
Harold W. Billings, 1931-2017
[image: ]
Harold Wayne Billings, library director emeritus of the University of Texas (UT) at Austin, died on November 29, 2017, at age 86.
Harold was born in the Texas Hill Country in Cain City, Texas in 1931. He descended from a long line of Texans, from pioneers, ranchers and Texas Rangers, to judges and ministers. Having lived through the hardship of the Great Depression and austerity of World War II, Harold devoted himself to a life of knowledge, learning and literary scholarship; always carrying with him his love of the nature and folklore of his native hill country.
Harold Billings began his career at UT Austin in 1954 as a cataloger, subsequently serving as assistant chief catalog librarian, acquisitions librarian, assistant university librarian, and associate director of the General Libraries. In 1978 he was named director of the libraries, a position he held until his retirement in 2003.
During Harold’s tenure at UT there was a historic shift in the function and usage of libraries made possible by the digital revolution. He was an early advocate of the digitalization of libraries, and oversaw the implementation of computer systems to manage, control and provide access to academic resources. He also played a pivotal role in the early stages of worldwide information sharing of libraries. In 2003 the American Library Association awarded him its annual Hugh C. Atkinson award for his “long commitment to innovation in automation, resource sharing and creative management.” The university designated two scholarships in his honor and recently bestowed upon him the title of Library Director Emeritus.
Billings was active in the Association of Research Libraries (ARL), serving on the Board of Directors (1989–1992) and several committees, including the Task Force on National Library Network Development (1982–1983), Public Services Project Advisory Committee (1982–1984), ARL Microform Project Preservation Program Advisory Committee (1983), Committee on Preservation of Research Library Materials (1983–1986), and Research Collections Committee (1990–1992).
In 2002 the American Library Association awarded Billings its annual Hugh C. Atkinson Memorial Award for his “long commitment to innovation in automation, resource sharing and creative management.” The University of Texas Libraries designated two scholarships in his honor and gave him the title of library director emeritus. Billings wrote and edited works about authors, including Arthur Conan Doyle, and received the 2006 Morley-Montgomery Award for his essay “The Materia Medica of Sherlock Holmes.
After retirement Billings returned to a biography of M.P. Shiel which he started in the 1960s, but had set aside to concentrate on Dahlberg. Four chapters from his early draft were included in M. P. Shiel in Diverse Hands: a Collection of Essays on M. P. Shiel (1983). Billings extensively revised and expanded this material with much original research drawn from the Ransom Center archive and other sources. The first volume of a projected trilogy was published in 2005, M.P. Shiel : A Biography of His Early Years, of which a reviewer stated: "Billings has ferreted out much useful information concerning Shiel, whose personal life has not previously been so effectively presented, and his placement of Shiel within Nineties cultural movements is likewise judiciously done." A second volume, M.P. Shiel: The Middle Years 1897–1923 was released in 2010, while the concluding volume covering Shiel's final decades was published in 2016 under the title "An Ossuary For M.P. Shiel: The Final Years 1923–1947" (Bucharest: Mount Abraxas / Ex Occidente, 2016.) Billings turned to writing supernatural literary fiction in subsequent years, "A Dead Church" (Bucharest: Ex Occidente, 2015), "The Monk's Bible" (Bucharest: Ex Occidente, 2016), "The Daughters of Lilith and Other Tales" (Bucharest: Mount Abraxas / Ex Occidente, 2016).
Beneath Harold’s sometimes gruff exterior was a kind-hearted and fun-loving person who was a good friend to his colleagues.  He is very much missed.
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