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Besides being the Department Chair for the MLIS program and one of the instructors for LIS 2000 this semester, Maggie Kimmel is also a lovely lady to sit down and have a chat with.  I met with Professor Kimmel in Mid-August, stealing her away from syllabus planning and course evaluation to talk about the Library Program, general household management, and the lovely city of Pittsburgh.  The following is a copy of the full interview.  Enjoy!

CB:  Thank you so much for meeting with me.  Tell me, what made you decide to go into library science?

MK:  Well, I started (which was a long time ago) because there was a strike at USX and I needed to earn money to go back to college.  The library hired me for the summer and I was hooked!  When I came here I had already done my master's degree at Dominican University and I was teaching full time at Simmons College as an Assistant Professor -- I didn't have my Ph.D.  A good friend of mine (who was here) said, "If you want to continue teaching, you have to get your Ph.D."  So I did with, with every intention of going back to Boston.  I grew up in a "steel mill city," and I had no intention of ever living in one again.  I grew up in Gary, and all of my family worked for the mills, as did most people in Gary.  Pittsburgh was not a place I wanted to be.  But I came at the right time, and I was offered a position as an Associate Professor. So I finished my dissertation and I accepted the position here.  I fell in love with the city and I turned down several other opportunities to leave.  I’m very involved in community activities…. Pittsburgh is a town in which—it’s not 7 degrees of separation, it’s maybe 1 ½- and if there’s anything going on about children or early literacy, I’m involved in it. 

CB:  What made you stay in Pittsburgh?  

MK: I bought a house --it has three Apartments and five garages --I live on the ground floor apartment …and I play lady of the manor.

CB:  That’s a Pittsburgh House for you:  three apartments and five garages.

MK:  That’s it indeed—I love the neighborhood. I live in Regent Square and I have all the hustle and bustle of the square, but within one block there are trees and quiet and green and it’s very pretty.  I live in Wilkinsburg and I enjoy the neighborhoods, I enjoy working in the communities.  

CB:  Your passion is Children’s literature, but you’re work is as Department Chair—how do you draw a line between the two, or how do you find a balance?

MK:  Well I don’t think that there is a line—All work in this field is relevant to something else—you can make it relevant no matter what you do.  I have always said that working with children and all of those people who are concerned with [the children], teachers, and librarians, and television producers, one develops very transferable skills.  And if you can tell stories to three year olds…well, working with faculty isn’t a piece of cake…but you do understand the techniques of crowd control.  My overall commitment to the profession is what I find the most enjoyable about working at the total offering of a program in LIS.  I’ve also broadened my interests in kinds of community’s activities to look at the other end of the age spectrum—not just because I too am growing older, but because I believe community service to older adults is a particularly important public service. I think public libraries are really a major driving influence in a community and as we find ourselves in a society where information becomes more and more significant, access on a public, level playing field is absolutely imperative.  And in this stage of political office seeking, the values that each one of these candidates and political parties are stressing really go back to what Thomas Jefferson talked about--that a democracy flourishes with an informed public.  That’s why this whole aspect of information sharing is necessary and vital.  

CB:  If you could give one piece of advice to all the students—kind of take them by the shoulders and shout one thing at them that they would never forget, what would it be?

MK:  It’s doable.  You’re in the right place at the right time.  This is an exciting profession with opportunities galore; and it doesn’t hurt to reach for the moon because even if you fall a bit, you’ll still land among the stars.  (I heard that from a good friend.)

CB:  What’s a normal afternoon or evening like for you? —Do the books come home with you?

MK:  That’s an interesting question.  All the stuff that I didn’t get done because people stopped in… [Editor’s note:  of course she doesn’t mean me!] And not just you: [Editor’s note:  ok, she does.] faculty, students, adjuncts, whatever.  I do spend some time on trying to catch up.  I find working from home allows me two or three hours of uninterrupted work.  You never have enough time to do readings—you have to choose wisely and I read as much as I can, but I know that I can’t read everything.  From professional literature to the latest in copyright, and yes, I do teach children’s literature and I am interested in that work and the work of families, I also teach that core course in Understanding [Understanding Information, LIS 2000] --I need to be aware of trends, ideas, new developments—I need to be able to talk in an intelligent way about the future of a digital library, even though in my wildest storytelling I can only do it for about five minutes.   But I need to know what a digital library entails and that the people who deal with this all the time are still debating the definition.  So when I go home, I do a lot of reading.  I enjoy cooking.  And sometimes it seems to me I am leading an entire army, plumbers, electricians—It’s an old house and there’s a lot that needs to be done.  I used to travel a lot more than I do now.  I enjoy playing bridge—I’ve become I think I’ve lost some of my edge because my good partner has left town.  I’m addicted to spy novels.  I like Grisham, but right now I’m reading The Language of Bees and Eats, Shoots, and Leaves.  I’m fascinated by stories about Pittsburgh.  I’ve edited a series of out of print children’s books for the University Press, which is a unique venture for University press in the first place, but they started me on stories of local interest—things that go back to Davenport’s Valley of Decision up through the murder mysteries of Pittsburgh. There’s one called Steel Roses I think…that’s sitting on my desk at home.  

CB:  Can you suggest for me one thing that everyone who visits the city or lives here temporarily has to do before they leave?

MK:  That is a really hard one.  I don’t know that I could give you one thing.  I would say:  The symphony is a must.  Museums are a must.  And I assume that they would visit the Carnegie Libraries since they’re in the program.

CB:  Hopefully.

MK:  Hopefully.   But I personally enjoy the Warhol; I think their exhibits are creative and innovative.  I love the Heinz History Center—I’m a judge down there for History Day in the spring every year.

CB:  Can you tell me a little more about that?

MK:  It highlights the work of local youngsters in a way they don’t usually get recognized. They only make the front pages when they do something terrible; teens don’t get much publicity for the wonderful things they do.  

CB:  Favorite restaurant?

MK:  Ali Baba.  Yes.  If you want to make an evening of it, I like the Casbah; it’s a little pricey…

CB: Well, you have to splurge a little bit…

MK:  Yes you do!  But for daily fare, I love Ali Baba.  The owner is always welcoming and they love students.  There is one other thing that I want to mention that was an attraction that kept me in Pittsburgh:  Working with Fred Rogers.  His program was something that I knew about—I never watched Fred Rogers growing up but I grew to respect his work more and more and more.  And my only claim to fame in my family is that I was on “Mr. Rogers’ Neighborhood.”  I was the storyteller on one program—the theme was “the week of the mouth.”  But I would appreciate it if you don’t tell my family about that theme.  It might spoil their appreciation of my contribution.

CB:  Well, it still counts.  And besides, you’re a celebrity in this building—and that’s the important part.  

MK:  [laughing] Well thank you.
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