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Thomas Low (1941 or 1942 – May 19, 2020) was a visionary entrepreneur, businessman, and co-founder/CEO of Lee & Low Books, the largest multicultural children’s book publisher in the United States. Though not a librarian himself, Low made profound contributions to the library community by championing diverse literature that libraries across the country embraced, promoted, and made accessible to readers of all backgrounds. His work directly supported collection development in school, public, and academic libraries, advanced equity in publishing, and influenced library programming focused on representation and inclusion. 

Born in New York, Low built a successful career as a businessman running his own temporary personnel agency. In the early 1990s, dismayed by the lack of contemporary multicultural stories for children, he partnered with fellow Chinese American businessman Philip Lee to found Lee & Low Books in 1991. Neither had prior publishing experience, but they were driven by a mission to fill a market gap and promote authentic voices. Their first list appeared in 1993, highlighted by Baseball Saved Us by Ken Mochizuki, illustrated by Dom Lee—a book that received strong critical acclaim.
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Under Low’s leadership as CEO, Lee & Low grew into a pioneering independent publisher focused on contemporary stories by and about people of color. The company published over 1,000 diverse titles, many of which received major awards such as the Caldecott Medal, Pura Belpré Award, Coretta Scott Award, and Stonewall Book Award. [see Award Winners at Lee and Low]. 
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Low was especially committed to nurturing new talent, establishing the New Voices Award (2000) for unpublished authors of color and later the New Visions Award.
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Lee also supported initiatives like the Diversity Baseline Survey-- a key industry benchmark for tracking workforce diversity in publishing and the Lee & Low and Friends Scholarship at Simmons University. 

Low’s sons, Jason and Craig, joined the family business in the late 1990s and assumed leadership roles, allowing him to focus on areas such as rights and permissions in later years. Colleagues and family described him as a gracious yet tough-minded leader with a keen focus on equity, who valued people, encouraged growth from within, and approached publishing with fresh, entrepreneurial thinking. 

Low passed away on May 19, 2020. 
The American Library Association (ALA), along with the Asian/Pacific American Librarians Association (APALA), honored him with a formal memorial resolution in 2020, recognizing his legacy in diversifying publishing and supporting librarians’ efforts to provide inclusive collections. 

Thomas Low’s impact on librarianship lies in the wealth of high-quality, representative materials his company provided, helping libraries serve as true “mirrors and windows” for children. His work advanced the profession’s goals of cultural competence and equity in literature. 
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