Deceased Honoree Chosen by the Friends of Harnett County Library

for the Extension Homemakers Historical Quilt, 1989

Aileen Handley McKay
October 31, 1897 -February 14, 1975
Aileen Handley McKay, the first full time Harnett County librarian, was born in Birmingham, Alabama, educated in Atlanta, Georgia, and had never lived in a small town before she moved to Lillington in 1920 with her husband, Dr. Samuel Rankin McKay. 

How this sophisticated newcomer came to make significant contributions to the small county seat town of Lillington and the rural County of Harnett, makes a fascinating story. In her retirement years after a move from Lillington to the Red Springs area, she helped organize, erect and manage a new memorial library for Red Springs. She also spent her last days in an even smaller rural community of Philadelphus in Robeson County. 

Romance was the catalyst that propelled her from city to country life. Aileen Handley was a student at the Atlanta Conservatory of Music when she met Samuel Rankin McKay of Route 2, Red Springs, a student at the Atlanta Southern Dental College, later Emory University. 

Following graduation from their respective schools, they were married November 18, 1920 at the residence of the bride's parents, Mr. and Mrs. William Franklin Handley in Decatur, Georgia. Shortly afterwards, Dr. McKay located in Lillington to begin a 40-year practice of his profession. He had passed the examinations to be licensed as a dentist in both Georgia and North Carolina. 
Aileen Handley was born October 31, 1897 in Birmingham. Her father, William Franklin Handley, (B. 1866 -D. 1930), was a native of Whigham, Georgia. Her mother, Juliette Brown Handley, was born in Talladega, Alabama in 1874 and died in 1964 at the age of 90 years in Birmingham. For nearly 40 years Mrs. Handley was a frequent visitor in Lillington at the home of the McKays. The Handleys had resided nearly 30 years in Birmingham, Alabama before moving to the Atlanta area. Mrs. Handley returned to Birmingham in her latter years. She was buried in the Oak Hill Cemetery in TaIIadega. 

In addition to Aileen, the other Handley daughters were: Juliette (Mrs. George C. Baxter of Birmingham) and Gertrude (Mrs. William E. Bishop) also of Birmingham. Juliette once spent a year in Lillington with the McKays and attended Lillington High School. She and Mrs. Bishop were both at the 50th wedding anniversary celebration given by Dr. and Mrs. McKay on November 18, 1970. The event took place at the former home of the late George McKay, a brother of Dr. McKay, which the former Lillington couple renovated for their retirement home at the family farm in the Philadelphus community. Many Lillington residents also attended the same anniversary function. 

Mrs. McKay's brothers were Louis Handley of Atlanta, Ga. Hugh Handley of Baltimore, Md. and William Franklin Handley, Jr. The latter died at the age of 61 in Brooklyn, New York and was buried in Oak Hill cemetery in Talladega, Alabama. He had long been employed by Merrill Lynch, Pierce, Fenner and Smith Inc., the well known brokerage firm. 

Dr. and Mrs. McKay had lived in Lillington six years when their only children--twins, a boy and a girl were born February 26, 1926. The boy died four days after birth at Highsmith Hospital in Fayetteville. The surviving twin, a girl, was named Jean Handley. 

Jean grew up in Lillington. She graduated from Lillington High School in 1944 and later attended modeling school in New York City. She would assist her mother first as a volunteer, and later as a staff member, at the first library set up in the old Woman's Club building on the courthouse square and later at other locations. 

On March 28, 1958, Jean, then age 32, was married to Dr. Robert Milton Olive Jr., age 36, a Fayetteville dentist, in her parents home in Lillington. Dr. and Mrs. Olive were later the parents of two daughters, Kay and Nancy. Kay is now Mrs. Vaughn Magehee of Oklahoma City, Oklahoma. Nancy, who is single, is a legal secretary and a popular singer at exclusive supper clubs in Atlanta. 

Dr. Olive suffered a fatal heart attack on December 23, 1964 at their home in Fayetteville. Jean later married Stewart Tolar of Red Springs where they currently reside. Tolar retired in 1984 from a civil service position as refrigeration and air conditioning engineer at Ft. Bragg. Jean is also retired from the staff of the McMillan Library in Red Springs, where she was catalog and reference librarian.
David Epps, the son of Jean's daughter Kay, by her first husband, Tobias Epps, makes his home with the Tolars in Red Springs. David, popularly called "Toby", is a Red Springs High School student "and the love of our lives" said Jean. "He keeps us young." Jean has two other grandsons, Vaughn and Robert Magehee, of Oklahoma City. 

Dr. and Mrs. McKay lived in Lillington from 1920 to July 1, 1962 when the dentist retired and returned to the family farm near Red Springs. In this 40-year span, the impact of their lives on Lillington was remarkable. Both possessed outgoing, sociable personalities. During the first decade of their life in the county seat town, they were known as skilled bridge players and gifted ballroom dancers. It was the prosperous twenties. Dr. McKay had a growing practice. His office was located on the second floor over the present McPhail Pharmacy on the corner of Main and Front Streets. He never moved his office. 

Then came the decade of the thirties, a time of economic depression. Dr. McKay was the only dentist in Lillington. His services were in wide demand, but few could pay. No one really knows how much charity practice he did, but it was great. No one of any race, or age, who could not pay, was ever turned away. 

Mrs. McKay who was a gifted soprano, sang in the choir of the Lillington Presbyterian Church. She was a skilled sight reader and was often found singing with a quartet composed of Henry Avent, tenor, Sidney Howell, baritone, and Loveda Sutton, alto, with Mrs. Caviness Brown at the piano. They often performed for civic events and for many funerals. 

In 1932 Mrs. McKay was invited to become a charter member of the Lillington Tea and Topics Book Club, still active. Her book reviews were praised and enjoyed by the club members. She began private art lessons with Mrs. W.P. Byrd, a professional artist, and became interested in the renovation of their home. Dr. McKay began extensive landscaping of the grounds of their home. He made a study of plants and bulbs, particularly gladioli. From his grafting experiments he produced several new varieties of glads and had the honor of naming them. He planted the first major plantings of Formosa azaleas in Lillington. These azaleas, now giant in size, bloom every spring on the lot where the McKay house stood, now the residence of Mrs. Sirena Phelps Byrd at 1100 11th Street. After the McKays retired and left Lillington, their house was sold and removed to a new location at the corner of West Ivey and 11th Streets. It is now owned and occupied by Mrs. Fleming Lovette, widow of a Lillington pharmacist. It earlier had been owned by the late Mr. and Mrs. J.H. Taylor. 

Before he began his serious horticultural experiments, "Dr. Sam" played some golf, was an avid fisherman, served on the Town Council and became a deacon in the Lillington Presbyterian Church. He was a life member of the American and NC Dental Societies. 
As the Great Depression deepened in the 1930's, Lillington people fought the economic woes by a vibrant civic life. Aileen McKay became known as a successful promoter for many causes. She served as chairman of the drive for funds for the fight on infantile paralysis through President Franklin D. Roosevelt's Birthday Balls. She once arranged a pageant entitled, "The American Way" that was presented at the Municipal Building consisting of a pageant by local actors, a floor show by local teen age dancers, and a square dance with an orchestra. The benefit netted $140, then an unheard of lavish sum to be contributed as Lillington's portion of the county fight against the then baffling, crippling illness. 

She served as president of the Lillington Woman's Club and was chairman of the music department of that club. Under club auspices, she helped organize the Lillington Choral Group, directed by Norman Matthews. This was a group of talented singers who presented concerts in churches and schools across the county. 

As the decade of the 1940s arrived, war clouds were gathering on the American horizon. Hitler's storm troopers had overrun most of Europe, only England was left to hold off the invaders. Then came the Japanese attack on Pearl Harbor on Dec. 7, 1941 and America was at war with Japan. Four days later Germany declared war on the USA. Mrs. McKay helped collect paperback books for newly drafted American service men. She cooperated with USO officials at Pope Air Base and Ft. Bragg in helping to arrange for Lillington girls to attend dances and other social events for newly drafted service men at nearby Ft. Bragg. She was often the chaperon for the bus trips that took girls from Lillington to and from Ft. Bragg. 

In the early 1940s, she was named by the Harnett County commissioners to a non-paying post--the new county library board. This experience was to change her life radically. She became acquainted with the dire need for library service, not just for Lillington, but for the people of Harnett County. She was determined to do something about it even if she had to do it herself! 

Three years earlier in 1938, Mrs. McKay was one of the members of the Lillington Woman's Club who helped set up a small library in the club's small frame house on the courthouse square. Volunteers would go to Raleigh to get books from the State Library and would also stay certain afternoons at the clubhouse to check them in and out to patrons. That year the first paid town librarian was hired. Sally Walker was employed by the WPA (The Works Progress Administration) and funds from the federal agency helped repair and buy books. Mrs. McKay worked every week at the library and spoke to every civic club in town about the need for better library facilities. The little library in its almost primitive setting thrived. People were overjoyed to have access to books. 

In 1941, the Lillington Library became the Harnett County Library when the county commissioners allotted $900 for the purchase of a used panel truck that was converted to a bookmobile that would go out into the county. The $900 was matched by the State Library Commission to help with the bookmobile and its books. Mrs. Dolly Baggett was employed as the driver. 

The other members of the first county library board were C. Reid Ross of Lillington, Mrs. Mary Green Johnson of Buies Creek, J .B. Ennis of Benson, Mrs. J.O. Warren of Dunn, G.L. Cameron of Olivia, Mrs. Paul Strickland, representing the WP A, and Miss Maude Searcy, the home demonstration agent for Harnett County. 

Mrs. McKay utilized her service on the library board to widen her promotion for better library facilities. She consulted with officials from other counties, discussed problems with the State Library Board and continued her volunteer services with the fledgling Lillington library. 

In 1947 Mrs. McKay resigned from the appointive board to become the first full time librarian for the county. She had convinced commissioners that a full time library was a necessity to growth and service to the public. No matter that she had no formal library science training! She had a good liberal arts education. She knew the need and she had a passion for service. 

Once named County Librarian, Mrs. McKay petitioned the county commissioners for $2,300 to renovate the old Woman's Club house on the court house square for a library. This was done, and two part time employees were hired so that the library could be open three days a week. The bookmobile traveled to other parts of Harnett. 

In 1953, six years after the county library was started, the library acquired a new bookmobile, one built expressly for that purpose. In 1953 the commissioners at long last made an appropriation for a new library on the corner of Ninth and Front Streets, directly opposite the J.G. Layton residence. Trustees serving on the building committee were Mary Green Johnson, James Spence and G. T. Proffit. In 1956 the library, not as large as desired, but supplying 1,300 square feet with a niche for children and plenty of shelving was dedicated. There were new staffers and yes, new books. The public took the new library; to its heart; patronage was excellent. That building now houses the county planning board. 

From 1947 to July 1962, a span of 16 years, Mrs. McKay was a one woman spokesman for better library facilities for Harnett County. She consistently lobbied the county authorities for a new library and for increased appropriations. She was supported staunchly by people like Mrs. Mary Green Johnson and organizations like the Lillington Woman's club and the Lillington Tea and Topics Book Club. 

On July 1, 1962 when Dr. McKay retired and announced he was moving to Philadelphus, his old farm home, Mrs. McKay resigned, leaving the direction of the library in the hands of a trained librarian, Mrs. Margaret Ray Randall. 
Mrs., McKay and "Dr. Sam" were planning to be busy remodeling an old farm house for a retirement home. She never dreamed she would have a second career as a librarian. 

Two years after the couple moved to Philadelphus, Mrs. McKay was invited to help plan, build and later direct the new McMillan Memorial Library in Red Springs! The library itself was to be a memorial to Louanna Percell McMillan, the land a memorial to Cornelia Spencer McMillan. 

Working with a highly cooperative board of directors, headed by Mrs. Roscoe McMillan and cooperative financial help from many organizations, companies and individuals proved a happy experience. Aileen McKay's second career was to keep her busy from January 13, 1964 to September 1971! 

The McMillan Memorial Library was dedicated on April 1964. When Mrs. McKay retired in September 1971, a gala reception, attended by more than 300 persons, was held at the library. One of the gifts presented to Mrs. McKay was a handwritten tribute written by Mrs. John Huske of Fayetteville (the daughter of Mrs. Roscoe McMillan) and placed on a handsome plaque. it read: "Aileen McKay dedicated her thoughts, ideals, knowledge, high principles and long years of experience toward building this library to a monument of service to the people of Red Springs and the surrounding area to bring enrichment and enjoyment to all its patrons." 

On that occasion replying to the tributes, Mrs. McKay was quoted by the Red Springs Citizen as saying: "To build a library from inception is an awesome task. With the aid and comfort of a library board equal to none, we built a foundation upon which the library can continue to grow." 

Then in a part of a quote from a poem called, "September Song", the retiring librarian said: "I want no pretty speeches nor any picture in the paper to verify the fact that the time they call the Golden Age is here. Alas Alack! When I return a visitor, it will be what a joy to know that others there will finally wait on me." 

Dr. McKay had died May 7, 1971, four months before Mrs. McKay retired from the Red Springs library. His funeral, like that of his father before him, was held at the Philadelphus Presbyterian Church with burial in the church cemetery. 

Reasons were many and sufficient for the dentist to return to Philadelphus. The family roots went deep. He was one of the four sons of James Franklin McKay (June 7, 1849-April 25, 1941) and Ann F. McPherson McKay (August 6, 1850 -April 27, 1929). His father had been a life long resident of the Philadelphus community. At his death at age of 91, James Franklin McKay was known as "the patriarch of the McKay Clan of Upper Robeson County". He had been born before the War Between the States, the son of Duncan and Harriett McNeill McKay. As a young man, James Franklin McKay had been among those who sought to rid the county of the Lowry outlaws. He served several terms as a county commissioner and was a long time magistrate. His sons in addition to Dr. Sam, the dentist, were: George and James G. McKay, farmers of Philadelphus; Dr. W. P McKay, an eye, ear, nose and throat specialist of Fayetteville. The four daughters were Misses Mamie and Nannie McKay and Mrs. Ella Pelegrini who resided with him at the homeplace, and Mrs. Hattie Humphrey also of Philadelphus. 

Dr. Sam had looked forward to renovating the former home of his brother, George for a retirement home and the job engaged his full attention and joy until his health failed rapidly. 

Aileen McKay, who continued to live alone at the house after Dr. Sam's death, died quietly in her sleep on Feb. 14, 1975. Her funeral was also held at the Philadelphus Presbyterian Church. She was buried beside her husband in the family plot near the church. 

Style and grace were her trademarks. The society girl from Atlanta who was once a bit vexed because Lillington was too small a place to buy popular sheet music, had envisioned, planned, supervised the building and directed two major county libraries, leaving both in hands of professional librarians. 

A color photograph of Mrs. McKay which captures her facial expressions in a startling manner, hangs in the office of the director in the new county library on Main Street, Lillington. 
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