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ln Memoriom: John Oldick

Bob Nordini

John Oldick, chief ol'the Collection De-
velopment Division at Queens Borough
Public Library, died on August 2I, 1997,
#ter he wa^s struck in tralfic the day before

looked at it on my computer screen as I
heard about his death from another mem-
ber ofthe library sta{I.

Many others knew Tohn Oldick far bet-
ter than I did. A book vendor's contacts
with a librarian are occasional, usually
briel. and centered on business at hand.
In the seven years he worked at Queens,
lohn and I met on perhaps live or six
occasions, at a couple of hours per visit,
with occasional e-mail and phone contact.
Yet doing business is never all business,
since libiarian and vendor, or any buyer
and seller, must present f hemseloes to one
another. Time is always short, making fbr
concentrated courtships that quickly dis-
till into an essence oftwhat librarian and
vendor need to know about one another

One of my earliest and lieshest memo-
ries of John is a lunch at an ALA conl'er-
ence in San Francisco. We'd agreed to
meet at a pub not {ar {rom the Embarca-
dero. The place was crowded with no-
where to sit, so we worked standing up,
surrounded bv a noisy lunchtime crowd,
our lblder.s and papers beside our sand-
wiches and beer, all resting on a wooden
Iedge that hugged the wall. fohn in-
spected our surroundings and, clearly not

a stranger to pubs, assured me that this
seemed-a pretty good place to take up- our
business. Whai t-hat business was I don't

remember, but I do recall him telling me,
once we'd finished it, that I'd been his last

MohawkValley, and once told me what he
liked about having settled in lower Man-
hattan. He could leave his building, head
in one direction or another, and walk lbr
hours, sure of finding parts of New York
he'd never seen befbre. In his own neigh-
borhood, he said, he Ioved the f'act that at
any hour of the day or night there was IiI'e

do*.t or the street. lf he f'elt like having
an ice cream cone at two in the morning,
well, he could find one. I'm sure on many
occasions he set o{f for that cone or fbr
one of the far reaches of Manhattan with
that same sense of engagement with a city
that I'd witnessed in San Francisco.

Each dav he rode the subway across

Queens to tire central library. The ground
floor of the building is as animated as a
bazaar, books stacked in displays and the
aisles between them crowded with resi-
dents of New York's second most poPu-
lous borough, young and old inspecting
the library's wares, lining up lbr a termi-
nal, carrying on a hundred simultaneous
conversations, {lirtations, arguments, and
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other engagements with one another, in a
dozen dilferent languages. Queens circu-
lates more titles than aiy library system in
America, and it was fohnk io6, worhne
liom one o1'the upper floois, to coordi
nate selection and acquisition of materials
firr the central library, its 62 branches, and
some 2 mil l ion residents of Queens.

He knew his business. He needed to,
to buy books on the Queens scale. He
learned the book trade as an insider. in a




