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 letters were written by Isabel 
Watson, a slave who had ap-
parently lived in Hopkinsville 
and moved to Mississippi, 
said Louise Jones, director 
of Special Collections and 
 Library at the Kentucky His-
torical Society.

“I remember … that you 
wished to know whether I 
was free or not,” Ferdinand 
wrote in a letter dated Aug. 4, 
1850, “To this I answer dear 
uncles I am free.”

Ferdinand apparently was 
a free man in 1850, 15 years 
before slavery officially ended 
in 1865.

“What makes these letters 
so interesting is that they 
give us a glimpse into the 
personal and social lives of 
African-Americans before the 
Civil War,” Jones said. The 
war occurred between 1861 
and 1865.

Ferdinand Robinson sent 
uncle Rueben Robinson, “man 
of color,” a letter written in 
the care of Richard Faulkner, 
Hopkinsville. Jones said she 
thinks Faulkner was Rueben’s 
owner.

The letter, dated Feb. 18, 
1850, mentions the death of 
Ferdinand’s wife and mother, 
and the death of his “mistes,” 
which Jones said could have 
been Ferdinand’s owner.

In a September 1851 letter, 
Ferdinand said he had about 
$3,000 worth of property and 
that he was preparing a gar-
den to sell at market the next 
spring.

Ferdinand told Rueben: 
“All the family is well with 
the exception of my young-
est child is troubled with 
worms.”

In a letter dated Jan. 15, 
1852, Ferdinand said that he 
married “a free girl,” that his 
brother was unmarried and 
that his sister had three chil-
dren who were all free. He 
wrote about his property and 
said he had cows, horses and 
hogs.

The spellings of the sur-
names, and of Rueben, 
 frequently change in the four 
letters. 

Ferdinand referred to his 
own last name as Robertson, 
Robinson and Robison. He 
identifies the last name of 
Rueben as both Robertson 
and Robinson.

Jones said state history of-
ficials know little about Ferdi-
nand and Rueben at this point 
and have not located any of 
their descendants.

“The true significance of 
these letters won’t be under-
stood until more information 
about these individuals and 
their communities have been 
unearthed,” Jones said. “We 
hope that by making these 
letters available, people will 
contact us to share their con-
nections to these letters.”

Jones said she thinks Fer-
dinand’s last name is prob-
ably Robinson. A Ferdinand 
Robinson is listed in the 1850 
U.S. census records for Fay-
ette County and is identified 
as a mattress maker, she said. 
Jones said that research is be-
ing conducted to determine 
whether he is buried in Lex-
ington. 

The Kentucky Historical 
Society was contacted by the 
family that owned the letters, 

spokeswoman Lisa Cleveland 
said. 

Jones said she did not have 
permission to release the fam-
ily’s name. She said the family 
is not aware that their ances-
tors lived in Kentucky, but 
they know that some lived in 
Tennessee near the Western 
Kentucky border. 

“They needed to sell the 
letters, but really wanted 
them to go to an organization 
where they could be properly 
preserved and made public 
for future generations,” Cleve-
land said.

The Kentucky Historical 
Society is an agency of the 
Kentucky Tourism, Arts and 
Heritage Cabinet. It is support-
ed by the Kentucky Historical 
Society Foundation, a private 
non-profit organization. 

The foundation bought 
the letters for $8,700, the ap-
praised value of the letters, 
Cleveland said.

Other letters in the collec-
tion were mostly written by a 
woman named Isabel Watson. 
Those letters originated from 
Mississippi and include news 
of a family’s health, activities, 
church and religion, births 
and deaths; and they describe 
slavery in Hopkinsville, Jones 
said.

Isabel Watson wrote about 
how attending church and 
finding Jesus would help her 
friends through their “trou-
bles.”

A letter dated April 5, 
1841 from Watson to a woman 
named Violet Ware in Hopkins-
ville said, “You must write me 
word whether you have ever 
found Christ or not you were 
on the way when I left you.”

Jones said that in some 
cases, the relationship be-
tween the correspondents is 
unknown. They often refer to 
each other as brother and sis-
ter, but she said it is unclear 
whether they mean that in the 
biological sense or if they are 
simply members of the same 
church.

Kentucky Historical Soci-
ety staffers have been work-
ing to establish a family his-
tory of the correspondents, 
but records from that period, 
particularly for the enslaved, 
are lacking, she said.

In some cases, Jones said, 
slavery is hardly acknowl-
edged in the letters, except 
in cursory statements about 
acquaintances being sold or 
having new masters.

The bulk of the letters in 
the collection were written 
before 1859, Jones said. Two 
post-Civil War letters, which 
begin in 1873, also are written 
to a woman named  Violet. 

The later letters, written by 
women in Texas and Illinois to 
Violet, focus more on people 
working as teachers, buying 
homes and household items, 
and their general health and 
economic status, Jones said.

The letters have been cata-
logued and digitized.

Valarie Honeycutt Spears: (859) 
231-3409. 
Twitter: @vhspears.
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LETTERS Want to see the 
letters?

To view the letters, go to 
 History.ky.gov and click “Search 
our Collections.” Choose the 
Kentucky Historical Society Col-
lections Catalog and search for 
“Watson and Robinson.”

Louise Jones, 
director of 
Special Col-
lections and 
Library at 
the Kentucky 
Historical 
 Society, 
showed one 
of several 
letters written 
in the 1850s 
by  Ferdinand 
Robinson, a 
former slave.
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LittleFreeLibrary.org. In-
spired by what others were 
doing, Adler took the idea to 
the YMCA where she volun-
teers. 

There are Little Free Li-
braries in 45 states and 11 
countries. The boxes had pre-
vious lives as everything from 
cranberry crates (in Maine), 
to red telephone booths (in 
England) to newspaper boxes 
(in Los Angeles.) The goal of 
the group is to build “at least 
2,510 little libraries, the same 
number as philanthropist An-
drew Carnegie,” its Web site 
states.

Adler is giddy at the pros-
pect of the idea catching on 
in Lexington. 

“I think it’s the best idea 
to come along, as you can 
tell,” she told the small 
crowd gathered at Tuesday’s 
“book opening” and ribbon-
cutting ceremony. “I’m really 
passionate about it.”

“Young or old, it’s for any-
body in the community,” she 
said.

Talking about what you’re 
reading is a way to start a 
conversation with neighbors, 
co-workers or people you 
pass every day, she said. To-
day, too many people know 
the names of the neighbor-
hood dogs better than the 
names of their neighbors, she 
added.

Wendi Keene, executive 
director of community ser-
vices at the YMCA, said her 
group organized Tuesday’s 
ceremony and is helping get 
the word out about the Little 
Free Library. But, she said, 
“this is not a Y project”, she 
said, “this is a community 
project.”

Church groups, civic 
groups, even cul-de-sacs can 
open their own Little Free Li-
brary, she said. Other Lexing-
ton locations are Lexington 
Fire Station No. 5 on Wood-

land Avenue and the North 
Lexington YMCA on Loudon 
Avenue near the head of the 
Legacy Trail. 

Kits to build the library 
are available through Little-

FreeLibrary.org, which is a 
non-profit. It costs $25 to 
register your little library 
site, which is then listed on 
the Web. 

Jill Peterson and her twin, 
David, were the first official 
users of the Third Street Stuff 
library. Jill, 7, then read from 
one of her favorite books, 
Curious George at the Fire 
Station. Standing before the 
opening-day crowd, a micro-
phone lowered to her height, 
her blond hair tied in a po-
nytail, she read nearly all the 
story in a gentle yet confident 
voice. She didn’t reveal the 
end on purpose, Keene said.

To learn the fate of that 
wacky monkey who got be-
hind the wheel of the firetruck, 
come get the book, she said, 
and bring one to share.

Mary Meehan: (859) 231-3261. 
Twitter: @bgmoms. Blog: Blue-
grassMoms.com. 
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BOOKS

Lexington’s new Little Free Library at Third Street Stuff was filled for its opening Tuesday. Each 
of the libraries is a weatherproof box containing donated books for anyone to read.

PHOTOS BY PABLO ALCALÁ | palcala@herald-leader.com

The Little Free Library branch at the fire station on Woodland 
Avenue was well-stocked Tuesday. Another Little Free Library 
is at the North Lexington YMCA on Loudon Avenue.

Olympic stadium in Beijing 
just before the race began, 
the overwhelming majority 
of those using the nation’s 
most popular microblog site 
reacted with magnanimity 
and grace.

“I believe, I steadfastly 
believe that Liu Xiang is our 
hero,” wrote one user on 
Sina Weibo. “He was, he is, 
and he always will be.”

Within an hour of Liu’s 
dramatic tumble, millions 
had posted messages, most 
of them supportive and lau-
datory. If there were voices 
of disgust, they were directed 
at the Chinese government, 
with its rigid Soviet-style 
sports system and a single-
minded fixation on winning 
gold medals.

“With this oppressive na-
tional sports system, he only 
had one choice — to win re-
spect and hurt himself,” one 
fan wrote.

Another writer called the 
tumble “an entire genera-
tion’s tragedy.”

By any measure, this 
should be a season of unvar-
nished celebration for China. 
It has pulled slightly ahead of 
the United States in the bat-
tle for medals, and the games 
have produced a new na-
tional hero in Sun Yang, the 
first Chinese man to win an 
Olympic gold in swimming.

But in recent days, a tide 
of self-doubt and introspec-
tion about the human costs 
of China’s Olympic prowess 
has arisen amid worries that 
the nation’s draconian sports 
system is sometimes produc-
ing damaged goods. Floun-
dering athletes can even be 
cast aside after their careers 
are over — a point driven 
home last year when a for-
mer gold medal gymnast was 
found begging on the streets 
of Beijing. According to the 
state media, 240,000 retired 
athletes are grappling with 
injuries, poverty and unem-
ployment.

Sometimes the victors 
inadvertently reveal the sac-
rifices they were forced to 
endure during their years of 

training. Last week, shortly 
after winning her third Olym-
pic gold medal, Chinese diver 
Wu Minxia was told that her 
grandparents had died years 
earlier and that her mother 
had been diagnosed with 
cancer. Wu’s father explained 
that the family preferred to 
lie to his daughter all those 
years rather than risk harm-
ing her Olympic prospects.

“We accepted a long time 
ago that she doesn’t belong 
to us,” the father, Wu Yum-
ing, told a Shanghai newspa-
per. “I don’t even dare think 
about things like enjoying 
family happiness.”

Like many Chinese ath-
letes, Wu had been plucked 
from her family as an ado-
lescent and sent to live at a 
state-financed sports acad-
emy, where training is gru-
eling. Many athletes do not 
see their families for years. 
Last week, after Lin Qing-
feng claimed a gold medal in 
men’s weightlifting, his father 
told reporters that he did not 
recognize his 23-year-old son, 
whom he had not seen for 6½ 
years, until he heard his name 
mentioned on television.

“It’s been a long time,” 
Lin’s mother said, “since he’s 
had a meal at home.”

Yan Qiang, a veteran 
sportswriter, defended Chi-
na’s emphasis on winning 
medals, saying they have 
helped to unify the nation.

“We still need gold med-

als to boost social morale,” 
he said in an interview. “The 
people need it. And the ath-
letes are willing to gamble 
their youth for a brighter to-
morrow.”

The obsession with Olym-
pic glory is understandable 
given the country’s recent 
history. In the first half of the 
20th century, Chinese intel-
lectuals called their nation 
“the sick man of Asia,” la-
menting its failure to produce 
Olympic-worthy athletes. 
Shortly after founding the 
People’s Republic of China, 
Mao Zedong sent a delega-
tion of 40 men and women to 
the 1952 Summer Games in 
Helsinki, Finland; all but one 
arrived too late to compete.

In the decades that fol-
lowed, China boycotted the 
games to protest the participa-
tion of Taiwan, the breakaway 
island that China still consid-
ers a province. It was not un-
til the 1980 Winter Games in 
Lake Placid, N.Y., that Beijing 
returned to the Olympic fold.

In 1984, it won its first 
cache of gold medals during 
the Summer Games in Los 
Angeles. Still, in the years 
that followed, Chinese ath-
letes struggled to make their 
mark beyond sports like pis-
tol shooting, table tennis and 
badminton.

The Communist Party set 
out to change that in 2002, 
when it began Project 119, a 
program that uses prodigious 

state resources and relentless 
training to groom potential 
gold medalists in sports like 
swimming, gymnastics and 
track and field.

Dong-Jhy Hwang, a histo-
rian at the Graduate Institute 
of Physical Education at Na-
tional Taiwan Sport Universi-
ty, noted that for many years 
China’s competitive fires 
were constrained by Mao, 
who proclaimed that during 
international sports events, 
friendship mattered more 
than competition.

The shift was perhaps best 
personified by the outburst 
last week of Wu Jingbiao, 
who sobbed uncontrollably 
to a Chinese camera crew 
and apologized for “shaming 
the motherland” after win-
ning a silver medal in a men’s 
weightlifting event. A female 
weightlifter, 17-year-old Zhou 
Jun, was branded a “national 
disgrace” by a provincial 
newspaper after she finished 
in last place. (The newspa-
per later apologized after 
a firestorm of indignation 
raged across the Internet.)

Such episodes have per-
suaded a growing number 
of sports journalists, athletes 
and other Chinese that there 
has to be another way.

“We should treat all med-
alists as equal,” said Tan Ji-
anxiang, a sports professor 
at South China Normal Uni-
versity. “Whatever the color, 
a medal is a tremendous 
honor.”

David Yang, a staff writer 
at Sports Illustrated China, 
complained that most young 
Chinese are singularly focused 
on academics and are given 
little opportunity to take part 
in sports at school. He urged 
the government to abandon 
its separate top-down factory 
approach and embrace a uni-
versal system of physical ac-
tivity that would allow most 
young people to experience 
the joys and health benefits 
of athletics.

“By reforming the system,” 
he said, “we can unleash the 
potential of 1.3 billion Chi-
nese to win gold medals for 
the state while doing some-
thing for their physical well-
being.”

From Page A1

CHINA China’s Liu 
Xiang sat in 
a wheelchair 
after falling 
in a men’s 
110-meter 
hurdles heat 
at Olympic 
Stadium on 
Tuesday in 
London.
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