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Librarian Interview: R. Lee Hadden

Tanya Feddern

University of South Florida


I spent a most enjoyable time interviewing a medical librarian, R. Lee Hadden.  He first drew my notice with his interesting anecdotes (please read the attachment) and sage observations on librarian listservs, such as librefed.  When I queried the listserv about employment overseas, he was one of the few who graciously offered to answer my questions and furnished his phone number.  When this assignment came up, I knew he would be a perfect candidate.  He’s worked overseas in three countries, successfully battled bureaucracy, and built a medical library from scratch.  In my interview, I asked him numerous questions on the role of today’s librarian, advice for new librarians, and trends in librarianship.  


He spent his undergraduate years at the University of New York and the University of North Carolina in sciences and humanities.  His mother was a school librarian and teacher.  However, he didn’t consider librarianship as a career.  He originally planned on teaching history in school.  Like many librarians, he fell into the field by accident.  He used to sell mobile homes.  One of his customers was a vice president of a book company that sold books to libraries by car.  In this roundabout way, he was introduced to librarianship.  He received his MLIS at the East Carolina University.  He later got his medical librarian certification from the Medical Library Association.  


He feels that his MLIS degree prepared him for librarianship.   Considering that most of his posts have been in scientific settings, he valued his science reference classes the most.  His education showed him how to organize things, and he majored in how to start libraries from scratch.  The best part of his MLIS was that he learned a little of everything.  However, he feels that his real-life experiences in the field taught him considerably about librarianship and its duties.


Mr. Hadden has worked in most kinds of libraries special, academic, public, and hospital.  He just chose which job interested him most at the time.  The only setting he has not worked in is a school library, and he has no interest to work in one.  He prefers the scientific library settings.  I agree with his observation that the humanities can be more foggy; the sciences are more specific, with usually a known correct answer.  


He pointed out that access to information is very valuable overseas, especially in libraries in developing countries.  He’s found them very supportive over there.  However, the dynamics of librarianship can be different.  For instance, he had to start a medical library from scratch for a new hospital in Saudi Arabia.  In that country, hospitals are run by private companies.  In the United States, if one cannot find a book in the library’s collection, one would just call another library and request an ILL.  In Saudi Arabia, the hospital libraries were competitive, and the response would be, “Yes, we’ve got it, and if you wanted the book, you should’ve hired our company to set up your library.”  Therefore, the librarian doesn’t have a wealth of library support—it’s as if it’s the only library around.  Therefore, the librarian need to be highly selective in choosing library resources, since he has to pay for it, he can’t just ILL it.  


Librarians need to think on their feet.  Hadden arrived in Saudi Arabia in the middle of a budget conflict.  The only budget set aside was for his salary.  The hospital company wanted the Ministry of Health to purchase the books, and the Ministry of Health wanted the company to buy them.  While they were tussling, Hadden had no office, no furniture, no resources.  He had to fend for himself.  The OBGYN hadn’t arrived yet, so he used the female examining table (stirrups and all) as his desk.  When the OBGYN arrived to begin his new position, Hadden bargained with him: “you’ll get your examining table back if you get me a desk.”  He got the desk.  Meanwhile, Hadden suggested naming the hospital library after the local emir.  This broke the logjam, since both the Ministry of Health and the hospital company hustled to curry favor with the emir.  Both entities ended up contributing towards the library budget.


His perception of librarianship has not changed much over the years.  Organized access to information is still the focal point.  One of the things Hadden likes least about librarianship is its low status.  Librarians are under-appreciated.  This was magnified in Saudi Arabia.  There is no place in their culture for outside experts, just servants.  So, as when he was confronted with a problem, he pondered it and devised a non-confrontational solution.  He called home, had all his degrees framed, had them shipped over, and hung them on his office walls.  These degrees in a foreign language gave a sense of his authority.  He also had a photo of his family home in the springtime, with its expanses of lawn and flowers, framed and hung.  This, too, rose his status, since the Arabic people admired and envied the landscape that was nearly impossible to cultivate in their homeland.

Another difference in working overseas is the reality of censorship.  In Saudi Arabia, there is official censorship.  Paid censors go through the magazines that arrive through the regular mail.  They would black out crucifixes and “veil” the women, tear out offending pages, or the magazines just wouldn’t arrive.  This was very problematic for a medical library, since many photos of necessity have to show a nude form to illustrate a disease.  To bypass this, Hadden learned to have some journals come express (which cost more) or to get certain articles faxed.  


 Hadden also worked in Korea and the Philippines.  In one library, he had two types of patrons, soldiers and civilians, both who were slightly antagonistic towards each other.  So, he chose his clothes to “camouflage” with the patrons and gain their trust.  He wore blue jeans (for the soldiers) and a sports shirt and tie (for the civilians).  At a ballistic library, he wore khakis and engineer boots.


I asked him what qualities a librarian should have to work in the US and overseas.  People considering librarianship as a career should improve their interpersonal skills, including speaking one-on-one and to a crowd, giving presentations, and writing.  Many people go into the field because they are book oriented.  There is a difference between service-oriented and technical services people.  One needs to know how to work with and get  results out of other people.  You may have to call others to get information, so you have to sell yourself.  He said that we’re taught collaboration in school.  However, overseas librarians have to be self-reliant.  They must be flexible in their thinking and intuitive.  They have to be aware of culture shock, which is often delayed, and can occur after three months.  What was once fun, can later be exasperating, such as haggling over each individual shopping item.  What would take fifteen minutes in the US, could take several hours overseas.


One of the things he likes best about librarianship is that one can scratch one’s curiosity itch with a wealth of resources.  Out of all the sciences, the medical sciences are the best indexed, which streamlines medical reference work.  For instance, leper and leprosy are cross-referenced in Medline to Hanson’s Disease.  Even if one doesn’t have the subject expertise, one can learn it on the job.  The more reference one does, the more quickly one learns about the subject area.  He learned about chemical manufacturing at a pharmaceutical company library, ballistics from a ballistics lab library, and Earth sciences from the US Geological Survey.  While working in a medical setting, he found Medline, Toxline, and Dialog to be the best electronic sources of information.  For print resources, he relied on the Brandon-Hill list for collection development and for noting gold standard reference books.


He feels that one difference between the different types of libraries is how they teach the patron and introduce him to new resources.  For instance, the USGS has its own classification system, so the librarians just find the information and give it to the patron.  In public libraries, librarians have a handout or cheat sheet made out for the patrons.     


We closed the interview with a discussion of how computer technology has changed librarianship.  More people are doing their own searching using the free databases available through the National Library of Medicine.  This is a good trend, but one can’t do professional complex searches on a free database.  In addition, there is much bad medical information out there via the Internet, which is something librarians didn’t have to worry about before.  Unfortunately, the general public cannot tell the difference between what is proposed, malicious, junk science, or what has a hidden agenda.  Physicians had to just educate patients about the disease, now they have to un-educate them, a much more difficult task.  Librarians have a much more weighty and vital role then ever before.
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