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T he major reform of the public printing 

statutes known as the Printing Act of 

1895 brought a wide variety of changes 

to GPO. With this single statute GPO was 

transformed from a printing and binding concern 

to the central point in the U.S. Government for 

dissemination of Government publications. The 

1895 Act set the stage for GPO’s subsequent role 

as a multi-faceted hub of Government publishing 

activity. 

Distribution of publications to designated libraries 

had been the responsibility of a Superintendent of 

Public Documents in the Department of the Interior. 

The 1895 act brought that responsibility, and the 

title Superintendent of Documents, to GPO.

GPO’s first action was to establish its own 

library of Government publications, which 

served as a point of reference across the rest 

of the Government and the Nation until its 

discontinuation in the 1970s. 

Since the 1895 Act, GPO has worked with 

congressionally-designated depository libraries 

across the country to provide no-fee access to 

Government publications distributed by GPO. 

That cooperation has grown over the years to 

encompass libraries of every type and size, 

from small public libraries in rural areas to 

large research libraries at internationally known 

universities. All have in common a commitment to 

providing Government information freely to all.

GPO has also operated bookstores and mail-order 

programs to make publications broadly available 

for sale, and in 2000 opened its online bookstore.

With GPO’s entry to the digital age its digital 

dissemination activities have been under the 

purview of the Superintendent of Documents. In 

1993, GPO was directed by Congress to begin 

online dissemination and created GPO Access, 

which made thousands of Congressional and 

agency documents available over the World Wide 

Web. GPO’s third generation of search and access, 

govinfo.gov, continues that work with a wider 

variety of information products available, and a 

growing community of users. 

GPO’s technological transformations, paired with 

its ongoing commitment to no-fee public access, 

significantly widened the Government’s ability to 

communicate with its constituents, and made GPO 

the central point for Keeping America Informed.
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The first GPO Superintendent 
of Documents, Francis Asbury 
Crandall, was a Buffalo newspaper 
editor. He seems to have been 
very aware of the progress in the 
emerging field of librarianship, and 
made his first major initiative as 
Superintendent the establishment 
of a library of public documents. 
The library was built, at first, with 
the accumulation of documents in 
agency store rooms and attics all 
over Washington, which were to 
be turned over to GPO under the 
Printing Act. Crandall stepped down 
as Superintendent in 1897, but 
remained as an employee in the 
library for many years thereafter.
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The first librarian Superintendent 
of Documents Crandall hired was 
Adelaide R. Hasse, who came to GPO 
from the Los Angeles Public Library 
in 1895.  She and a team of helpers 
collected thousands of accumulated 
documents from agencies, packing 
them in burlap bags to be loaded 
in wagons and brought back to 
GPO.  She devised the outline 
of a classification scheme that 
organized the library according to 
the “Government author” or agency 
of origin rather than subject. Her 
classification system was put into 
use by her successors at GPO, and 
is still in use today.
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GPO’s Public Documents Library was at first in rented space in the Union Building, on H St. NW, several blocks from GPO. Around the turn of the 20th century the 
library was moved to the 8-story annex on the G St. site, where it remained for about 20 years. The two persons in the foreground of this photo from about 1905 are 
probably members of the library staff.
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The library featured two-tiered iron and steel book stacks, which were the state of the art in library design. By 1910, the library held 124,000 volumes, and was 
adding every public document produced by GPO.
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When Building 2 was completed in the 1920s the library occupied new, expanded space on the 7th floor.  The two-tier bookstacks were reconfigured and expanded 
and there was room for a growing staff. The library was not only used as a reference collection for cataloging and answering queries, but was the administrative 
center of the depository library program. Photo circa 1930.
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The library and cataloging staff maintained two card catalogs, one a “dictionary” catalog, arranged alphabetically by author and title, used for locating documents on 
the shelves of the library, and the other a “shelf list,” arranged in classification number order, which was used primarily for the cataloging and classification purposes.  
The photo from the 1940s has many items familliar to GPO employees through the years: the loose-leaf three-month calendar, wall mounted fans, and round paper 
weights cast from typemetal.
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The 1895 Printing Act brought an already-existing authority for the distribution of documents to libraries from the Interior Department to GPO. Libraries across 
the country, in all congressional districts, were designated by Congress to receive documents and make them available to the public. Since documents remain 
Government property, thus they are “on deposit” with libraries, and the libraries themselves became known as depository libraries. About 420 of them were listed in 
the 1895 annual report of the Superintendent of Documents, and they received more than 150,000 documents. The Dayton (Ohio) Public Library, shown here in 1922, 
was designated in 1868 and remains a depository library in 2016.
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By the 1980s there were nearly 1400 depository libraries, 52 of which were designated “regional depositories” which received all publications and retained them 
permanently. The remainder were “selective,” choosing the types of publications they received, and retaining them for a minimum of five years. The Distribution 
Branch packed shipments of documents for the libraries and handled claims for missing items.
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In 1985 distribution was managed using a new system of “lighted bins.” Here Public Printer Ralph Kenickell learns about the system from Joan Monroe. The lighted 
bins remained in use until 2013.



209

Almost from the beginning, the Documents Division provided reference services to the public and libraries. One of the original intentions of the Public Documents 
Library was that it would serve as a “key” or catalog to the large inventory of documents GPO took on by receiving the accumulated stock from agencies. the library 
grew hourly as new documents were printed. These employees during the 1910s are answering letters from across the country seeking copies of publications from 
GPO’s stock.
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Employees answer queries for Congressional documents during the 1930s.
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Thousands of documents were kept in stock to be sold at cost to the public. This is the documents shipping section in the original Wendell building complex, in the 
1930s. Visible at left are the vertical bins that were devised by GPO for the storage and organization of the documents stock.
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Beginning in the 1920s, GPO had a bookstore open to the public. The original location was very inconvenient, and in the 1930s it was moved to Building 2.



GPO’s bookstore was remodeled and expanded in the 1950s when it was moved to Building 1, where it has remained ever since. 
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GPO eventually opened bookstores across the country, Deputy Public Printer Joseph E. Jenifer opened the Portland, Oregon bookstore in 1988, a practice that ended 
in the 1990s.



Staff in the Superintendent of 
Documents Sales Division promoted 
the use and sale of publications. 
This photo from 1949 is from a 
promotion highlighting the sale of 
the millionth copy of the best-seller 
Infant Care. 
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