Oil-Rich Bartlesville in Throes

Of Fight Over Civil Liberties

Judge Disqualifies Self| ™
Rather Than Rule on !
Firing of Library Board, | -
Librarian on Censor-|

ship Issue.

&

By F. A. BEHYMER
A Staff Correspondent of the
Post-Dispatch,

BARTLESVILLE, Okla, Oct.
14—Civil liberties, under altack
in this oil-rich city, are being de-
fended with such effect that a dis-
trict judge has refused to rule

on the issues involved. Censor-

ship of the public library and
dismissal of the librarian and the
library board, following dissen-
sion  over race relations, have
brought on what is called “The
EBattle of Bartlesville” against

'MISS RUTH W. BROWN

*“thought control.”

After months of strife, the is-
sues were finally joined in eourt
in a suit to mandamus the rein-
statement of the librarian and li-
brary board. There was to have
been a decision last Monday but
District Judge James D. Shipman
disqualified himself because as a
resident of the community he did
not want to rule on so contro-
versial a guestion. The cage was
reset for Nov, 9, when an outside
judge will be brought in to hear

it

‘Bartlesville, population 19,000,
20 miles from the Kansas border,
was born in oil and raised on oil
and as the capital of the Phillips

and Cities Service empires is fab-| than

Accepted as such, there was
never a murmur against her ad-
ministration until last winter. For
years, because of the presence of
800 Negroes in the city, there had
been a growing interest in race
relations, manifested in  group
discussions. Miss Brown took part
in these as she did in other ecul-
tural activities. For ten vears the
Y.W.C.A. had encouraged limited
racial projects, mostly segregated
but occasionally inter-racial.
In February persons who dis-
gpmved, mostly non-members,
manded that the inter-racial ac-
tivities be discontinued. The Y
board put it up to the members.
They upheld the board by more
two to one.

ulously prosperous. The com-
panies, employing most of the |
able-bodied men and women of
the community, dominate it in
many obvious ways and some that
are more devious. Their interest
is on the side of conservatism.
The community is normally as-
sumed to share this attitude be-
cause its well-being derives from
the two compandes.
Undercurrent of Liberalism.
There is, however, an under-
current of liberalism. There iz in
the town a high percentage of col-
lege and university graduates who
reserve the right to think for
themselves, even though most of
them are employed by the oil
companies, In the present in-
gtance some of them have been
admonished to keep out of the

Demand for Firings.

o Continuing outside opposition,

which went so far as an attempt
to deprive the library of Commu-
nity Chest assistance and a de-
mand that Miss Betly Davis be
dismissed, was extended to Miss
Brown because of her participa-
tion in racial relations discussions.

removed.,

Thereafter Miss Brown became
nhvaru tﬂi aI llﬂ:lghtenm interest in
what ary was purveying.
Persons who had not hitherto
been patrons came in to look
around and scan the titles of
books and magazines. They found
current issues of The Nation and
The New Republic and, worst of
all, a copy of Soviet Russia To-
day. Somebody had sent it in and

Miss Brown, on the chance that

fight.

Bartlesville, back in 1911,
emerging from its oil field raw-|
ness, decided that it needed a
library. The big oil men gave|
their nod of approval. The city
council passed an ordinance un-
der the state law creating a li-
brary board which, in 1920, em-
ployed Miss Ruth W. Brown as
librarian. The library, expanding
from time to time, became the
pride of Bartlesville. Miss Brown,
to all intents and purposes was
the library and in her own right
o;ha of the institutions of Bartles-
wille.

There were demands that she be |-

somebody might want to know
about Soviet Hussia today, had
put it on the shelf.

The talk went around that Miss
Brown was putting out subversive ||
literature at the [library. ali
citizens were called on to rally ||
at the next meeting of the City|
Commission. }

Attacks Nation, New Republie.

The Citizens' Committer, mak-
ing another report, attacked Ti‘lﬁ
Nation as “peddling the praitle
of the Communizts and vending
the wars of the Communist party
in its advertising columns. The
New Republic was denounced on |
similar grounds and the situation
was called a surrender to “a {ifth
column invasion of the library.”

The city commissioners at their
next meeting, on June 14, re-
voked the public library ordinance
and passed a new one giving
themselves control, with power to
remove the board and librarian
“without cause.” Under the old
ordinance the board was autono-
mous and could only be removed
for misconduct or neglect of duty.

On July 10 the commissioners
announced the dismissal of the
old board. A new board was ap-
pointed.

Then Miss Brown was invited
to a private meeting of the com-
missioners for what she says was
“an inguisition.” She refused to
answer questions of a personal
nature unless they were put in
writing. On that ground she re-
fused to answer inguiries con-
cerning her attitude toward race
relations.

Commissioner’s Comment.

Commissioner W. A. Forrest
| said: “We know your attitude on.
race relations. It may be accord- |
ing to the Bible and the Consti-
tution but it is not according.to
| the wishes of the majority of the
| people of Bartlesville.”
| Half an hour after the meeting,
City Manager E. E. Jones called
her on the telephone and read to
her a notice of her dismissal, end-
ing her almost 31 years of serv-
ice. Mrs. Alta Riggs, assistant li-
brarian, resigned. Miss Virginia
Lasley, a retired school teacher,
was named acting librarian. The
Nation and The New Republic
were taken from the shelves and
put away behind the librarian's

desk, fo be Issued only at the|
librarian’s discretion.

The new library board sald
Mizs Brown had been dismissed
by the City Commission. At the
ensuing meeting of the commis-
sion, with a large crowd in at-
tendance, demands were made for
the reason for Miss Brown's dis-
missal. Mayvor Dunaway said it
was for insubordination in refus-
ing to answer commissioners'

‘guestions wunless they were in
‘writing.

Thereafter friends of Miss
Brown formed a defense commit-
tee.

Thurmas 5. Hurst of Tulsa, for-
mer chief justice of the Okla-
homa Supreme Court, filed suit
for the reinstatement of the old
board and Miss Brown on the
ground that the new ordinance is
in conflict with the state law.

Judge Shipman signed an alterna-
tive writ of mandamus ordering

the commissioners to make the
reinstatements or appear on Oct.
2 to show cause for refusal. On
that date Judge Shipman disquali-
fied himself.
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