
This book is about the social life of archives. Each chapter opens not 
with a bibliophile alone in a library but with an exuberant scene 
of collaboration or convergence. So, too, has the making of this 

book—which began nearly twenty years ago—grown out of conversations and 
communities for which I am deeply grateful.

Every historian owes a debt to archivists, curators, and librarians, but my debts 
are perhaps more than most, given that this book draws heavily on material not 
only in but also of archives: the records of how these remarkable collections came 
to be. For sharing their expertise and knowledge of institutional histories—or for 
facilitating access to unprocessed materials—I am especially grateful to Beverly 
Cook, Joellen ElBashir, Diana Lachatanere, Thai Jones, Megan Mizak, Clifford 
L. Muse Jr., Tal Nadan, Dana Chandler, and the late Michael Flug. To research 
this book, I spent time at a more than dozen archives, and I thank the dedicated 
staff at each one: the Moorland-Spingarn Research Center at Howard Univer-
sity; Vivian G. Harsh Research Collection of Afro-American History and Lit-
erature at the Chicago Public Library; Schomburg Center for Research in Black 
Culture at the New York Public Library; Hampton University Archives; Roa-
noke Public Library; Tuskegee University Archives; Yale University’s Beinecke 
Rare Book and Manuscript Library; Columbia University’s Rare Book and 
Manuscript Library; Syracuse University’s Special Collections Research Center; 
National Archives for Black Women’s History at the Mary McLeod Bethune 
Council House; Fisk University’s Special Collections and Archives; Atlanta Uni-
versity’s Archives Research Center at the Robert W. Woodruff Library; and the 
institutional archives of the New York Public Library, Astor, Lenox and Tilden 
Foundations. In Roanoke, I am grateful to retired librarian Carla Lewis, and to 
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Dr. Curtis C. Reeves Jr., Virginia Young Reeves-Schexnider, and Alvin J. Schex-
nider for sharing their memories of Virginia Young Lee.

At the Schomburg Center in particular, I have been privileged not only to 
conduct research but also to collaborate over many years with Alice Adamczyk, 
Angeline Beljour, Cheryl Beredo, Barrye Brown, Rhonda Evans, Steven G. 
Fullwood, Allison Hughes, Tammi Lawson, Maira Liriano, Christine McKay, 
Miranda Mims, A. J. Muhammad, and Matthew Murphy—each of whom carries 
on the legacy of the early twentieth century’s Black bibliophiles and collectors. 
This book took shape in our conversations as much as in any set of manuscripts. 
I owe special thanks to Diana Lachatanere and Mary Yearwood, who have shared 
their stories of the Schomburg Center’s history, while also urging me to keep 
looking for elusive pieces of that history. I am grateful to the Home to Harlem 
team for allowing me to join them in a search for the Schomburg seed library: it 
has been thrilling to do detective work alongside you.

The idea for this book came into focus when I worked as an archivist of social 
movements. At the Tamiment Library, which houses the history of American 
radicalism and trade unionism, I learned that every social movement has its res-
ident documentarian or archivist. As a field archivist in Mississippi, I surveyed 
civil rights records across the state in the early 2000s, when the still-fraught 
anniversaries of civil rights landmarks served as daily reminders that archives are 
always urgent sites of contestation in the present. Those professional experiences 
shaped my desire to write about the politics of historical recovery, and I thank 
my colleagues in New York and Mississippi, especially Gail Malmgreen, Diane 
DeCesare Ross, Clarence Hunter, Minnie Watson, Elaine Owens, Alma Fisher, 
and Alix Ross. Peter J. Wosh introduced me to archival studies and provided 
unparalleled support early on.

I began writing elements of this book first in the library and information 
studies program at Rutgers and then in the PhD program in history at New 
York University (NYU). At Rutgers, Marija Dalbello introduced me to the 
field of book history, while Meredith McGill’s New Media Literacies Work-
ing Group provided a richly undisciplined space for discussion. At NYU, I 
was profoundly lucky to work with Michele Mitchell, Nikhil Pal Singh, and 
Elizabeth McHenry, who modeled exacting inquiry in African American 
history and allowed me to work across the disciplines of history and liter-
ary studies. I am also deeply grateful to the mentorship and generosity of 
Jennifer L. Morgan, who led the Working Group on Slavery and Freedom, 
and to Lisa Gitelman, Jack Tchen, Michael Gomez, Martha Hodes, Andrew 
Needham, and Maria Montoya. The insights of those in Nikhil’s disserta-
tion group—Thulani Davis, Justin Leroy, Stuart Schrader, Brittany Carter, 
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Carmen Phillips, and Sam Ng—still shape my thinking. Dylan Yeats has 
been an inspiration and co-conspirator from the beginning. Mairin Odle has 
provided every kind of support imaginable—from sharp-witted readings to 
babysitting. The quartet of Samantha Seeley, Shauna Sweeney, Max Mishler, 
and Justin Leroy showed me what the combination of intellectual fearlessness 
and friendship could produce.

At the Carter G. Woodson Center for African and African-American Studies 
at the University of Virginia, I spent two glorious predoctoral years engaged in 
collective writing and thinking. I am grateful to Deborah E. McDowell for her 
intrepid leadership and to the other fellows for their comradeship and close read-
ings, especially Nicole Burrowes, LaTaSha Levy, Celeste Day Moore, Ellen Tani, 
David Morton, Ava Purkiss, Kwame Otu, and Taneisha Means. I am also grate-
ful to Krystal Appiah, Ethelene Whitmire, and Maurice Wallace, who served as 
seminar critics and provided game-changing feedback on early chapters-in-prog-
ress. A postdoctoral fellowship from the Center for Humanities and Informa-
tion (CHI) at Pennsylvania State University provided two years of additional 
support, and I thank Anatoly Detwyler, Bonnie Mak, Sara Grossman, Autumn 
Womack, John Russell, Shirley Moody-Turner, Samuel Frederick, Michele Ken-
nerly, and Eric Hayot for the rigor of their interdisciplinary engagements. CHI 
also supported a manuscript workshop, and I thank Lisa Gitelman for pointing 
me in the right direction as I figured out how to turn many years of research into 
something resembling a book.

My initial research on Dorothy Porter Wesley was made possible by a Bibli-
ographical Society of America (BSA)–Mercantile Library Fellowship in North 
American Bibliography in 2012. More recently, I am grateful to Erin McGuirl 
for the work she has done at the BSA to honor Porter’s legacy as a bibliographer. 
My research on Virginia Lee at the Roanoke Public Library was supported by a 
Summer Stipend from the National Endowment for the Humanities (NEH). 
As I began to complete the manuscript, I was fortunate to be in residence at the 
Schomburg Center for Research in Black Culture in 2019–2020 as an NEH/
Mellon fellow in the Scholars-in-Residence Program. My thanks to Brent Hayes 
Edwards, who stewards the program with such intellectual generosity, and to 
my fellow scholars—Neil Clarke, Jennifer DeClue, Tobi Haslett, Jarvis McIn-
nis, Selena Doss, Tashima Thomas, Jaime Coan, and Maya Harakawa—who 
convened vibrant weekly discussions and kept them going on Zoom in the early 
months of COVID. I am also grateful for the very skilled research assistance of 
Naomi Lorrain.

At the University of Delaware (UD), I am a member of a community ded-
icated to the study of material culture. I express boundless thanks to Sarah 
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Wasserman for being a mentor and friend extraordinaire, and to Curtis Small, 
Jesse Erickson, Martin Brückner, Julie McGee, Carol Rudisell, and Derrick 
Spires for the many rich collaborations we have undertaken. I appreciate the 
unflagging support of my chairs in English and History, John Ernest and Alison 
Parker, and the warm welcome I received from colleagues in both departments as 
well as in Africana Studies. I am especially indebted to the mentorship of Emily 
Davis, Ed Larkin, Cheryl Hicks, Julian Yates, Gabrielle Foreman, Tim Spaulding, 
and Stephanie Kerschbaum. My fellow assistant professors—especially Keerthi 
Potluri, Ben Stanley, Davy Knittle, Kisha Porcher, Dael Norwood, and Tiffany  
Barber—made difficult years so much better. Several graduate students at UD 
have served as research assistants for this project; I thank Darbyshire Witek, Petra 
Clark, Jessica Thelen, and Demetra McBrayer for their careful work. Doctoral 
students Monet Lewis-Timmons and Melissa Benbow arrived at UD just a year 
after I did, and I am sure I have learned as much from them as they have from me. 
I am grateful to the entire staff of Morris Library and especially Megan Gaffney, 
who went to heroic lengths to secure access to research materials during closures 
in 2020–2021. UD supported the research for this book through a College of 
Arts and Sciences Faculty Fellowship, a General University Research award, the 
Charlotte and Herman Glotzer Award for Scholarship on the Study of Ideas, 
and a manuscript workshop facilitated by the English department. The Center 
for Material Culture Studies, the English department, and the College of Arts 
and Sciences also provided a subvention to support publication of this book; my 
thanks to Associate Dean Wendy Bellion and Interim Dean Debra Hess-Norris 
for being such champions of the humanities.

Beyond any one program or university, it has been a gift to have sustained 
conversations with the amazing group of scholars and curators who share my 
interests in the legacy of Black bibliophiles and librarians. We have convened 
at conferences, shared archive stories, and launched projects together—and 
I look forward to continuing to learn from Melanie Chambliss, Rafia Zafar, 
Jean-Christophe Cloutier, Vanessa Valdés, Derrick Spires, DeLisa Minor Harris, 
Barrye Brown, Cheryl Beredo, Jeremy Braddock, Ellen Gruber Garvey, Jacque-
line Goldsby, Meredith McGill, Elizabeth McHenry, Margarita Castromán Soto, 
Frances Negrón-Muntaner, Kinohi Nishikawa, and Dorothy Berry. Barbara D. 
Savage and I have long had a mutual interest in the intellectual history of women 
at Howard University, so I deeply appreciate that she agreed to read the man-
uscript of this book and provided sage guidance to help me complete it. Brent 
Hayes Edwards has read versions of this project at every stage of its making—
from the seminar room of the Center for Cultural Analysis at Rutgers to the 
scholars’ center at the Schomburg Center—and he has my profoundest thanks 
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for more than a decade of sharing ideas. I am also honored to have learned from 
the late Pellom McDaniels III and the late Cheryl A. Wall. All of us who work in 
these fields miss them and owe them so much.

For opportunities to present work in progress from this book, I thank 
David Squires at the University of Louisiana at Lafayette; John Pollack at the 
University of Pennsylvania’s Material Texts Seminar; Lisa Forrest and the Card 
Catalog Series at Hamilton College; Karla Nielsen at Columbia University’s 
Book History Seminar; Carla Peterson and the Women Writing Women’s Lives 
Seminar at the City University of New York; and Adrienne Davis at Washington 
University in St. Louis’s Law, Identity, and Culture Initiative.

Some elements of the introduction are adapted from an essay that first 
appeared in Against a Sharp White Background: Infrastructures of African Amer-
ican Print (2019), edited by Jonathan Senchyne and Brigitte Fielder and pub-
lished by the University of Wisconsin Press. I am grateful for permission to 
reprint portions of chapter 1 that first appeared as “Schomburg’s Library and the  
Price of Black History” in African American Review 54, nos. 1–2 (Spring/Summer 
2021), published by Johns Hopkins University Press and St. Louis University.  
I am likewise grateful to reprint portions of chapter 4, which originally appeared 
as “On Decimals, Catalogs, and Racial Imaginaries of Reading” in PMLA 134, 
no. 1 ( January 2019), published by the Modern Language Association.

At Columbia University Press (CUP), Philip Leventhal has been a sharp 
and patient editor, and this book is better for his insight. The Black Lives in the 
Diaspora Series—a joint project between CUP and Howard University—is an 
appropriate home for this book, which draws on material from archives at both 
universities. I am grateful to the series editors and to the two anonymous readers 
for CUP whose incisive reports helped me to refine the arguments of this book. 
My thanks also to Monique Laban, Kathryn Jorge, Cathy Hannabach, Melanie 
Petcoff, and Ben Kolstad for steering this project through production.

Writing a book is often solitary, but it has not been lonely thanks to the 
company of Lee Houck and Kip Rathke, Lassie Krishnaswamy and Erica Gilles, 
Helena Miller and Dara Raspberry, Kate Atkins and Ali Kronley, Janet Paskin 
and Jen Friedman, Angela Stuesse and Tutu Alicante, Jennifer Miller and Clare 
Dolan, the Cartwright-Frazee family, Megan Pruiett, and porches and backyards 
full of State College and West Philly neighbors. Nicole Burrowes and Paula Aus-
tin have been friends, writing partners, sounding boards, and sources of much-
needed late-night laughter and commiseration for many years.

My parents, Linda and George Helton, continually invent new ways to be 
generous and kind-hearted. They were my first teachers, and they are still. I also 
owe warm thanks to Hilary and Rachel Cohen and to the late Michael Cohen, 
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who never waned in his enthusiasm for talking about collections and who gifted 
me a copy of Alberto Manguel’s The Library at Night at an opportune moment.

Amy Cohen is simultaneously the most adventurous and the most sensible 
person I know. Every day I am amazed and profoundly grateful for her company, 
ideas, and love—whether in Brooklyn or Berlin, Mississippi or Philadelphia. 
A fierce activist, she has made our family one in which organizing and writing 
somehow fit together. Although my slow work on this project has tried her 
patience, she has always cleared space for it. Our older daughter, Hazel, likes to 
say that she has written many books in the time it has taken me to complete one; 
the happiest moments I have spent writing were those when she was working 
alongside me. Zinnia, our younger daughter, taught me about dragons, and the 
happiest moments I have spent not writing were the ones reading stories with her. 
(My thanks, too, to the pandemic poodle Molly, who fiercely guarded the box of 
microfilm in my office and took me on many slow walks.)

I write in memory of four book women. At kitchen tables, on road trips, and 
in the margins of the books we shared, my sister Meridith taught me about the 
history of labor, civil rights, and radicalism. Although she never knew it, I fol-
lowed in her footsteps when I chose to study history. My grandmother Louise 
was the first bibliophile I knew; her small house was a sanctuary of books. My 
other grandmother, Lila, worked as a school librarian and liked to tell people 
that my research had “something to do with the 900s” (a wry Dewey decimal 
reference). Finally, I was privileged to know Sophie Degan—for whom poetry 
meant survival—in the final two decades of her life. I give thanks for what each 
of these women gave to the world.
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