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Lexington, KY -   The University of Kentucky has 14 libraries, but none is as impressive as its crown jewel, the William T. Young Library.  It is located on the crest of a hill on 30 acres in the southeast corner of the campus, and is probably the best university library which money can buy.

Its major benefactor, William T. Young, graduated from the U.K. School of Engineering in 1939.  Like many of his generation, he served in the Army throughout W.W.II.  Upon his discharge, he returned to Kentucky and founded a food company bearing his name.  It became the largest producer of peanut butter in the U.S.  He ultimately sold the company to Proctor and Gamble, but soon became involved in numerous other lucrative business endeavors.  Philanthropy and horse breeding became his main interests in his later years, and he was equally successful in those areas. 

His breeding business, centered near here at Overbrook Farm, soon became, perhaps, the most prominent in the country.  One of his horses, Grindstone, won the 1996 Kentucky Derby, and Storm Cat, another of his stallions, became the most lucrative stud horse in America.  For several years, his stud fee was $500,000 – in one year he produced 116 foals.  You can do the math on that one.
Young’s generosity was legendary.  By his own estimates, he gave away over $60 million in his life – much to the local universities, Transylvania and the University of Kentucky.  In the early 1990’s, when efforts to build a new central library for the University of Kentucky were stalled due to the reluctance of the state legislature to provide funding, Young stepped in to kick-start a private fund-raising effort by donating $5 million.  He was responsible for bringing in other deep-pocket donors from the horse racing industry ultimately raising $58 million – the largest university construction project on record.  In addition, he helped to fund the largest ongoing book endowment fund of any public university in America.  
So what do you get for this kind of money?  First of all, an incredible structure.  Its exterior appearance is striking.  It is 5 stories in height in a neo-Palladian model which literally takes your breath away as you approach from any side.  Inside it has seating for 4000 with storage space for 1.2 million volumes, in addition to state-of-the-art electronic retrieval systems.  Most of the printed material is stored on movable shelves so that a push of a button can move an entire row of books to allow easy retrieval from the compact storage.  I found myself pushing buttons just to watch everything move.  There are also over 1000 computers available for public use.  Each table and chair in the reading areas is made of the finest wood (very smooth to touch and very heavy); each table seats 8 and has law office style lamps with computer jacks for each seat for plugging in your own laptop.  I cannot imagine a better place to study or do research.  In fact, the library is so popular that there is even a U-Tube video of students extolling its wonders and utility.  I am not certain, but this may be a first for a university!  

Textiles were chosen as the main art theme of the library.  The most striking is a huge mural woven in yarn of 700 colors showing Young standing near a lake on Overbrook Farm next to Storm Cat.  It is not unlike a giant impressionist painting in which the images become clearer the further the viewer is from the work.  It took nearly a year to complete.  But the real attractions for me were the 110 handmade quilts hung on walls throughout the library.  Nearly all have local origins and are quilts which were actually used.  One is nearly 150 years old!  All are rather spectacular in color and design.  The 5th floor has over 60 which hang in majesty high on each wall.  I love the 5th floor!
If your travels bring you anywhere near Lexington, spend at least several hours in this library.  Sit, relax, marvel, and also ponder our loss if we alter our society to eliminate successful businessmen such as William T. Young.

I thought you might like to know.
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