The wonderful world of SWALL, revised edition
I wish to thank the Grants Committee for allowing me to receive the Marion Boner Grant for SWALL's 50th Anniversary Conference.  It was the first time I applied for a grant.  My library, Tarrant County Law Library, usually covers all costs associated with the SWALL conference but it was held on a cruise ship this year and it would not look good in the newspaper for the county to pay the expenses.  With that aside I think all our conferences should be on cruise ships.  It was a wonderful experience.  Eat when you want, drink when you want, party when you want - the education portion hampered sleeping in, but it was all worth it.  I did not sit through a single program that had me looking at my watch or nodding off.  Before I go on I must start at the beginning of my adventure, which was the pre-conference.  

The day before sailing and pre-conference 

On Wednesday, I joined my compadres, Amy Hale-Janeke and Sharon Blackburn, at our hotel in downtown Houston.  Amy was under the weather, as her asthma was trying to do her in, but she made a valiant recovery for the Thursday morning session. Wednesday night Mon Yin Lung, of University of Houston O'Quinn Law Library, took Sharon, my husband Paul and me out to dinner. We went to a wonderful Asian restaurant and had a cornucopia of tastes.  We stuffed ourselves till we could eat no more.  Then Mon Yin took us to an Asian market to help us walk off our dinner and see a bit of Houston.  I am thankful for the hospitality showed to us by Mon Yin and she did get us back to the hotel in time to get us snuggled in our beds so we would not be bleary-eyed for the early morning pre-conference. 
 For those of you that might not be aware.  SWALL has a pre-conference program that is usually held in the conference city each year.  The pre-conference is sponsored by the Legal Information to Public Committee and is designed to satisfy the education requirement for SWALL to maintain its 501(c) (3) status.  The basic purpose of the pre-conference is to teach non-law librarians about the legal system of the conference state.  The program has segments that cover the reference interview, the state court system, the state statutes, and how to find the law on the Internet.  Our purpose is to enable librarians without a background in law to feel comfortable responding to patrons’ requests for legal materials and to know when to refer and to whom to refer.  We who work in law libraries daily are used to the language of the law.  For the unfamiliar, the acronyms, abbreviations and citations are a foreign language.  Knowing what a section sign is, how the statutes are organized, and even how to read a citation are things we take for granted.  We are librarians teaching librarians, sharing our knowledge and skills with others in our profession.  
The founding mother of our committee is Elizabeth (Beth) Schneider.  In the beginning Beth did everything.  She designed the format of the program,  created and sent out the registration brochures, arranged for the venue, recruited the speakers, arranged for the refreshments and purchased the speaker gifts.  Beth decided that she should groom the “future leadership” of the committee and prepare for her retirement.  She decided that Sharon Blackburn and I should be the groomees.  Each year I would say to Beth, "please stay one more year, we still need you!"  She would dutifully comply with the request until she decided that the Phoenix/Tempe meeting would be her last and we would be on our own.  
Currently, Sharon Blackburn and I co-chair the committee.  Amy Hale-Janeke has been a stalwart supporter of the committee.  Even when Amy was a California law librarian, she still managed to be a part of the SWALL pre-conference program.  Amy’s topic for the pre-conference is the How to Find Law on the Internet.  Jill Henderson, of the Taylor County Law Library, has also been a returning speaker when the conference is in Texas.  This year Jill too suffered from the “it won’t look good in the newspaper” problem and could not attend this conference.  Sharon Blackburn stepped up and handled not only the reference interview segment of the program but the Texas Statues section as well.  My portion of the program is the Texas Court System. 

This year, our first without Beth, the pre-conference was held at the South Texas School of Law Library in Houston.  Adrienne Cobb and Monica Ortale became de-facto members of the committee.  Adrienne and Monica took on the brunt of the committee's behind the scenes work, enabling Amy, Sharon and I to just step in as speakers.  Monica arranged for the room, and she also created and mailed out the brochure.  Adrienne was our contact person and she purchased the refreshments.  All things considered the pre-conference went well. We were under some time constraints and had a mix-up on the availability of a software program, but we had a nice turnout, had some good questions, learned a few things, forgot the evaluations (see, we do still need you, Beth!), and ended the program by noon.  
Getting to the Port of Galveston and boarding the ship

We then began our mad dash to the Port of Galveston to board the ship, or rather the mad dash to stand in the line that goes on forever to receive the magic card that allows us to board the ship and spend our money.  With magic cards and passports in hand, and after making it through the metal detectors and getting our pictures taken against a background of painted Styrofoam rocks and fake foliage, we finally boarded the ship.  
On Board and the fun begins 

Once on board, we found our rooms, but could not stay, as we had to find registration and attend the board meeting.  Sharon and I with my husband in tow managed to find the hidey-hole that registration was tucked in on the Promenade Deck.  We picked up our conference bags and our SWALL 50th Anniversary laser pointers.  The laser pointers were the brainchild of Monica Ortale, who thought that we ought to have something lasting to remember 50 years of SWALL.  I volunteered to work the registration desk but it conflicted with the board meeting that was being held in the same room at the same time. Joan Stringfellow and Wendy Law from the Dee J. Kelly Law Library at Texas Wesleyan University School of Law stepped in to work my turn at registration while I attended the board meeting.  
Michelle Rigual, Associate Director & Assistant Professor at the University of New Mexico Law Library and our incoming SWALL secretary, took the minutes of the business meeting.  So I just had to pass out the previous minutes for approval of the board and give a report on the pre-conference. The meeting was adjourned in time for everyone to attend the required mustering drill.

The Starlight Lounge (where all programs were held):
The keynote address by Mary Flood had an unanticipated comedic flair.  The rocking of the ship kept the microphone swaying to and fro.  Mary had to hold on to the podium to keep from swaying along with the mic!  Mary is an experienced journalist and speaker who has covered numerous stories, including the Enron scandal, for the Houston Chronicle.  Mary was unflappable as the ship, in 8 foot waves, was trying its best to dance her across the floor of the Starlight Lounge. The title of Mary’s address, “What the Web Has Done to My Job and Yours,” points out the impact of the Internet on our professions in how we access and exchange information, as well as the speed, format, and availability of that information.  Mary believes that the Internet will do away with print journalists’ jobs before it will do away with librarian jobs.  Anywhoo... the Internet has definitely changed how both our professions do our work. Mary's portion of the adventure was followed by a champagne reception where we even got to keep our SWALL champagne glasses. 

The Education Portion 

I will touch on a few of the sessions I attended.

The first stop on the education side of this adventure was Cruise Ship Law at

8 a.m.  Michelle Rigual's topic brought more people than expected considering the time slot.  Michelle, law librarian and traveler extraordinaire, met her bleary-eyed, caffeine-infused audience with energy and exuberance.  Many of  us, who did not read our contract with the cruise line, were generally surprised to learn that in signing we gave up our many of our rights. Okay, I admit I didn’t read before I signed, but I should get some points for printing out the contract.  We learned that we gave up the right to file class actions against the cruise line; lost luggage is worth $50.00 a bag up to $100.00 per stateroom, no matter how many people or bags; the ship is "a little piece of Panama floating around the Caribbean"; and the cruise line may use pictures of us taken on the ship in any way they want.  The cruise line contracts out the medical care and shipboard medical care can be expensive.  Dr. Yvonne Chandler, also a traveler extraordinaire, recommends purchasing travel insurance to cover any unexpected health issues or lost luggage. By the by, considering her topic I am happy to report that  Michelle was allowed to return to the ship after the shore excursions in Cozumel.

Weather Law by Marsha Baum was very informative.  Marsha has written a book, When Nature Strikes: Weather Disasters and the Law, and I was truly disappointed when I was not the lucky person who won a copy of it when it was raffled off.  All laws are reactions to something.  Reactions to weather-related incidents such as Hurricane Katrina have resulted in new laws such as the Pets Evacuation and Transportation Standards Act of 2006.  This law is a direct reaction to Hurricane Katrina and the inability for the evacuees to be evacuated with their pets or service animals.  Marsha also reported that China is setting off rockets to ensure good weather over Beijing for the Olympics.  I really did not know that I owned the weather above my property.  So don't set off any rockets to move those rain clouds from over my drought stricken land!
Professor Corn's segment on the War on Terror was eye-opening.  You always hear about the Geneva Convention, but I never knew the breakdown of the different sections, such as when a war is a war and what rules and or regulations apply.

Dr. Totten's program on gender equity in the workplace was thoughtful and personal.  Women make up the majority of people in our profession, but the directors are generally men.  Dr. Totten is a joyful speaker/storyteller.  He made me wish that I had known all his family members and the women that guided his life, especially his grandmother.

Katherine Greene’s program covered tech tools and gadgets.  Her PowerPoint presentation is available from the SWALL webpage: http://www.aallnet.org/chapter/swall/meeting2008/index.html 

She spoke of many tools and gadgets from the ABA Tech Show.  The tool she spoke about that I think will be the handiest thing since the proverbial sliced bread is called the Chargepod.  The Chargepod simultaneously charges 6 gadgets at once using one electrical plug.  So you can charge your laptop, your phone, your husband’s/wife’s/partner’s/significant other's phone, your children's phones, your digital camera, your iPod, your PDA ... I am sure you are getting the picture here.  Traveling or not, we live in a world of scarce electrical plugs and a growing need to charge up electrical devices. 
SWALL History
Sharon Blackburn's session on SWALL's history was great.  It had great music, great audience participation, great stories, and great memories.  Sharon, honoring the decennial digest, broke her program down into 10 year periods.  From the SWALL's beginning the "electronic brain" has been a topic of discussion and remains a topic today, just in different verbiage. 
Memories

Memories of my first SWALL meeting: I sat at a table with George Skinner of the University of Arkansas and I believe Jane Olm from Texas Tech was also there.  When they found out what library I was from they had to toast to the memory of Del DeHay.  Our library's official name is the Del DeHay Law Library of Tarrant County.  Del was appointed Law Librarian in 1962; the library was named for her eight days before she died in 1979.  She is credited with building a good library into an "excellent practitioner's library."  I never had a chance to met Del, but everyone I have met that knew her has had  something nice to say about her.  She served as secretary- treasurer of SWALL for ten years and was quite well loved by the SWALL family and by the Tarrant County legal community.  As a side note, Del sent taxis for overdue books charging the firms the taxi fares - both ways - and the kicker is they paid!  I would love to have that kind of power.  Del was not the 1st librarian from Tarrant County to serve as secretary-treasurer of SWALL.  Gwinnette Babcock, a founding member of SWALL and Tarrant County Law Librarian, served as SWALL’s first secretary-treasurer.  In this 50th anniversary year I am the outgoing secretary and third person from the Tarrant County Law Library serve as SWALL secretary, and there is symmetry to that.

Sharon Blackburn was an excellent choice for this program as she readily admits she has been a SWALL member "since dirt was clean."  If we do not remember who we are and who went before us, no one will.  Fifty years down - what stories they will be telling at the 100th anniversary!
Roundtables
Roundtables are often overlooked at SWALL conferences, but are useful.  Librarians from the same type of libraries met together and talk you can get hashing out specific problems and brainstorming.  I was suppose to chair the County Law Library Roundtable, but since county law libraries were suffering from the "a cruise won't look good in the newspaper syndrome" I was the only county law librarian there.  The Academic Law Libraries Roundtable people kindly asked me to join them and we had a grand time discussing problem patrons, problem staff, and problems with funding.  We in Libraryland share the same problems.

The Business Meeting
As my last act as SWALL secretary, I reported to the membership about the pre-conference and passed out copies of the minutes, which were approved.  After the membership voted in the new slate of officers, I turned over my secretary book to the capable Michelle Rigual. 
Final thoughts and things to remember

I had a fabulous time on the SWALL cruise.  It was the first time my husband Paul attended a SWALL meeting with me.  It was a good experience for both of us.  The camaraderie with friends and/or colleagues that you might only see once or twice a year is always a pleasure.  Even if you work in the same town, you rarely get a chance to see or speak to one another.  A SWALL conference is a time to join forces with people who share the same concerns and sometimes the same "crazy patrons" as you do, enabling you to find out new or different ways of handling situations or sometimes to even share what does not work.  
The SWALL conference is also a place to meet new people who have entered the profession or moved to the SWALL region.  This maybe called networking by some, but at SWALL we call that making friends and convention buds.  If have a problem locating information I need, especially dealing with another state, I would and will not hesitate to call on any person I have met at a SWALL conference to help me and I hope they would feel the same about me. 
Get involved with SWALL.  Join a committee, there are several to choose from.  Come up with a program topic.  Being on the program committee does not mean you have to be a speaker.  You can be idea man/person and get someone else to volunteer to speak on your topic.  If you're uncomfortable speaking in public, get your feet wet by volunteering to be a moderator.  A moderator usually just introduces the speakers and is a pretty easy gig.  A SWALL conference allows you to be around people who are good at what they do.  You gain and share knowledge through the education programs and to top it off you have fun while you are doing it. 

The Starlight Lounge will remembered as the spot on the ship that showed how rough the seas were and how fun is to speak in front of your peers while on the move.  The Chinatown Bar will be remembered not only as our muster station, but a place we gathered for drinks, good music, dancing, and - not to be forgotten - the place where the Baptist Church met on Sunday.  The upper deck will be remembered as a gathering place as well.  It was the best place to view the spectrum of beautiful blue waters and was the windiest place on the ship.  But the most important thing to remember is: upon disembarking the ship, get a porter!  If you get a porter for your luggage you do not have to stand in that other line that goes on forever to get through customs.  Porters have their own customs station.  So if you go on another cruise, remember - save yourself hours of standing in line and tip that porter!
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