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Marilyn Teolis:  Tell us how you became interested in librarianship and give us a brief 

overview of your professional career. 

Nedra Cook: In high school I joined the library club because I enjoyed having something 

extra to do during classes and all.  From there decided, even though I was going to a 

Texas junior college, to major in library science so that I could work probably at a junior 

college because that’s where my family had been most of my life, and I thought that was 

ideal.  We had a little hospital in our town of 5,000 and never heard about a library, so I 

was not aware there was such a thing.  When I left my hometown after I got my 

associate’s degree, I went to East Texas State University in Commerce, TX, had a library 

program with a brand new library director and she assured me, that yes, I could come and 

major in library science, get my Texas teaching certificate and be prepared to be a 

librarian.  That lasted a year, after I had been into my classes and she said oh, by the way, 

you can’t get your Texas teaching certificate without 2 teaching majors, and library 

science is not considered one.  So I picked up a business education degree my junior year, 

a 13 course business education degree. So that kind of threw my schedule of graduating 

off. 

One of my teachers that came in and taught Saturday morning classes, cataloging at 7 

a.m. on a Saturday, offered me a job before I graduated. I went up and interviewed, had 

to put things together.  So I ended up at Henderson State University in Arkadelphia, AR, 

across the street from Ouachita Baptist University.  A little town of 10,000 with 2 liberal 

arts colleges. From there I met my future husband and got married.  He finished his 

degree and we moved to Pine Bluff, AR.  In Pine Bluff, AR, the only job we found 

available for me was at an Area Health Education Center.   The University of Arkansas 

Medical Sciences Campus had several AHECs around the state and we all met monthly in 
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Little Rock.  So within the first month of going there in July of 1979, no ’78 actually, I 

met the Joint Commission.  Back in those days I had an hour and half interview, one on 

one with them in the library.  A little junior administrator brought the Joint Commission 

visitor with him and was excusing himself when the Joint Commission person said, “No, 

I want you to show me if this library is user friendly.  I want you to find this book for 

me.” And the boy who had never been in the library before, looked at me with great 

panic.  I kind of tilted my head toward the card catalog for him to look up the book, 

everything was there, and everything was set.  He found the book listed; then I tilted my 

head to where he would find the book on the shelf.  We found the book for the Joint 

Commission visitor.  And after a couple of more questions he let the poor fellow go.   

He sat with my huge library manual, courtesy of Medical Sciences Center, in his lap and 

looked through all the polices, and asked me about them, asked me about interlibrary 

loans.  These were the days of the manual typewriters, a few selectrics, and you typed a 

multi-page form with the interlibrary loan that you wanted, addressed, in our case, to the 

Med Center and requested it.  Then would mail it, when it was returned to you to the 

person asking for it.  I served another 5-7 counties around this area health education 

center in Pine Bluff.           

Not only did I jump into a medical library; I did know the difference in obstetrics and 

gynecology, but at that point in my life I really didn’t remember which one was which.  

So it was a great learning experience for me after 5 years in an academic library working 

with serials, this was quite a change.  I loved the fast pace, I loved the other librarians at 

the other AHECs in Arkansas, and I loved having someone centralized to do all my 

purchasing and preparation and cataloging and hand it to me ready to go on the shelf. 

I did luck into moving my first library there from the hospital 3rd floor to a new brand 

new building, and that was really nice. That was my first experience in being a gun-toting 

librarian.  The town of Pine Bluff, AR, is surrounded by prisons and has some high crime 

areas in parts of town.  At one point, I saw a mugger, but didn’t know that was what he 

was after.  But the nurse right after me who was not moving as fast as I was, got mugged.  

That was a real wake up call for all of us.  We then got escorted to our cars directly 
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outside the door of the library to make sure we were safe.  So adventures in Pine Bluff for 

18 months before we moved to Knoxville. 

In Knoxville I looked for several months without finding any openings and started 

working in the downtown public library.  Which was a very big system, but this was the 

main branch with the big library.  I was assigned the Nashville Tennessean newspaper to 

clip, and worked the reference desk, and I had a 30 minute orientation before I got on the 

desk.  I loved the people that I worked with, loved having just enough work to do to keep 

me busy at all times, but not a heavy load that I knew I hadn’t finished that I had to come 

back to the next day.   

Loved working there, but meanwhile got an interview at Fort Sanders who was looking 

for a nursing school librarian.  They had a diploma school of nursing and this was the 

clinical library that served the 3 years of that program.  It was a year round program, on 

the quarter system.  The students lived in the dormitory and the library was on the 2nd 

floor and it was unlocked until after midnight, so they could always get in to most of the 

resources, which made it very interesting, too. 

But I learned nursing because the AHEC library had been all medical, we had a family 

practice residency, we had a social work fellowship.  No nurses would enter the inner 

sanctum.  I was not used to nursing, I just assumed they used the medical resources.  So I 

learned nursing when I came to Fort Sanders.  I needed education, the Med Center 

provided a lot when I was in Arkansas.  But I started in July, I think it was the 21st, of 

1980, at the nursing school.  Later that month I had found on the calendar that I met all 

the KAHSLC, the Knoxville Area Health Science Library Consortium members at a 

picnic that they had every year.  So within a few weeks of starting there I met some other 

people that I could call and ask how things were done.  We had programs, we met almost 

every month back in those early years.  We had lots hospital libraries, we had lots of 

schools of nursing in the hospitals in Knoxville.  UT Knoxville, the Med Center, was the 

only one with medical residents, but they also had a school of nursing.  We had good 

programs with KAHSLC, but we were looking for more with credits and more in depth. I 

found one course that I had taken at UT when we first started getting into computers.  

When I walked into the Fort Sanders library there was 1 selectric typewriter, 1 manual 



 4 
NEDRA COOK 

typewriter, one telephone, and one office.  It did have windows and that is something I 

don’t have any more so I loved that.  Lots of African violets were left, except on 

Mother’s Day weekend when they disappeared, but we finally tracked down who had 

shared those with their mothers.  But anyway, there was a lot to know as we got into 

computers.  Mary Evelyn Lynn was at Baptist Hospital Library, within the month that I 

came to Fort Sanders, she got the first PC in our consortium.  It was very exciting.  It did 

not have a hard drive, it had one floppy disk.  But she did have the first one in there.  We 

had 2 meetings a year for THESLA, the Tennessee Health Sciences Library Association.  

Along with some of the other members in town, we all decided we would go to these in 

Nashville.  We shared one meeting across the state, either east central or west each year 

for the spring meeting, but had the fall meeting in conjunction with the Tennessee 

Hospital Association.  Which we were all mainly at hospitals with our schools of nursing. 

We wanted to schedule more CEs with them.  From that meeting and some of our 

speakers we found out more about the Southern Chapter of the Medical Library 

Association.  Again this is before computers, this is mailed interlibrary loans, mailed 

newsletters, and this is if you know about MLA.  My university did not teach any medical 

library courses so I did not know that there was a certification for librarians in hospitals at 

that time.  So I am one of those people that got grandfathered in on the very first 

Academy of Health Information Professionals as a librarian with a master’s degree in 

library and information science that was not from an ALA accredited university.  The 

visit that ALA had scheduled for my university, it seemed that the director they hired 

from New York was really not sure where she was in the state of Texas, much less what 

needed to be done for ALA accreditation. So that fell through just as I graduated, the 

semester I graduated I had teachers that went to Ball State in Muncie, Indiana, North 

Texas State in Texas, and one more in Ohio.  It left only the director to deal with her 

program that didn’t get accredited. 

But coming back to Knoxville and Tennessee we decided, I believe the first meeting I 

went to for Southern Chapter was the 1981 Meeting in Augusta, GA, and I remember 

feeling very unique because 90% of the people at the meeting were all medical school 

librarians and directors.  That could have been a very bad situation but it wasn’t.  
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Everyone was absolutely delighted to find a hospital librarian at the meeting. They were 

all very welcoming and encouraging and gave me lots of information about how I could 

set up the schedule and get to the hospital pieces, which were very few, but a lot of things 

were adapted.  One of the unique things about starting in the Southern Chapter for me 

was that the hospital library section really wasn’t a big piece of it at that time.  

We did get that moving and much greater space by the next year.  I know I brought 

several other librarians with me, it was at Charleston maybe in ‘82 or ’83.  We had a big 

group that would drive down, share rooms, share the cost of gasoline. We ate out 

together, we went everywhere together.  And as we gained momentum with the number 

of attendees, we gained momentum with the number of programs specifically geared to 

hospital librarians, which made it really, really nice.  And the medical school directors 

and librarians were all very eager to help us get all the courses that they felt were basic 

for all medical librarians.  A lot of these people were not medical background people.  I 

was one of those as well, but I had had those 18 months in trial by fire at a medical 

library with the medical residents, family practice residents that taught me a great deal 

about medicine and about their information needs.  And about how convenient it was to 

borrow from the library and how inconvenient it was to bring things back.  But I did have 

the full support of the director of that program and, again, enjoyed learning so very much.  

We had all the NCME videos/audio visuals for the entire state of Arkansas and we sent 

those out all the time.  And, there was a set of videos that was on the first 30 minutes of 

an emergency person coming in the door and how you would treat that.  Those were very 

popular and they had some testing that would give credit for the people that would watch 

them.  We did send those out a lot 

I’m back at Fort Sanders with the nursing program… graduating; we always had at least 

100 students all the time.  Meanwhile, started working with Southern Chapter and at the 

same time the Southeastern** hospital library group which was normally meeting.  I 

found a program from there.  We met at the World Congress Center in Atlanta and that 

was every year.  At this point I’ve got my local KAHSLC meetings, which again, we had 

some people which were strictly volunteering to pull libraries together, and didn’t have 

library training.  We had the THESLA group, which was a pretty mixed group as well 
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with all the hospitals.  And then I started with Southern Chapter/MLA as well as the 

Southeastern Conference of Hospital Librarians.  That’s where I met Rosalind Lett, Pat 

Cole, Pam Neumann and lots of people, who have always been active in Southern 

Chapter as well, but we worked closely together in that.  

MT:  How do you think Southern Chapter has evolved through the years?  

NC:  Well, that’s part of what I’ve been touching on is that it really was designed, when I 

came, it was so many more medical school directors than librarians, than anything else.            

Jane Lambremont I met when I was in Arkansas, the first Texas meeting, TALON, I was 

in the TALON group when I was in Arkansas; Texas, Arkansas, Louisiana, Oklahoma 

and New Mexico.  The week that I got engaged to be married I got an offer from TALON 

to put together their first audiovisual catalog, which I would have gotten to travel all over 

these states to each of the medical schools and put that together.  I’ve always wondered if 

I got that invitation the week before I got engaged how my life would have changed with 

that. 

Jane Lambremont came in and was teaching a lot of courses with us.  She was very pro 

hospital library, she was ‘Mamma Jane’ for all of us.  Special relationship with us, very 

encouraging.  She was another one, she taught one of my classes at the first conference I 

attended in Oklahoma.  There was a storm, as Oklahoma has storms, and all the power 

went out in this brand new medical school.  We were in a closed auditorium.  She was 

down in the front, there was not a light, not even a light under the crack of the door kind 

of thing, and everything was totally silent, you couldn’t even hear breathing.  In a 

moment you heard Jane, in a very little voice going “is anyone still out there?”  It was 

about as pitch black as it could ever get.  But that was my introduction to medical library 

group which was very positive and also to Jane.  We had her coming as well, we had the 

encouragement of all the South Eastern medical library professionals.  I started feeling a 

lot more confident and a lot more interested in getting involved in things, so it helped.  

The reason I go into the detail for Knoxville and for Tennessee, is that’s how we fed into 

the Southern Chapter was our relationships in Knoxville.  We were a very close group, no 

hospital was ever uncovered because we knew when somebody was going home to see 

their Mom, or out with a cold.  They would just call us and we would cover for 
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whomever was out.  We also knew that the offerings, the education offerings from 

Southern Chapter were our strongest medical library offerings.  SLA fed into the 

Southeastern program, the programs from the Special Library Association were more 

what we got at our Southeastern meetings.  We got the MLA and the MLA credit and 

when AHIP first began and we had these credits we were able to use.  Back at that point I 

was an officer in KAHSLC, officer in THESLA, writing the state newsletter, I had a 

group…  My daughter lost her vision shortly after she was born so I had a parents group 

that grew from a local East Tennessee group to a statewide group as a branch of a 

national.  Between all that, I was able to get certified in AHIP the first time that they 

offered it for those without the ALA certification, as a distinguished member of AHIP.  

So that’s how I got into this, and with the activities that these four groups offered I was 

able to maintain that certification easily. 

The nicest thing about it was the personalities and attitudes that we ran into in those days, 

of not looking on us as a small budget, small potato in the corn field kind of thing.  They 

included us and they nurtured us and made us a big part of Southern Chapter.  I think that 

speaks extraordinarily well for our Chapter.  I’m not sure that’s the way everybody across 

the country would have been accepted.  I felt very, very lucky, very special.  But we did 

come in as a group seeking that knowledge that we knew was there from the chapter, so 

that was very, very nice. But it also afforded me a chance to go across the southeastern 

United States and see each of the states.  I loved the Charleston meeting, and I loved the 

meeting we had in North Carolina that was a joint meeting with the other chapter above 

us, the Mid-Atlantic chapter.  That was within the first two or three years, too, and that 

was an exciting meeting not only to have more programming but to have another state to 

visit.  And I got to be in the first group that got to go to San Juan, Puerto Rico when they 

joined and offered to host our meeting.  So, I’m looking forward to 2015 so that we can 

go back the third time.  It’s just incredible. 

MT:  What committees did you serve on in the Southern Chapter?  Can you recall any of 

those?  

NC:  Well, we have had a couple of 2-3 meetings in Tennessee for the Southern Chapter.  

One that was the most fun for me was in Johnson City.  Our activity, our big dinner for 
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the evening, we went down to Jonesboro on chartered buses, which was the first capitol 

of Tennessee.  As a Texan, I had a lot of Tennessee history to learn so I was excited to 

get to go there and see a little bit about that town. That was fun. So I was on committees 

for the meetings for that and I found a letter form Mark Hodges thanking me for my 

participation in that.  Mark was another one that was a very strong supporter of his 

Tennessee libraries.  His wife who also had her profession in libraries, was a Tennessee 

Hospital Association employee but she was in charge of the volunteers and the medical 

libraries.  She was indeed very fond of the medical libraries.   We didn’t know the 2 of 

them were a couple because she never spoke of him and he wasn’t suppose to not speak 

of her.  But we found out at Southern Chapter that actually they were a couple.  Part of 

our THESLA and Mark’s encouragement into Southern Chapter, came through that 

association. 

Then we had the tri-chapter meeting in 1998 in Kentucky, in Lexington I believe it was. 

That’s going to go down as my favorite meeting of all time because that is when I got, I 

think I was the 2nd or 3rd librarian to get the Hospital Librarian of the Year.  There were 

not a lot of librarians from Knoxville that got to come to the meeting. But all of a sudden 

one morning another 3 or 4 of them showed up, and indeed were there when I was 

presented the award.  I was also lucky enough to be the last one that got the plaque before 

we gave an honorarium of money to go with it.  I was very happy to have it.  Enjoyed the 

horse farm that we visited, enjoyed the hayride around the horse farm.  Just fabulous.  

Everywhere we’ve gone has been fabulous.  This is a whole special part of my lifestyle 

that I’ve come to really enjoy. 

MT:  What advice would you give new librarians? 

ND:  Absolutely. This has come up several times at Knoxville as we’ve changed 

librarians in other hospitals and other positions. The first thing I’ve advised them to do is 

to get their MLA membership and to join the special interest groups.  I’ve had two of 

those librarians that came back and said the newsletters and the support from the special 

interest groups: the hospital librarians section, nursing librarians section, patient ed 

section, cancer librarians section.  All those were groups that I’ve always paid my 

membership in because I have those affiliations.  They are just extremely to the point the 
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kind of information you need to get your hands on.  Those special interest groups can be 

a fabulous access to those types of information.  So that’s one of the things I tell 

librarians, that whatever kind of background they have is they should be in those groups 

and attending those meetings.  After they get a little bit of the information it’s not hard to 

get them into the meetings, especially when we tell them how much fun we have. 

MT:  Is there anything that you think that is especially significant about the southern 

chapter that you would like to mention? 

NC:  Again I think that out of the blue in 1981 when I showed up, I bet there were not 10 

librarians at that meeting that were just hospital, non-medically affiliated librarians. It 

really was a rather frightening realization for me at that point, I was just learning to be a 

little more outgoing than my shy-self had been.  They truly took me under their wing, I 

think that is Southern hospitality.  I just don’t think you would find that everywhere. 

MT:  I don’t think so. I’m from the North. I didn’t have quite that experience we were 

kind of looked down on in the hospitals.  

NC:   I can imagine.  The first time I went, one of the meetings was in Florida and my 

budget would not let me go to Florida, the airfare and the hotel alone knocked me out of 

that trip.  So I said well Ashville is hosting Mid-Atlantic chapter, so I went over there.  I 

went to the conference hotel registration, which was smaller than what we’d seen.  When 

I say smaller, my library career started in Texas.  So when I went to the Texas Library 

Association in Dallas we used 3 of the biggest ballrooms they had in the convention 

center.  So, when I went to Arkansas and we went to the convention center in Little Rock, 

and we were in one room and I said where is the rest of it?  And it greatly offended some 

of the ALA people that was the whole conference.  Arkansas is a significantly smaller 

state than Texas was. 

I went to the first conference for small libraries, Computers in Small Libraries, in Atlanta, 

which has now become one of the really big computer meetings of the year, but I was 

able to go to that and be prepared for that little PC I got that had a hard drive and a floppy 

disc.  In Tennessee at that time, when I started we had shoeboxes that were filled with 

3x5 cards, and I remember the first time we sent those shoeboxes.  Each card had the 
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name of a journal and the years that we had copies of.  Of course nothing was online it 

was all physical journals.  We had an old catalog card, most of them were used on the 

back, and we hand wrote the name of the journal and the years and volumes we had and 

we mailed those.  Jan Hawkins LeBeause was at Le Bonheur [Children’s Hospital, 

Memphis, TN] she was one of the first ones to put that catalog together.  When we finally 

got the first computer, Mary Evelyn [Lynn, Baptist Hospital] as I said had that first 

computer, we had microfiche from NLM that gave us the ISSN number for each of the 

journals and the official list of journals and we combined those shoebox cards with that 

microfiche official information to get this level of information fed into the computer so 

we could get into the big database with Southeastern.  So those were the days. That 

means you worked all day at your library then you went over to Baptist at night because 

you had signed up for this night to keyboard for 3 or 4 hours to get those entries in there.  

So that was a very interesting process at that time.  To get the microfiche was such a 

major deal.  Ten years later I’m still using a scanner that I got through an NN/LM grant 

that provided the scanners in our libraries for using that for interlibrary loan.  And I can’t 

imagine the response I would get from someone within our library system.  I’ve now got 

10 hospitals in East Tennessee that I serve, even though I’ve lost my library assistant 6 or 

7 years ago.  The electronic access and being able to scan the articles because they gave 

us the opportunity to get the equipment is the reason so many of us are successful and can 

serve the needs of practitioners today.  There are just things they have provided through 

the years that have made all the difference in the world.  I want to thank them for the 

education as well as the grants they’ve given us to put things together.  Lots of good 

support and advice for all kinds of libraries and librarians. 

While I was there Children’s library had a volunteer, they are across the street from us, a 

volunteer asked if she could literally unpack their library out of a closet and put it in a 

room to be used again.  So that’s the way we have evolved into electronic libraries with 

lots of resources and lots of sharing. 

MT:  You about done here?  

NC:  I think that’s my story and we’ll close it there. 
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** Transcriber Note:  Nedra is referring to the Southeastern Conference of Hospital 

Librarians, when she states “Southeastern.” 


