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• Preface •

Where else but in the notoriously left-leaning town of 
Boulder, Colorado could a man lose his career and 

even his reputation for wanting to display the American 
flag in a public building?

After the attacks on the United States by al-Qaeda 
on September 11, 2001, many Americans responded with 
a simple display of patriotism and resolve: they hung an 
American flag. It conveyed a variety of powerful mes-
sages, from universal sympathy for the victims and their 
families, to the idea that we are still a united group of cit-
izens, and that we will not be defeated by suicide bomb-
ers or anyone else. The flag became a patriotic symbol 
that brought Americans together during a time of great 
sorrow. Old Glory became cool again.

But in late October of that terrible year, one of the 
most baffling, and even anger-inducing news stories be-
gan to spread. The director of the public library in the 
university town of Boulder, Colorado had banned the 
display of an American flag. The local paper, the Boul-
der Daily Camera, reported that the director had turned 
down employee requests to hang a large flag from the 
glass entrance of the main library branch because, she 
said, “It could compromise our objectivity.” Saying the 
library must maintain a politically neutral environment, 
she declared, “We have people of every faith and culture 
walking into this building, and we want everybody to feel 
welcome.”

Coming so soon after the worst attack on U.S. soil 
since Pearl Harbor, the idea of the American flag being 
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offensive to anyone came as a stunning declaration, an 
affront to even the most vaguely patriotic. Angry letters 
to the editor soon followed, along with picketers and pro-
testors in front of the library doors. The Denver media 
picked up the story, and angry callers were discussing 
little else on drive-time talk radio programs. It made na-
tional news in several newspapers and on cable television. 
The library received some 5,000 emails of protest from 
across the country on the subject. A U.S. congressman 
even argued for a new law, televised on C-SPAN, for a 
denial of federal funds to such institutions that ban dis-
plays of patriotic symbols.

Just as the library director and city officials were 
generating spin to make the flag flap go away, the media 
took notice of a particularly controversial, and ill-timed, 
art exhibit at the Boulder Public Library having to do 
with battered women. Called Hanging ‘Em Out to Dry, 
it featured a clothesline hung with twenty one brightly 
colored, full-sized, ceramic penises. They were not hid-
den in any way, but strung up near the picture window 
in the library’s Canyon Gallery. The Denver TV news 
stations also noticed, not quite knowing how to show the 
very graphic exhibit on the air, and the controversy took 
a dramatic turn. The theme became, “It’s offensive to 
some people to display an American flag in that library, 
but it’s not offensive to display, well...those?”

The director quickly changed her story, saying that 
it was merely the size of the proposed flag that she found 
objectionable, an obvious inconsistency with her earlier 
statements. The news of the flag ban and the hanging dil-
dos spread quickly, appearing in publications as diverse 
as the Financial Times of London and Playboy.

Nicknamed “the People’s Republic” for Boulder’s 
lingering reputation as an island of political correctness 
and ultra-liberal sensibilities in a mostly conservative 
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state, the flag banning story became an example of Boul-
der-bashing at its finest for people in Denver and beyond. 
This scenic town where the foothills of the Rocky Moun-
tains and the Great Plains meet seems to attract more than 
its share of publicity on the national news. A few recent 
examples include the unsolved murder case of JonBenét 
Ramsey; a football recruiting scandal at the university; 
laws passed declaring dog owners to be “pet guardians” 
and pigeons to be protected birds. My personal favorite 
image of Boulder from a more innocent time is that of the 
fictional home of Mork and Mindy.

More recently, a professor at the University of Colo-
rado in Boulder named Ward Churchill has been in the 
news, also for offending people after 9/11. He wrote a 
paper portraying the World Trade Center victims as far 
from innocent, calling them “the little Eichmanns inhab-
iting the sterile sanctuary of the twin towers.” His claim 
of Native American ancestry later came into question. But 
because of university tenure and the First Amendment, his 
paychecks from the State of Colorado seemed secure.

This is a sharp contrast to the Boulder Public Library 
flag/dildo story, which had a very different outcome. The 
facts behind what was really going on there were never 
told, until now. For you see, I was the library employee 
who suggested the American flag display to that library 
director in the first place. And I lost my government job.

The stories that appeared in the press at the time 
were strange enough, but the real story is much stranger, 
and more shocking. I believe there was a grave violation 
of the public trust in various Boulder government offi-
cials, and that the record needs to be set straight.

By wanting to hang a flag in the Boulder Public Li-
brary, I inadvertently hung myself, subjected to ostracism, 
demotion, and ultimately singled out for a layoff after 
fifteen years of employment on their administration staff. 
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I have debated for a long time about coming forward 
with this story, and it has not been an easy decision. As 
a somewhat shy person, I completely lack the bravado of 
Professor Churchill. But a large number of former staff, 
friends and relatives have encouraged me to tell this story. 
A current member of the library staff assured me that 
several people there will be “cheering me on.”

Sharing the details of a former employer relation-
ship is something I never would have considered doing, 
until this happened. But I am attempting to reclaim my 
reputation, and do not wish to be forever associated with 
the flag-hating, dildo-waving crowd in charge at the time. 
This story raises some serious issues about patriotism, 
censorship, the neutrality of government institutions 
such as public libraries, the excesses of political correct-
ness, the growing problem of reverse gender discrimina-
tion, the destructive power of false rumors, and others. I 
won’t pretend to have all the answers, but I believe that 
sometimes the best remedy for the stench of bad govern-
ment conduct is a good airing. And, as we say in the li-
brary world, this story is “long overdue.” It’s time for me 
to stand up for our American flag, and the truth.

This is a tale of Boulder politics and personalities, 
the unchecked power of unelected officials, the skill and 
ease with which misleading information was distributed 
to the media to cover things up, and the unwarranted 
retaliation that occurred to me for “starting” the whole 
thing with my seemingly wholesome, patriotic and visu-
ally pleasing suggestion of putting an American flag in our 
public library after 9/11. Could this happen in America? 
Yes, indeed. So how should a person with a library back-
ground tell such a story? By writing a book, of course.

The story that follows is true. It is based on my first-
hand experiences, interviews of witnesses, correspon-
dence, public documents, and media reports. A list of the 
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“cast of characters” appears in the back of the book for 
easy reference. Please keep in mind that I am not a profes-
sional reporter or writer, just a guy who was caught up in 
one of the most bizarre post-9/11 stories of them all.

Allow me to begin by introducing myself to you, how 
I came to Colorado and the Boulder Public Library, and 
the environment and personalities in place there before 
the flap over the American flag. Then the wacky, inside 
story of the flag ban and the dildos, and what happened 
afterward, will unfold.





Some dogs and their pet guardians walking below 
the “Flatirons” in Boulder’s Chautauqua Park

My Journey to Boulder and the Public Library

I was born in another mountainous state, in Charleston, 
West Virginia, and one of my earliest childhood memo-

ries was that of my mother taking us to the downtown 
public library. It was in an old, converted mansion with 
an upstairs children’s room at the top of a long staircase. 
I was not yet old enough to read, so while my mother 
was helping my older siblings with book selections, I 
sat by myself and looked at the pictures in a book tiny 
enough to fit my hands. Then a woman who looked like 
my grandmother, who seemed to be very busy running 
the place, came over and said, “Would you like me to 
read Peter Rabbit to you?” It was the beloved children’s 

• 1 •
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librarian, Mrs. Brown. I sat in her lap as she read each 
page, making the illustrations come alive. I was amazed 
that those letters on each page made up an entire, won-
derful story. I never forgot that extraordinary act of 
kindness, and it inspired me to learn to read as quickly 
as possible. And I suppose it was the start of my love of 
libraries as well.

Years later, that old library caught fire and burned 
to the ground, a traumatic event for the city and for me. 
In an uncommon example of intergovernmental coopera-
tion, the county purchased the old post office building 
from the federal government, and converted it to a much 
larger library that is still in use, and largely unchanged, 
today. I remember frequently cutting some unchalleng-
ing classes at the nearby Catholic high school and mak-
ing my way down Virginia Street to the library, where I 
could read whatever I pleased. I believe those daring es-
capes rounded out my education very nicely.

My introduction to the idea of patriotism was fair-
ly typical. In my elementary school, we began each day 
with the Pledge of Allegiance to the American flag, al-
ways stumbling on the word, “indivisible.” Summer va-
cations were spent on Cape Cod, Massachusetts, where 
the flag was prolifically displayed on Independence Day, 
with parades and concerts at the local band shell. My 
youth was about as red, white and blue as they come.

I began high school near the peak of the seemingly 
endless Vietnam War, and worried about eventually be-
ing drafted and sent there, as were my peers. The con-
cepts of patriotism became muddled as the “older” peo-
ple in colleges were protesting the war, and some were 
burning flags and draft cards. But the draft lottery ended 
in 1973, and the last man was inducted on June 30, 1973. 
I turned eighteen just thirteen days later.

After completing my undergraduate degree in biol-
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ogy at West Virginia University, I secured a wonderful 
job as a scientific research assistant at the Union Carbide 
Corporation in Tarrytown, New York, just north of New 
York City. But after three very productive years there en-
gaged in some pioneering biotechnology research, the 
impending closure of the lab was announced.

Following the lead of two co-workers, I applied to 
the MBA program at New York University. NYU and 
Columbia were considered to be the best graduate busi-
ness schools in the city, and to my astonishment, I was 
accepted. Now called the Leonard Stern School of Busi-
ness, it is consistently ranked just slightly below the top 
ten U.S. graduate business schools in most surveys. The 
school accepts only 15 percent of applicants to the full-
time program. Today the tuition is over $34,000 per year 
and median starting pay including bonuses is reported 
to be $140,000. And a recent business magazine ranked 
NYU as the MBA program “where your career prospects 
are brightest” and called it a “golden starting gate.”1 
Sounds like a sure thing, right?

I was assured by the NYU career counselors that I 
would have no trouble finding a great job with my “tech-
nical” experience and their MBA, and that I should ex-
pect multiple offers. I had to commute from my home in 
Westport, Connecticut each day (passing Martha Stew-
art’s house on the way to the train station back in the 
days when she was just a local caterer), putting in long 
hours on the trains, subways, and in classrooms. But 
the prospect of channeling my energies and ambitions 
into a fast track business career made it all worthwhile. 
I watched many of my classmates drop out because of 
the rigors, time requirements, or cost. But I wanted to 
be successful and was determined to survive it, and I did. 

1.  Michael V. Copeland, “An Insider’s Guide to America’s Top Business 
Schools,” Business 2.0, September, 2004, 118.
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I was filled with confidence and ambition, and ready to 
take on the business world of New York City.

But the rapidly declining economy disrupted my 
plans. The Federal Reserve’s attempt to stop years of in-
flation by allowing interest rates to float triggered a crip-
pling recession. The national unemployment rate reached 
10.8 percent by the end of 1982, and the rate for white 
collar jobs in New York was much higher. Hard to imag-
ine now, but the Dow fell to a mere 776 on August 18. 
Short term money market rates were approaching 20 per-
cent. When I completed the MBA in the spring of 1982, 
I entered one of the worst job markets in the school’s 
long history. I discovered that some on-campus recruit-
ers were showing up only as a placeholder for better 
times, but had no openings. I worked hard for over a 
year to generate leads and interviews, using every trick 
in the books and then some. I was able to arrange more 
than fifty interviews on my own by writing persuasive 
letters, and came close to some fantastic jobs. But no of-
fer. There were too many experienced, laid off workers 
out there. The business world was now obsessed by one’s 
business experience, so a new graduate was at an impos-
sible disadvantage. And the MBA was such a lofty, high 
profile degree in those days that companies would not 
hire them for lower-level jobs. The more time that passed 
since graduation, the tougher it became to get any em-
ployer’s attention. The lack of experience was the main 
obstacle. I was stuck, and NYU’s placement office and 
professors were no help at all after graduation.

I attended a memorable NYU commencement cer-
emony in Washington Square on a hot day in May, 1982. 
The MBA class seemed subdued, perhaps because of the 
shockingly poor job market. After all of the speeches, 
there was an eerily symbolic ending. A group of guys 
with long trumpets stood on top of the arch at the foot 



My Journey to Boulder and the Public Library

	 5

of Park Avenue, and blared out a tune as hundreds of 
purple and white balloons were released. Then the park’s 
central fountain came to life, shooting a single jet of 
water high into the sky as the crowd cheered. A slight 
breeze caught it, pushed it slightly to the east, and the 
water came down and drenched the MBA section. People 
around us were laughing. We peeled off our wet gowns, 
tossed them into the appointed dumpster, and departed.

This carefully researched, sure-thing investment in 
the MBA degree was a complete bust, and remains my 
life’s biggest disappointment and mistake. I have tried 
to put it behind me and move on, or as they might say, 
fuhgeddaboudit. But every year that I see those business 
school rankings and the high starting salaries, I get a 
pain in my gut. Perhaps one day I’ll sell my MBA degree 
on eBay (“like new, never been used…”).

I was almost able to take a career step backwards, 
receiving a good job offer in another state doing white-
coat scientific research again, based on my Union Car-
bide experience. But when a company vice president 
found out, the offer was rescinded, because he said he 

“didn’t want an MBA in the lab.” The degree had become 
an albatross, banning me from science but not sufficient 
to gain acceptance into the business world. Meanwhile, 
the student loans were coming due. My parents were 
moving to Boulder in 1983, and I decided to follow them, 
not quite knowing what to expect.

I took to Boulder right away, particularly the sun-
shine and dry air. It still had a small-town feel in the ear-
ly 1980’s. I really felt as though we were far away from 
Connecticut when someone from South Dakota once 
told me that she was from “back east.” I was fascinated 
by the Coors Classic bicycle stage races. My sister and 
I appeared, ever so briefly, in the Kevin Costner movie, 

“American Flyer” in a crowd scene on the Morgul-Bis-
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mark finish line, filmed during the real Coors Classic. I 
got a road bike of my own and regularly pedaled long 
distances to the north of Boulder and into the canyons. I 
took up cross country skate skiing at the nearby Eldora 
Ski Area, an ultra-aerobic activity that continues to this 
day. I also traveled to more distant places like Aspen and 
the red rock canyon country around Moab, Utah, a place 
so vast and endlessly fascinating; I fell in love with the 
American West. I also once participated in Boulder’s Hal-
loween “Mall Crawl” on the Pearl Street mall (a tradition 
now banned), where I was in a group of people in white 
clean room coveralls and white makeup, huddled in a gi-
ant cup, going as cottage cheese. We were the curds. One 
very drunk man asked me if we were a sperm bank.

But the full time job hunt always came first. After 
much searching in the Denver area, and several futile 
trips back to New York for more interviews, I landed a 
low-paid summer job working for a biotechnology lab 
in Boulder, where the research director had been a co-
worker at Carbide in New York. I was willing to take 
anything. While working on routine plant tissue culture 
regeneration projects, I took on the difficult challenge of 
propagating sunflower tissues from single cells, a key step 
in the future bioengineering of the species. It had never 
been done before, and in that short amount of time, I dis-
covered a breakthrough. The job was extended to almost 
a year. I was able to publish my results in the Journal of 
Botany (the editor kept calling me “Dr. Power”), and was 
later awarded a US patent. The Boulder lab soon closed, 
and I was once again jobless. I was beginning to think 
that every time I achieved something in life, punishment 
soon followed.

Keeping my MBA under wraps, and with my funds 
down to a level that could not even cover the following 
month’s student loan payment, I took a temporary job at 
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a savings bank in nearby Longmont for just seven dollars 
per hour, that extended to nearly a year. Ironically, the 
job involved the processing of student loan applications. 
The bank was eventually bailed out by the Resolution 
Trust Corporation. On one memorable day I stopped my 
car for a long, passing train on my way to a city park in 
a residential neighborhood to eat lunch. While reading 
a newspaper, I looked up to see the fast moving train 
start to kick up rocks, and then bounce on the twisting 
rails—it was derailing! I slammed my gearshift into re-
verse and stepped on the gas, just in time. A huge tank 
car of urea fertilizer rolled onto the exact spot where I 
had been waiting, broke open and spilled its contents 
into a giant pile. I could have been killed. I was shaken, 
but also convinced that this was a sign that it was time to 
get out of Longmont.

Fortunately, my introduction to the Boulder Public 
Library soon followed in 1988. It began, incredibly, with 
my response to a classified job ad in the local paper, for 
a “Project Assistant.” Boulder voters had passed a four-
teen million dollar bond issue and tax increase for a new 
library. The project manager for the library, Sally McVey, 
received over ninety applications, and interviewed twen-
ty people. I was the first one interviewed, and got the of-
fer many weeks later. I jumped at the chance.

I had used the Boulder Public Library regularly 
since moving to Colorado in my efforts to research com-
panies and generate ideas for job leads. I never dreamed 
that I could end up actually working there. After a steady 
series of rejections from the corporate world for so many 
years, the security of a government job held a great deal 
of appeal.

Working in a rented office just off the downtown 
Pearl Street Mall, my job was to oversee the finances of 
this soon-to-be massive (at least for Boulder) new library 
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building project, and to conduct the needed bids. I also as-
sisted in the final stages of the architect selection process.

On my first or second day on the job, Sally took me 
over to the main library to meet its long-time director, 
Marcelee Gralapp (pronounced: MAR-sa-LEE GRAH-
lup). Sally said, “To Marcelee, everyone on the planet is 
either your friend or your enemy. Marcelee’s goal in life 
is to help her friends and conquer and defeat her ene-
mies.” I thought she was kidding. It was suggested that I 
try to get on her “good side” immediately.

We entered Marcelee’s crowded office on the “bridge,” 
the part of the old library that spanned Boulder Creek. It 
looked like a giant paper recycling bin, with mounds of 
paper and books everywhere, and a few staff people were 
seated within the clutter. In the corner was Marcelee, a 
large, formidable woman with a big, round hairdo featur-
ing a gray stripe in the center. She was sunken low into 
a sofa instead of a regular chair. Her voice was booming, 

“Well, welcome!” She quickly put me at ease.
I had never worked for any kind of government be-

fore, so much of it was unfamiliar to me. Accounting 
concepts like encumbrances, carryovers, and appropria-
tions were brand new. But I got to know people all over 
the organization quickly, and it was a great improve-
ment over the bank. I also had health insurance for the 
first time since graduate school, a great relief. I kept my 
spending low so that I could meet the goal of paying off 
the student loans as quickly as possible. The loans for 
that seemingly worthless MBA degree had been my main 
source of worry for the previous seven years.

But I discovered a much larger, and more worthy 
goal. I was determined to get the most for those fourteen 
million dollars in bond funds without wasting a nickel. I 
remember feeling that, having paid taxes my entire life 
and never feeling as though I ever got much in return, I 
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was now entrusted with spending that tax money from 
the good people of Boulder to build a library for them, 
one worthy of such a special town. I would not let my 
friends and neighbors down.

Sally and I, and her office assistant, John (who 
later moved to Nova Scotia to join a Buddhist medita-
tion group), worked hard at coordinating multiple public 
meetings, preparing budgets and schedules, and drafting 
requests for proposals. It was a lot of work at a fast pace, 
and most of it was new to me, but I fell into it easily.

A very public debate came up about where to build 
the new library after the bond issue had been passed. 
The Boulder city council, with Marcelee the director in 
agreement, voted to build an entirely new building east of 
downtown, closer to the geographical center of Boulder, 
known as the Watts-Hardy Dairy site. Expanding the 
existing library presented several problems. There was 
inadequate room for the parking people wanted, and it 
sat squarely in the path of the inevitable, if extremely in-
frequent, flooding of Boulder Creek. But people in town 
were emotionally attached to the old place. Built in 1960 
and expanded in 1974, many adults had fond memories 
of reading there as children, and everyone loved the view 
from the indoor bridge, looking down on the wild, rush-
ing waters of tree-lined Boulder Creek each spring.

A group of citizens collected signatures, and put the 
building site to a vote. In the election of November, 1988, 
the downtown site won. Until that was decided, every-
thing else was on hold, but then it was time to get moving. 
The important selection of the architect was the next step. 
I had no idea how difficult that would turn out to be.

Sally had placed ads in various architectural publi-
cations before I arrived, and nearly a hundred firms from 
across the country submitted their brochures and letters 
of interest, perhaps a reflection of the slow economy plus 
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the appeal of a project in trendy Boulder. An early com-
mittee narrowed those down to about 25 or so before the 
process was put on hold by the site election.

A new architect selection committee was formed by 
the city manager to finish the selection process. Marcelee 
was on board, along with David Knapp, then the assis-
tant city manager with oversight of the library, plus the 
city’s planning director, the chief campus architect from 
the University of Colorado, and an architect from Den-
ver. They narrowed the field to about 14 firms. It became 
obvious that none of the local firms had experience in de-
signing large public libraries. Because of a slow economy 
and high bond interest rates, none had been built in the 
area in many years. But the out of state architects had no 
experience in dealing with Boulder’s notoriously difficult 
development approval process. So it was suggested that 
the finalists form teams of local and national firms to 
provide the best of both worlds.

A short list of five such teams emerged as finalists. 
Without going into the details of what happened, I can 
say that Sally had serious concerns about how the pro-
cess was handled, and shocked me by announcing that 
she was going to “vote with my feet” and resign. I was 
stunned, and tried hard to talk her out of that. But she 
was determined.

She first told City Manager James Piper and Dave 
Knapp, who each called back several times to plead with 
her to stay. Dave even offered the two of us an office in 
city hall, reporting directly to Dave instead of Marcelee. 
But no deal. Sally resigned the next day, and the local 
paper picked up the story. It appeared on the front page 
of the paper, second only to the news of Lucille Ball’s 
death. Sally refused to give a reason for her resignation, 
other than to say that she and Marcelee had “manage-
ment style differences.” The reporter speculated that it 
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was connected to the final selection of the local architect, 
known to be Marcelee’s favorite.

One of the stranger expressions Marcelee used to 
use, to describe someone who got into trouble over poli-
tics or policy, was, “She really got her tit in a wringer!” 
Perhaps an old saying from her Kansas upbringing, it re-
ferred to the rollers of an old fashioned washing machine. 
The phrase was once used by Nixon’s Attorney General 
John Mitchell about Martha Graham of the Washington 
Post. Now Sally had put a wringer directly in Marcelee’s 
path by resigning.

I found out about a ridiculous rumor that spread 
throughout the library about Sally’s resignation. When-
ever facts were scarce, strange rumors from the staff 
would instantly fill the vacuum. They said that Sally re-
ally resigned because she was going to have the baby of a 
man in the planning department! It was, of course, total-
ly untrue, and Sally had a big laugh when I told her about 
it. Years later, I would greet Sally by asking how she and 
her “love child” were getting along.

City Manager Piper was visibly shaken by Sally’s 
resignation and the publicity that followed, and was al-
most certainly getting hammered with questions from 
his city council. A day later, I was asked to come to his 
conference room, where Dave Knapp and Marcelee were 
seated. I was certain that I was going to lose my job af-
ter only six months. Instead, Dave said that they were 
very impressed with my performance, and wanted me to 
move into Sally’s job of project manager. He also added 
that the public controversy was still so strong that they 
wanted to fill the job quickly and move ahead without a 
lengthy search for her replacement. He said that he was 
impressed with my education and accomplishments, and 
was sure that I could do a good job. “You’re a smart guy, 
you’ll figure it out,” he told me.
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I was stunned. I really didn’t know anything about 
managing a huge building project, but I also saw it as 
a great challenge. I was suspicious of Marcelee, as she 
probably was of me, since we barely knew each other at 
that point. I was hired by Sally, not Marcelee. It took 
about a year to win her trust on at least a basic level, and 
even to become friends. But I suddenly had a very im-
portant, and very public, job to do. My reputation was 
at stake.

The bid documents were completed, pre-bid meet-
ings arranged, and a new approach was tried at my sug-
gestion. For the first time, the city allowed me to prequal-
ify the general contractor bidders. The purchasing rules 
called for the lowest bid of any company who chose to 
participate, but this project was too complex and impor-
tant to struggle with an inadequate contractor. I came 
up with a procedure similar to one used at the university, 
and ended up with seven high quality firms. Then the se-
lection was done strictly on bid prices. It worked out very 
well, and prequalificaton is now a routine method of bid-
ding large building projects in the City of Boulder.

The bid process was delayed when a contractor trade 
group went to court for an injunction over a standard 
clause in the city’s contract. That was my very first court-
room experience. The city prevailed, and the bidding went 
on. We ended up with one bid that fit our budget, Pinkard 
Construction of Lakewood, Colorado. We had a ground 
breaking ceremony under the plaza of the old south build-
ing on a sunny but cold day in November, 1990.

It seemed that everything that could go wrong did 
so, and then some. When the giant earth movers were 
excavating where the old parks department “Treehouse” 
building had been, a natural gas service line was broken, 
filling the giant pit with flammable gas on a windless 
morning. While the Pinkard superintendent was evacuat-
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ing workers and calling the gas company (who had previ-
ously cleared the site of such live lines), it was my job to 
run to the surrounding buildings and get everyone out 
just in case, including the entire children’s room at the 
old library. I remember standing next to the fire chief as 
the gas company crews were working on the broken line 
with their front end loaders, and as the chief saw one of 
the drivers smoking a cigarette. I cannot repeat his re-
marks for obvious reasons. But we survived the leak and 
pressed on.

We had an unexpected surprise while excavating 
for a new sewer line. The contractor noticed some glassy 
objects mixed in with the clay subsoil from a depth of 
over ten feet. They were glass bottles dating from the late 
1800’s, when Boulder was a mining and railroad town 
and this was the town dump. As the contractor volun-
teered to shake the earth from the backhoe, we would 
catch the bottles as they appeared, including a few from 
Boulder’s Crystal Springs Brewing Company, long-gone 
local drug stores, liniments, perfumes, root beer extracts, 
and all shapes of ink bottles. Some had perfectly intact 
corks and paper labels that would fade before my eyes in 
seconds when exposed to air. I had never discovered bur-
ied treasure before, and it was exciting.

Pinkard began to pour concrete for the basement 
floor in just a few weeks. Meanwhile, I was in charge of 
a publicity campaign to keep the public informed, and 
also to raise interest in what was to come. I published 
newsletters, gave interviews to local reporters, held pub-
lic meetings, and attended library commission and city 
council meetings. I also attended weekly contractor and 
architect meetings in the building site trailer, and kept 
track of hundreds of change orders. Moving was done in 
several phases, which required much planning and a lot 
of coordination meetings. But we got the job done.
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I never forgot that this was a Boulder project. Just 
before Christmas, 1991, I came up with an idea. I sug-
gested that we host a pre-holiday lunch for all of the two 
hundred or so workers involved in the construction ef-
fort, from the top managers to the sub-sub-contractors. 
This was not a waste of tax dollars; my theory was that if 
the workers knew how much we cared about their efforts, 
we would get a better building in return. Marcelee loved 
the concept. A Mexican food buffet was set up in the 
old Channel 8 studio. Workers came in and filled plates, 
looking a bit suspicious at first, but the event was a big 
success. Morale on the job site greatly improved over the 
following months.

In crafting the complicated capital budget, I discov-
ered that the project was faced with paying over $100,000 
in development excise tax to the city’s general fund out 
of the library bond fund. Since the bond proceeds were 
specifically for library purposes, this didn’t seem right to 
me. So I went over to city hall and looked up the details 
of that tax in the Boulder Revised Code book.

I found a potentially useful loophole. It was clearly 
written for private developers. It said that if the devel-
oper provides space for city use, such as a police station...
or library, “that the city would otherwise have to pro-
vide,” the excise tax would be deducted for that amount 
of space. Well, I was providing 100 percent library space. 
I checked with one of the attorneys, and after he stopped 
laughing, he agreed with me. I gave Marcelee the good 
news, thinking I had potentially saved a big chunk of 
money. I pointed out that it was very uncertain, and that 
we wouldn’t know for sure if it had to be paid until the 
end of the project. She ordered me to take the excise tax 
out of the budget and put it elsewhere. But that worried 
me. What if we lose the argument and have to pay? She 
said they can’t take it if it’s already spent. I expressed 
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fears of what would happen if we went over budget, and 
she downplayed that. They would still have to come up 
with the money, she told me.

Toward the end of the project, I gave notice to the 
people in public works that we were claiming the exemp-
tion to the excise tax. They said we had to pay it. The 
city attorneys changed their minds and agreed. Word of 
this leaked to a reporter at the Daily Camera, our local 
newspaper. Marcelee seemed obsessed with the source 
of the leak (a reaction to be repeated in the future), be-
lieving it to be from someone in the city manager’s of-
fice. The story appeared the next day, and it got Marcelee 
into a lot of trouble. The reporter called me and I pa-
tiently tried to explain how this issue came about, try-
ing to smooth over the controversy. The follow up story 
detailed my explanation of why the tax exemption was 
a reasonable request, and that took a lot of heat away 
from Marcelee. The next morning, at a staff meeting in 
the new children’s library, she was filled with admiration 
about how I had defended her in the paper and possibly 
even saved her job. I had earned her loyalty.

I got a phone message from the construction super-
intendent one morning, informing me that “the guys dug 
up a skeleton” while digging into the north bank of Boul-
der Creek to prepare to pour concrete for a pedestrian 
bridge abutment. “What do you want to do about it?” I 
was asked. A forensic pathologist from the university was 
summoned, and he discovered that the bones were from 
several different people, not just one. The origin of the 
bones remained a mystery. The story made the Denver 
news that evening. I found out later that the joke spread-
ing around the city was that the bones were the remains 
of the former city managers who Marcelee had done in. 
Not true, of course.

After the new library was complete, and as the final 
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renovation work on the old library was winding down, 
my workload was as great as ever. The list of problems 
that required correction was very long, and took nearly 
a year to complete. I pressed for a legal claim for some 
defects, and after much negotiation, received a $100,000 
settlement from the insurance company to make repairs. 
Marcelee recognized that it was to her advantage to keep 
me on, to finish all these details that no one else would 
ever be able to do.

Despite the odds, the huge building project and 
branch improvements, at a total cost of more than 
fourteen million dollars, were completed under budget. 
The downtown library remains as one of my proudest 
achievements. My name appears as the project manager 
on the dedication plaque in the entrance (if it hasn’t been 
ground off yet). That plaque also lists the names of the 
five different city managers who served over the course 
of that single building project (Piper, Knapp, deRaismes, 
Secrest, and Honey), a succession that made my job even 
more difficult as their priorities kept changing.

Back at the completed Boulder Public Library, the 
city council had approved some money for the library to 
write a long range “Master Plan” document. Marcelee 
liked my writing abilities and used most of the money 
to pay my salary and extend my job. When a long-time 
staffer in administration resigned, I picked up those 
hours and duties. After being one of the longest serving 
temporary employees in city history, I now had a perma-
nent, full time job on the staff.

The Master Plan was an excellent experience to 
learn more about the history, philosophy and operation 
of libraries, and to ponder their future. I chose an ap-
proach suggested by the American Library Association 
where we examined the various “roles” that a library 
plays in its community. An extensive telephone survey 
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was done before writing the plan, to get the opinions of 
library users and non-users. Support for the library was 
very strong, and basing the plan on their priorities and 
desires was effective at keeping the elected officials from 
exerting too much influence. It had a slow start with the 
5-member Library Commission, however. It was to be 
their plan, but after months of meetings, it became clear 
to me that they had no clue how to proceed. So I told 
Marcelee that I was just going to write one, and then they 
would have a document they could chew on and edit. She 
agreed, and the approach worked perfectly.

The library was one of the last city departments to 
begin a master plan, yet the first to complete one. It was 
approved by the planning board and the city council with 
little debate. It was put on the library’s website in 1996, 
quite likely the first public library to put such a plan on 
the still-new World Wide Web. Copies were offered for 
sale, and I sold nearly 100 of them from that web site. 
The Public Library Association in Chicago approached 
me about selling copies, and they purchased over three 
hundred of them to resell. That plan gave me much na-
tional exposure among the librarian professionals, and 
gave Boulder an increased national reputation as an in-
novative, cutting-edge library.

I took on several much more mundane duties there, 
like grant applications, telephone system management, 
working with our non-profit Boulder Public Library 
Foundation to fund improvements in the lights and sound 
system in the auditorium, dealing with lawsuits against 
the library, applying for grant money, and a wide variety 
of other tasks.

My relationship with Marcelee was very amicable in 
those years, and I got to know her very, very well. One of 
her management techniques I most admired was to hire 
the “smartest” people she could find for any job opening, 



Long May They Wave

18

not the most experienced or qualified on paper, and give 
them enough flexibility to gravitate toward the work they 
most enjoyed. This was never taught in business school. 

“Somehow all the work got done,” she once said. I really 
had no experience in coordinating the development of a 
giant new library, but she believed in me, and I would 
not let her down. With a lot of fast learning and hard 
work, it came together just fine.

She took a great interest in the personal lives of her 
staff, with meetings tending to be as much about fam-
ily, activities or problems as much as library business. 
When we learned that one of our library building archi-
tects shared the same birthday as my own, she would 
take both of us to lunch at Boulder’s former European 
Café. The two of us would reciprocate on her birthday, 
of course. Marcelee and I shared an interest in garden-
ing, so I would receive gift books every Christmas, which 
built into a sizeable collection. I was always trying to in-
ject my humor into library discussions, and she seemed 
to like it, often laughing out loud at a volume that would 
carry for considerable distances. I was always coming up 
with ideas and innovations for the library, and she was 
consistently receptive to them. She was easy to like in 
many ways, and we established a relationship of coopera-
tion and trust.

I became one of the few people on her staff who 
could openly discuss controversial issues, pointing out 
repercussions that had not occurred to her. After one in-
stance where she changed her mind about a previous de-
cision, she said that she counted on me to tell her what 
the right thing to do is, because “I don’t see right from 
wrong the way other people do.” I made a joke about 
how that was not in my job description. On another oc-
casion, one of the senior librarians pulled me aside to in-
form me of something Marcelee said in a meeting of sev-
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eral people on her staff. She said Marcelee told the group 
that “Chris Power is the most honest person I know.” I 
was stunned. Making another joke, I replied that she re-
ally needed to meet more people.

I enjoyed a fine relationship with most of the staff 
as well. With my background, I never really took on the 
traits of a bureaucrat, taking pleasure in parting the red 
tape whenever possible. The librarians noticed, one tell-
ing me, “You’re the only person around here who ever 
gets things DONE!”

Marcelee was the most political person I had ever 
met. Her views were a source of fascination to me. She 
was extremely anti-war, for any reason. I once presented 
her with a hypothetical scenario, where an invading army 
was poised to move on Boulder to take over everything, 
and she was fine with that, believing that life would go 
on. She was anything but dull.

She had a “bull in a china shop” reputation in the 
city’s organization, known for getting her way. But a for-
mer city manager once pointed out to me that she would 
always do such things to enrich and advance her library, 
and not for personal gain.

She could court the politicians skillfully. When the 
library first began to carry DVD’s, she ordered a large 
assortment of opera discs for the still tiny DVD collec-
tion because a council member friendly to the library had 
an interest in them. She once told me she was a member 
of Mensa, which means she must have once scored in 
the upper 2 percent on an IQ test. She was indeed very 
smart, able to pick up on the strengths and weaknesses 
of just about everyone, and could think strategically. De-
spite her tough image, she could actually be very shy in 
public. While she could deal with council members very 
effectively in private, she could get very nervous and hard 
to understand when she appeared before them in public 
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meetings and on television.
As Boulder’s long time library director, she had some 

very good qualities. She never wanted to do anything to 
make people feel intimidated in the library or, as she said, 
unwelcome. While most libraries were hiring collection 
agencies to go after borrowers who never returned valu-
able books, she resisted such a move as too heavy-hand-
ed. She hated the idea of security gates that go off when 
an unchecked-out book passed through them, preferring 
to just accept a certain amount of loss, for which she 
took a lot of criticism. She had a very kind heart most of 
the time. I was once horrified to discover that her clut-
tered office was infested with field mice. She did not want 
to trap or poison them, explaining that they were such a 
frequent and loved subject of children’s books. She once 
handed me one crawling in a plastic bag of candy, asking 
me to release it outdoors.

Her consideration of political correctness some-
times bordered on the absurd to me, but I usually found 
it amusing. Here’s an example. As the person in charge 
of the indoor plant maintenance contract for the library, 
I had to order large quantities of blooming plants to dis-
play during the Christmas holidays. But she forbid me 
from ordering any red Poinsettias, concerned that some-
one might see them as “Christian” symbols, and there-
fore inappropriate. But she was OK with pink cyclamen, 
and after a few years I eventually talked her into pink 
and white poinsettias, and even some odd-looking red 
ones. And yet, she always insisted on ordering evergreen 
swags for the check out desks that had ribbons in the 
official colors of Kwanzaa. I always wondered if anyone 
ever recognized them as such, since African Americans 
are quite rare in Boulder.

Here is another incident where political correctness 
might have played a role. One of the library employees 
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on the shelving staff, and member of a minority group, 
was suspected of stealing hundreds of the very best of the 
just-arrived books donated by kind-hearted Boulderites 
for the library, then selling them to used-book stores for 
cash. It had been going on for a long time, and the books 
were disappearing at an increasing rate. So, after many 
months of meetings with the attorneys, human resources 
and the library, the decision was finally made to catch 
the suspect in the act on video. Marcelee hated the very 
idea of video surveillance cameras, even after the theft of 
an expensive painting from her art gallery (That painting 
was quickly discovered to be in the possession of a home-
less man in the city’s Central Park). But the losses were 
just too great this time. So I was given the task of hiring 
a surveillance company to set up a hidden camera and 
recorder, which I did. It was like shooting fish in a bar-
rel. I caught the man on the very first evening filling his 
backpack with books while looking over his shoulder at 
every moment. This continued for several more evenings. 
When confronted, he denied everything until he saw the 
tape, and then agreed to resign. Marcelee refused to press 
charges.

The next big project for me was the challenge of 
making our “bookdrop,” or book return and process-
ing room in the basement, more efficient. It was a night-
mare. The number of returned items coming into that 
bookdrop peaked at 1,438,984 in 1993.2 The patrons de-
posited their books in an opening on the outside wall, 
and magazines and media items (tapes and CD’s) in an-
other opening. The items slid down some corkscrew-like 
stainless steel chutes to the basement below, sometimes 
picking up sufficient speed to become airborne. The 
items landed on some large tables, where each item was 

2.  Christopher Power, Boulder Public Library Master Plan 1995, Chapter 
2, 4.
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picked up by hand, the barcode label scanned, and the 
book sorted onto a rolling cart or shelf. Books and me-
dia were sustaining a lot of damage from the chutes, and 
the staff was sustaining damage in the form of repetitive 
motion injuries. It was also hugely inefficient, with most 
items handled many times before they made it back to 
the shelves upstairs. My research found that the situation 
was pretty much the same in libraries everywhere. My 
new mission was clear, and I had Marcelee’s support.

After spending a few years trying to be the first li-
brary in the country to install a robotic book return that 
was invented by a company in Sweden, I later switched 
to a startup company near Minneapolis called Tech 
Logic. Boulder Public Library became the fourth in the 
country to install their machine, which conveyed books 
to the basement undamaged, checked them in with bar-
code scanners, turned on the security tags, and sorted 
and placed each item on a cart, ready to roll upstairs for 
shelving. It was a huge leap in efficiency for a tradition-
ally labor intensive lending library. It was during the in-
stallation and software debugging days of the Tech Logic 
bookdrop, and the tragic period just after 9/11, that the 
story of the flag flap began.




