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Government Information Living Indexes 
Oral History Project 
 
 

William Olbrich 

 
Oral History Interview 
 

Interviewed by Linda Johnson 

February 15, 2012 

Durham, New Hampshire & St. Louis, Missouri 
 
 
I am Linda Johnson at the University of New Hampshire interviewing Bill Olbrich who is in St. Louis Missouri by 
telephone. 
 

 

Johnson Tell me about your childhood, where you grew up, brothers or sisters, a little about the town, etc. 

 

 

Olbrich In and around Houston, TX.  My boyhood home stood in the shadows of the San Jacinto 

Monument and the high school football stadium. So I loved history and football from my earliest 

days.  One brother, a “C minus BBA” who made his pile and has retired to the lovely Texas Hill 

Country.   

 

Johnson  Tell me about the library you visited as a child 

 

Olbrich A very small Carnegie about 8 blocks from home.  I rode my bike there in the summers, and, by 

age 16, it was my excuse to borrow the car.  Just like the Beach Boys song.  I read a lot of 1930’s 

history textbooks and science fiction there. 

 

Johnson Tell me about any librarians from those days that might stand out in your memory now. 

 

Olbrich The very small Carnegie was an extremely nice elderly lady who was more a care-taker than 

anything else. Other librarians—notably Jr High, High School, a bigger public library, and my 

UG college—were not friendly at all. At UT-Austin Jim Thornburg was a career Air Force 

officer who was using his GI Bill to get his MLS.  He liked me and appreciated my experiences 

so he hired me at the UT-Austin government documents Dept.  

 

Johnson If someone had told you in high school that you would one day work with government documents 

what would you have thought?   

 

Olbrich Am I really that big a Nerd? 

 

Johnson How long have you been in government documents? 
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Olbrich  My work-study job in the Government Documents Dept of UT-Austin always clashed with the 

time government documents was taught, so I never took the class.  However, I found everybody 

taking the class had to reply on me to help them do the homework.  Other than that, I found 
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Johnson How did you learn your collection? What were some of your strategies? 

 

Olbrich Shelving and checking others’ shelving. Stacks maintenance.  Perused the documents as they 

were processed.  Sometimes I did the processing.  The documents processor is the best finding 

aid in any library.  Professors made paper-writing assignments.  If I could catch one student with 

the assignment, either at the “desk” or in the documents office, I’d trade them all the research 

materials they’d need for a copy of the assignment. Then I’d approach the professor making the 

assignment.  Most of the time I got a BI out of the meeting, and, if I didn’t, I’d make a 1 page 

hand-out for the class.  At Baylor I did a new BI every two weeks, year-round.
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Olbrich Zealous and forth-right THEN.  Who are these inattentive children? NOW 

 

Johnson Every organization has minor controversies and difficult times. As you look back, what were 

some of these?  

 

Olbrich GODORT’s reasons for existing are always cause for vocal concerns.  Some of our colleagues 

want nothing more than a “stitch-and-bitch” group for personal comfort. Some colleagues fight 

against anything that even smacks of “political activity”.  Then there’s ALA Council who always 

demand our individual support for federal and state political activities while refusing to advance 

any of GODORT’s concerns.  Even having Larry Romans on Council and as an “Uber-

Councilor” figure hasn’t changed this situation.  

 

Johnson There seems to be a strong sense of community among government documents people. Tell me 

DERXW�WKH�JRYHUQPHQW�GRFXPHQWV�µFRPPXQLW\¶��:KDW�PDNHV�LW�VR�VWURQJ"�:KDW�PDNHV�RQH�VR�

devoted to the field of government information?   

 

Olbrich Non-documents people are plentiful and sometimes helpful, but they do not speak Sudocs.  Once 

you acquire some hard-won understanding of specific government information practices, do you 

want to jettison it to be an administrator?   Lots of otherwise good people do, unfortunately. 

However, it’s an addiction, IMHO; the deeper you dig into specific government information 

practices, the more often you have the exciting “AHA!” moment.   

 

Johnson Tell me about one or two of your favorite memories involving government information work.   

 

Olbrich When Sheila McGarr came to Baylor to inspect me, I took her to the faculty club for lunch.  On 

the way to lunch, while we were eating, and on the way back to the library, different faculty 

members popped up begging for BI sessions. I’m laughing my head off by the third request, and 

Sheila’s jaw stayed on the floor for hours.  

 

Johnson 6KDUH�DQ�³,-FDQ¶W-believe-they-did-that-in-the-OLEUDU\´�VWRU\«��MXVW�DERXW�HYHU\�OLEUDULDQ�KDV�

one)  

 

Olbrich  My first director was a real character.  He directed “while walking around”.  Whatever he saw on 

his infrequent trips through the library and its work areas is what he assumed happened all day 

long.  Once I had trouble keeping “DATE DUE” slips attached to books, so I used scotch tape to 

keep the slips on.  Then I was “out” a day or two for something.  When I came back, the whole 
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Johnson :KHUH�GR�GLG�\RX�WXUQ�IRU�KHOS�ZLWK�GLIILFXOW�TXHVWLRQV"��³5HPHPEHU�\RX¶YH�MRLQHG�D�FRPPXQLW\�

RI�KHOSIXO�SHRSOH��$VN�DQG�VRPHRQH�ZLOO�DQVZHU�´�  

 

Olbrich Relied almost entirely on the textbooks and user materials in the actual government documents. 

Made many telephone calls to various agencies.  

   

Johnson Over your career, what has proven to be the most difficult part of working in government 

documents?  

 

Olbrich Having lots of library administrators/heads/chairs/supervisors, but almost no library leaders. 

 

Johnson What has been the greatest professional joy you have experienced during your career?  

 

Olbrich Working with the students in academia.  

 

Johnson What do you think has had the greatest impact on libraries and government information?   

 

Olbrich The failure of the profession to grab the internet early on.  We’ve been playing “catch-up” ever 

since.  

 

Johnson What do you feel has been your greatest contribution?   

 

Olbrich Demonstrating the necessity of good BI. The need for agency liaisons.  I personally wrote the 

fourth of GODORT’s 10 principles.  

 

Johnson What has been the greatest change you have seen in the profession?  

 

Olbrich The slow disappearance of our specialization. I am probably the last full time government 

documents librarian at the St. Louis Public.  I was the last full time government documents 

librarian at Washington University. 

 

Johnson Is there anything that you would like to tell me that I have not asked you a question about?   

 

Olbrich I wish we (GODORT) had started oral histories a lot sooner.  Too many of the older “greats” are 

dead now.  

 

Johnson When history is written about you, what would you like for it to say?   

 

Olbrich He really tried to be helpful.  Sometimes he tried too hard.  

 

------ End of interview ------- 

 


