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LIBRARY 
Anyone with a yard can be a librarian.
Words Sydney Schulte     Design Anna Steenson     Photos Lucas Petrakis       

ON A STICK

“Because I have a library,” she tells them. Stange is not a 
librarian. Like many others around the globe, Stange is the 
proud owner of a Little Free Library, a registered decorative 
box staked into private and public properties. She’ s a 
steward, as the Little Free Library movement calls them.

According to littlefreelibrary.org, the movement began in 
2009 with a one-room schoolhouse model filled with books 
posted in Todd Boi’s front yard. Boi included a sign: FREE 
BOOKS. Word quickly spread from Boi’s Hudson, Wisconsin 
home and eventually, across the globe.

While the local public library is a free service, not all Little 
Free Libraries are free. Many locations encourage its patrons 
to leave a book to replace the one they took. But who says 
libraries are only for books? 

“I’m really intrigued with people who put things other than 
books in there,” Little Free Library steward Martha Payseur 
said. “I mean, occasionally I do a Free Art Friday [an event 
in which people leave their art in places for others to take 

home] and put some bookmarks, stickers, and pencils, but 
some people have the real estate, bigger boxes to do some 
cool things like food drives or mittens.”

MATCHING EXTERIOR TO COMMUNITY
Another Little Free Library steward, Amanda Arthur-Struss, 
has a bigger box.

Her Little Free Library has a book for a roof. Inside, there’s a 
shelf, which divides the library into two layers: one for older 
(or taller) audiences and a second, lower one for children. 
While her father built it from scratch, Arthur-Struss did paint 
it using acrylics and a clear varnish, which she reapplies 
annually. Her box features a hand-painted dragon jealously 
hoarding books. Luckily, the dragon is not the steward of the 
Little Free Library.

“Some of these are works of art,” Arthur-Struss said. 

Many Little Free Libraries have themed designs. The 
fifth-grade students from Perkins Elementary School, 
donated one of their Little Free Libraries to Snookies 
Malt Shop. 

LITTLE FREE LIBRARIES take a 
look around your neighborhood 
for a pop-up library.

  

K athleen Till Stange’s car has a trunk filled with books. 
Enough books for her friends to ask questions. 
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Snookies’ owner, Brandi Proulx, said a student called and 
asked how she wanted them to paint it. Her response? “You 
know Snookies. You design it.’ They put ice cream cones and 
sundaes, and painted it Snookies-style.”

COMPILING COMMUNITY
The adventurous reader will not find Stange’s library on her 
property. She lives out on an acreage west of Jordan Creek 
Mall in West Des Moines, Iowa. “We wouldn’t get very much 
traffic,” she said.

But her church on Ashworth Road does get quite a bit more 
traffic, thanks to its after-school program and playground. 
“I thought that would be a location that would be definitely 
more accessible to the population of people that might 
not have access to books in the home,” she said. With the 
church’s permission, she and her husband put up the box 
and registered it through the official Little Free Library 
website.

But for Stange, it’s about another kind of accessibility. She 
has a learning disability that made it difficult for her to read 
as a child. But she was lucky for friends and family who put 
in the extra time and effort to help her learn to read. “I think 
that’s the main thing you can do for kids is get books in their 
hands, and then read to them.”

KATHLEEN TILL STANGE
Little Free Library steward

“I THINK THAT’S 
THE MAIN THING 
YOU CAN DO FOR 
KIDS IS GET BOOKS 
IN THEIR HANDS, 
AND THEN READ 
TO THEM.”

HOW TO PARTICIPATE
Registration through the Little Free 
Library website isn’t mandatory, but 
recommended. Free Little Libraries 
purchased through the website include 
registration. For those who made their 
own Library, registration costs between 
$42.45 to $89. Prices are based on the 
steward’s charter signs, which cost more 
based on material and customization 
options. But there are more benefits to 
registration than a shiny plaque, such as:

· A unique charter number engraved  
  into a plaque

· An option to pinpoint the Library on                                    
  the website’s map

· An invitation to a private Facebook            
  group of other stewards

· An e-newsletter subscription

· An explanatory flier about Little Free             
  Libraries

· Heavily discounted new books for  
  stewards in low-income areas

SNOOKIES MALT SHOP has a Little Free Library for the community.
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MARTHA PAYSEUR
Little Free Library steward

“BUT IT’S NICE 
TO KNOW THAT 
YOU’RE PROVIDING 
A LITTLE BIT OF 
A SERVICE TO 
THE COMMUNITY, 
AND THAT THE 
COMMUNITY 
EMBRACES IT.”

That’s why people mostly find children’s books in her Little 
Free Library—and in the trunk of her car. She tries to keep 
her target readers in mind.

Lisa Albers, a Little Free Library steward, keeps a variety of 
books stocked in hers. “At first I tended to have more that 
would be for adults: thrillers, murder mysteries, memoirs, 
those types of things,” Albers said. “But the kids in the 
neighborhood have really liked it and used it more than I 
thought, so I’ve added more kids’ books over time because 
that’s where the biggest demand is.”

And the neighborhood kids are very receptive—and talkative. 
Buried beneath Albers’ books lies a notebook for readers to 
leave behind messages. “I think people have come and said, 
‘Oh, I took this book, and I’m really excited to read this,’” 
she said. “And I might write a message back if I’d read it.”

While Albers’ neighborhood is already pretty friendly with 
one another, Payseur’s noticed a change in hers. “I think 
the little library forces community, which is cool,” she said. 
Payseur compared it to dog walking. “I like seeing people 
when I walk my dog every night, and I don’t know them. 
But I know enough that they’re my neighbors. I think 
it’s that sort of community, in addition to the feel-good 
stuff. Like getting notes. But it’s nice to know that you’re 
providing a little bit of a service to the community, and that 
the community embraces it.”

TAKE A BOOK, LEAVE A BOOK when you visit a Little Free Library.


