institutes began in England, after the 

Industrial Revolution.  Their purpose was to provide learning oppertunities to the 

working class.  Soon, this English institute spread throughout the United States and into 

Canada.   

 Before 1858, the library was housed in the current librarian’s home or shop.  The 

first purpose built library was built in 1858 at the corner of Wellington and Adelaide 

streets.  Mr. Roderick McDonald was the first hired librarian who worked there.  He 

made $2.25 a week.   

 Shortly after having the building built, the library found itself in financial trouble.  

It joined with the Woodstock Literary Society to help gain support, but by 1868, Mr. de 

Blaquiere forclosed on the mortgage of the library.  This time the books went on tour.  



They stayed in various shops and homes along Dundas Street.  In 1895 Mechanics’ 

Institutes became Public Libraries, and there was talk of having another building built to 

house the library.  In 1909, with the aid of the Carnegie funds, the current library building 

was built.   

 The 1920’s and 1930’s were difficult for the library.  However, in 1930, a Boys 

and Girls library was constructed in the basement, and by 1936, the Oxford County 

Library was forming.  Two branches of the Oxford County Library, the Embro and 

Princeton branches, had been in operation since 1840.  In 1940, the Library was busy a 

busy place lots of advertising for the programs and events.  By the 1960’s, the library 

needed more space, so in 1967, the Centennial addition was added.  This was room to 

store more books, reference and magazines, local history, staff quarters and an art gallery.  

The nearby Lutheran Church became the Boys and Girls Library, and the additional space 

was used for the audio visual, picture loan and art gallery and book space.  They also 

added a section of books on the subjects of music, film, and the arts.   

 This building has recently been restored, finishing in October of 1996.  The 

architect was named Patrick (Coles), and the contractor was (?).  The restorations were 

directed by the chief librarian, named Stephen Nelson, and the Woodstock Library Board. 


