
Long	before	there	was	a	Betsy-Tacy	Society,	Shirley Lieske	served	as	
an	ambassador	to	Deep	Valley.	
As	a	children's	librarian	at	the	Mankato	Public	Library,	“Miss	Shirley	the	
Library	Lady”	took	it	upon	herself	to	answer	the	dozens	of	letters	the	
library	received	each	year	from	children	who	wanted	to	know	more	about	
Betsy	and	Tacy	and	their	creator,	Maud	Hart	Lovelace	–	to	the	point	
where	her	supervisor	once	reprimanded	her,	“This	ISN’T	part	of	your	
job!”	(Nevertheless,	she	persisted.)		

Shirley	regularly	took	students	and	visitors	on	tours	of	Maud’s	Deep	
Valley,	pointing	out	all	the	landmarks	most	dear	to	fans	of	the	books.	In	
1977,	Shirley	was	part	of	the	committee	to	name	the	Maud	Hart	Lovelace	
Wing	of	the	local	library.	She	then	worked	with	local	artist	Marian	
Anderson	to	design	the	“Maud’s	Deep	Valley”	mural,	tirelessly	tracking	
down	photos	of	the	real-life	places	and	people	Maud	wrote	about	so	
eloquently	in	the	books.	The	mural	was	presented	to	the	library	on	March	
9,	1980,	and	Maud	died	two	days	later	–	knowing	that	her	life	and	legacy	would	be	preserved	in	
this	beautiful	way.	

Maud	originally	planned	to	be	buried	in	California,	but	she	ultimately	decided	that	Mankato	
was	the	perfect	final	resting	place.	When	Shirley	picked	up	Maud’s	daughter	Merian	at	the	
airport,	she	asked	if	they	needed	to	meet	the	casket.	“Oh,	no,”	chirped	Merian,	“Mother’s	in	my	
carry-on!”	Shirley	loved	telling	this	story	later:	“Why,	I	almost	drove	off	494!!”	

In	1988,	as	a	Camp	Fire	leader,	Shirley	took	on	another	project	
she	was	passionate	about:	convincing	the	city	to	install	a	bench	
at	the	foot	of	Center	Street	as	a	memorial	to	Mankato’s	best-
known	author.	Shirley’s	first	task	was	to	unearth	who	actually	
owned	the	land.	Surprise:	it	wasn’t	the	neighbors!	John	
Coughlan,	a	“Big	Hill”	resident,	owned	the	land	–	and	better	still,	
his	family	had	a	long	association	with	Mankato-Kasota	Stone,	
Inc.	“Why	not	build	the	bench	out	of	local	stone?”	he	suggested.	Why	not,	indeed.		

The	stone	bench	and	plaque	were	dedicated	on	April	30,	1989,	and	the	bench	is	now	one	of	the	
most	iconic	destinations	for	Betsy-Tacy	fans	and	friends	from	all	over	the	country.	

In	August	1990,	Shirley	joined	11	devoted	Mankato	women	in	founding	the	Betsy-Tacy	Society	–	
and	the	rest	is	history.	Until	her	passing	in	February	2006,	Shirley	continued	to	be	an	
ambassador	for	her	beloved	series	and	author	–	giving	tours,	answering	letters,	talking	up	the	
books.	

We	are	so	grateful	to	Shirley,	who	truly	exemplified	one	of	Maud’s	most	iconic	quotes:	“The	
nicest	present	.	.	.	is	the	present	of	a	friend.”	


