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“The intelligence of the Kentucky “The intelligence of the Kentucky 
mountaineer is keen. All that has ever mountaineer is keen. All that has ever 

been said about him to the contrary been said about him to the contrary 
notwithstanding, he is honest, truthful, notwithstanding, he is honest, truthful, 

and God-fearing, but bred to peculiar and God-fearing, but bred to peculiar 
beliefs which are the basis of one of the beliefs which are the basis of one of the 
most fascinating chapters in American most fascinating chapters in American 

Folklore. He grasped and clung to the Pack Folklore. He grasped and clung to the Pack 
Horse Library idea with all the tenacity Horse Library idea with all the tenacity 

of one starved for learning.”  of one starved for learning.”  

—r. davis hutchcraft, 
“‘Pack-Horse Library’ Supplies Mountain People With Books,” 

Cincinnati Enquirer, March 18, 1937 



14

Setting the SceneSetting the Scene
appalachia and the great depression

Goodman-Paxton Photographic Collection, Kentucky Digital Library

Spanning across fourteen states and covering nearly two thousand miles, the 
Appalachian Mountains are as vast as they are magnificent. The mountains 
themselves boast a varied topography, ranging from balsam firs to sycamores and 
everything in between. The total population in the 1930s amounted to just under 
five million, less than 4 percent of the national population.

Our little town of Troublesome Creek resides by the Cumberland Mountains in 
Kentucky. Though living here was a source of natural wonder, it came with a price, 
especially once the Great Depression hit. Unemployment in some areas was as high 
as 80 percent, and many families struggled to put food on the table. But what held 
these communities together and made them so distinct was their strong sense of 
shared identity and values. Though the physical isolation of Appalachia provided 
setbacks, it also allowed a vibrant and fascinating culture to flourish.
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the new deal

During the Great Depression, natural resources in Appalachia were exhausted, 
and subsistence farmers struggled to make a living from the land. Families 
abandoned their farms in hopes of earning money in the coal mines or textiles 
factories, only to find that both industries had dangerous working conditions and 
low wages. The New Deal attempted to address these economic issues with the 1933 
National Industrial Recovery Act, which supported laborers’ rights to unionize and 
resulted in a number of workplace regulations. 

Many New Deal programs were aimed at ameliorating the social and financial 
impact of the Depression. The Rural Electrification Administration brought 
electricity to hundreds of thousands of rural households, and the American 
Red Cross was enlisted to bring emergency aid to the impoverished residents 
of Appalachia. Relief workers brought medical and nutritional assistance to 
isolated mountain communities lacking even the most basic resources. Along with 
this welfare system, employment opportunities created by the Works Progress 
Administration (WPA) provided relief for many Appalachians during the Great 
Depression. 
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the pack horse library project

These days, libraries are nothing short of a staple in a community. No matter who you 
are, their doors—and their books—are open to readers of all ages, races, and genders. Of 
course, this wasn’t always the case. During the Great Depression, the American Library 
Association estimated that more than a third of all Americans had no access to public 
libraries. This problem was especially rampant in the Appalachian Mountains, where the 
residents were isolated and often illiterate. It was the mission of the Pack Horse Library 
Project to change that.

Founded in 1935 as a part of the New Deal’s Works Progress Administration (WPA), 
librarians set out on horses and mules to traverse the rugged terrain of eastern Kentucky 
in a bid to deliver books to residents across the region. The WPA could pay their 
librarians a wage of $28 per month, but they could not afford to stock their saddlebags. All 
the books and magazines came from private donors across America. Most of the women 
were unmarried and the sole earners of their households. Roads were not what they are 
today, and these women would trek across cliffs, rivers, and mountains to bring books to 
their eager readers. Their work carried them far: they traveled an average of 4,905 miles 
per month, with around 30 pack horse libraries serving more than 100,000 people in the 
Appalachians. Though this program ended in 1943, the Pack Horse librarians’ ambition 
to spread the joy of reading lives on in every librarian you meet.

Pack Horse Librarian Photo Collection, Archives and Records Management 

Division—Kentucky Department for Libraries and Archives



17

photos from the time period

Kentucky coalminer reading to his children

Cabins of Patrons

“A book for the husband, a magazine for the wife, 
and a scrapbook for the child. WPA libraries met 

every literary need.”
Cabins of Patrons

“Wherever the reader may be, there the book goes. “Houseboat 

Henry” likes to soar in fancy through the skies while reposing on 

the bosom of  a slowly flowing stream”

Rare photo of a male Packhorse Librarian

Firetower lookout , Robinson Forest 
by Matt Burton, 

UK Agriculture College
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A Conversation with A Conversation with 
the Authorthe Author

A Conversat ion 
with the Author

What drew you to the stories of the Pack Horse librarians 
and the blue-skinned people of Kentucky?

Years ago, I stumbled across these heroic librarians of the 
Great Depression and the rare blue-skinned Kentuckians, and I 
couldn’t stop thinking about them. I wanted to embrace their 
strengths and uniqueness in story. There was such rich, magnifi-
cent history in the two, I was surprised I hadn’t seen them in a 
novel, that neither had been given a footprint in literary history. 
I knew it was time for the wider world to experience them in a 
novel, to learn about, to see, the glorious Kentucky female Pack 
Horse librarians and the precious blue-skinned mountain folk.

Your novel is deeply rooted in the history of Appalachia. 
What research did you do to bring this time period to life?

Research is my favorite part of the writing process. I spent 
thousands of hours exploring everything from fauna to flora to 
folklore to food, as well as longtime traditions indigenous to 
Appalachia. I’m also able to live in that landscape and spend time 
with native Appalachians who have taught me the lyrics and 
language of their people and ancestors. Other research took me 
to coal-mining towns and their history, visiting doctors, speaking 
with a hematologist to learn about congenital methemoglobin-
emia, and exploring fire tower lookouts and their history. Years 
ago, I started collecting everything I could find on the Pack 

BookWomanofTroublesomeCreek_INT.indd   295 9/24/18   10:02 AM
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Horse librarians, poring over archives, old newspapers, pictures, 
the history, etc. I spent many hours on Roosevelt’s New Deal 
and WPA programs and conducted interviews. And last, there 
was the fun and interesting research on mules.

What does your writing process look like?
I’ve long been a kitchen table author, one who sets aside 

the recipe, forsakes the rules—the do’s and don’ts, the shant’s, 
shouldn’ts, and won’ts. This doesn’t mean I don’t respect the 
rules—it simply allows me the unleashed freedom to create the 
story intimately and lyrically, as if I’m sitting at my kitchen table 
across from you and telling it. There’s the occasional detour, 
of course, and sometimes I take out the guardrails going one 
hundred miles per hour. And there’s piles of research papers, 
the countless scraps and sticky notes littered everywhere in my 
office, on my desk and shelves. My dear husband usually creates 
cool, detailed drawings of my fictional towns to anchor and 
keep me straight. At all times, there’s my beloved rescue pets 
wandering in and out of my office. Music is a must-have, and 
I try to create a playlist to reflect the moods and themes in my 
stories. My music influence is broad, passionate, and can dip into 
everything from opera to bluegrass to rock, and on to classical, 
big band, jazz, rap, country, and indie. During edits, all is quiet, 
and I’m slow, turtle slow, and also painfully meticulous, and can 
absolutely sit on a single paragraph for days, working and fretting 
it. I generally devote anywhere from eight to fourteen hours a 
day to writing, research, and book-related stuff.

Did your own experiences living in Kentucky inspire or 
influence any of the descriptions in the book?

Yes, Kentucky is both a beautiful and brutal place full of fas-
cinating history, varied landscapes, complex people and culture, 
and I’m fortunate to live in a region that I can draw on from 
the heart.

BookWomanofTroublesomeCreek_INT.indd   296 9/24/18   10:02 AM
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Do you see any similarities between yourself and Cussy? 
Differences?

I grew up under the grinding heels of poverty, spending my 
first decade in a rural Kentucky orphanage and then on to foster 
care, and beyond, to finding myself homeless at age fourteen. I 
can relate to marginalized people and have much empathy for 
Cussy and her family, anyone who has faced or faces prejudices 
and hardships. It’s easy to feel their pain deeply, particularly if 
you’ve gone through hardships in your own life.

If you had to choose, what is one of your favorite 
moments from the novel?

One of my dearest is when young Angeline takes Cussy 
Mary’s hand, despite knowing the implication of being friendly 
with a blue, and rings a simple truth by saying, “Hain’t no harm. 
Our hands don’t care they’s different colors. Feels nice jus’ the 
same, huh?”

Throughout the novel, we see the positive effects the 
Pack Horse library service has on this small, remote 
community. Do you think libraries still have that kind 
of impact today?

Absolutely, and now more than ever. As I mentioned earlier, 
I was raised in an orphanage. Later, as a foster child in 1970, 
I remember going to my first library one lonely summer and 
checking out a book. The librarian sized me up and then quietly 
said, “Only one? You look smarter than a one-book read, and 
I bet we can find you more than just one.” She reached under 
her counter, snapped open a folded, brown paper sack, handed 
it to me, and then marched me over to shelves filled with glori-
ous books. I was shocked that I could get more than one book, 
much less a bag full of precious books, and I was moved by 
her compassion, kindness, and wisdom. Librarians are lifelines 
for so many, giving us powerful resources to help us become 
empowered.

BookWomanofTroublesomeCreek_INT.indd   297 9/24/18   10:02 AM
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What are some of your favorite libraries to visit?
I love hitting the backroads to seek out small-town librar-

ies. These places are treasured cornerstones filled with special 
mores—hidden gems that offer an opulence of customs, inspira-
tion, and warm hospitality.

Who are some of your favorite authors to read?
There are so many talented writers out there to pick from, it 

makes the choice difficult. However, one influence and much-
loved author of mine has always been E. B. White. Charlotte’s 
Web is a jewel that tapped into my love for nature and animals. 
And every time I read it, I learned something new. It has that 
wonderful Hitchcockian first line—“Where’s Papa going with 
that ax?”—and is infused with magical verses of dewy spider 
webs, “Some Pig” miracles, and unconditional friendship. 
Some Book—Some Author! Harriette Simpson Arnow, John Fox 
Jr., Gwyn Hyman Rubio, and Walter Tevis are some of my 
longtime favorite Kentucky novelists who wrote unforgettable 
masterpieces. Each one brings the pages to life with rich, evoca-
tive landscapes, beautifully told stories, and highly skilled prose.

What do you hope readers will ultimately take away 
from Cussy’s story?

Poverty and marginalization are not so much economics or 
politics or societal issues as much as they are human issues. They 
are best grappled with by reaching deep into the lives of those 
suffering them. Knowing one small piece of this world—the 
earth, the sky, the plants, the people, and the very air of it—helps 
us understand the sufferings and joys of others ourselves.

BookWomanofTroublesomeCreek_INT.indd   298 9/24/18   10:02 AM



22

Reading Group Reading Group 
GuideGuideReading Group Guide

1. The Kentucky Pack Horse program was implemented 
in 1935 by the Works Project Administration (WPA) to 
create women’s work programs and to assist economic 
recovery and build literacy. Looking at the novel, how did 
the program affect the people in this remote area? Do you 
think library programs are still a vital part of our society 
today?

2. How has a librarian or booklover impacted your life? Have 
you ever connected with a book or author in a meaningful 
way? Explain.

3. Missionaries, government, social workers, and various 
religious groups have always visited eastern Kentucky to 
reform, modernize, and mold hillfolk to their acceptable 
standards. Do you think Cussy faced this kind of prejudice 
from the outside world? Is there any prejudice or stigma 
associated with the people of Appalachia today?

4. How do you think Cussy’s father feels after he marries her 
off to an abusive man? Why do you think he agrees to 
Charlie Frazier’s proposal in the first place? What do you 
imagine life was like for an unwed woman at that time?

BookWomanofTroublesomeCreek_INT.indd   292 9/24/18   10:02 AM
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5. Imagine you were making a community scrapbook like the 
ones Cussy distributes to the people of Troublesome. What 
would you include? Do you think these materials were 
helpful to Cussy’s library patrons?

6. When Cussy receives the cure for her blueness from Doc, 
she realizes there’s a price to pay for her white skin and 
the side effects soon become too much to handle. If you 
were in Cussy’s shoes, would you sacrifice your health for 
a chance at “normalcy”? If there weren’t any side effects, 
do you think Cussy would have continued to take the 
medication? Would you?

7. How do you think Cussy feels when she is ostracized at the 
Independence Day celebration, despite her change of skin 
color? Can you relate to her feelings of isolation? Do you 
think there are still these kind of racial prejudices prevalent 
today?

8. Cussy has to deal with the loss of many loved ones in a very 
short amount of time. How do you think she handles her 
grief ? Which loss was the most difficult for you to read?

9. What do you think life was like for the people of 
Troublesome? What are some of the highlights of living in 
such a remote place? What are some of the challenges the 
people on Cussy’s library route face?

10. Back then, entering into a prohibited or interracial mar-
riage in Kentucky was a misdemeanor that could result 
in incarceration, and we see these racial tensions attempt 
to sever Cussy and Jackson’s relationship. Discuss anti-
miscegenation laws and marriage laws. Do you think this 
kind of prejudice still exists toward interracial couples?

BookWomanofTroublesomeCreek_INT.indd   293 9/24/18   10:02 AM
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11. What do you think happens to Cussy, Jackson, Honey, and 
the other inhabitants of Troublesome after the story ends? 
Imagine you were Cussy. How would you feel leaving 
Troublesome for good?

BookWomanofTroublesomeCreek_INT.indd   294 9/24/18   10:02 AM
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Recipes from Recipes from AppalachiaAppalachia

Potato CandyPotato Candy

ingredients

• 1 potato the size of an egg
• 1 pound confectioners’ sugar
• peanut butter spread
• 2 tablespoons Kentucky bourbon (optional)

instructions

1. Boil the potato with the skin on. Peel and mash. 

2. Mix in the confectioners’ sugar while the potato is hot, adding sugar a 
little at a time. 

3. Knead like dough. Sprinkle a biscuit board with powdered sugar and 
knead. 

4. Roll out and spread with peanut butter. (If using bourbon, mix it in with 
peanut butter before spreading.) 

5. Roll up like a jelly roll. Let cool before slicing. 

—Compliments of Gladys Richardson

Special Special 
RecipeRecipe  
from the from the 
Author!Author!
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Scripture CakeScripture Cake

ingredients
• 1 tablespoon Judges 5:25 (butter)
• ¼ cup raw Jeremiah 6:20 (sugar)
• 1 cup coarsely chopped Genesis 43:11, divided (walnuts)
• 1 cup Judges 5:25, softened (butter)
• 1½ cups granulated Jeremiah 6:20 (sugar)
• 4 Jeremiah 17:11 (eggs)
• 2 cups Exodus 29:2 (flour)
• 2 teaspoons Amos 4:5 (baking soda)
• ½ teaspoon Mark 9:50 (salt)
• 2 teaspoons ground Exodus 30:23 (cinnamon)
• Chronicles 9:9 (cloves, allspice, nutmeg) to taste
• 4 cups cored, peeled, and coarsely chopped Psalms 17:8 (apples)
• 1 tablespoon 1 Samuel 14:25 (honey)
• 1 cup chopped Numbers 17:8 (almonds)
• 8 ounces dried, chopped Song of Solomon 2:13 (figs)
• ½ cup 1 Samuel 30:12 (raisins)

instructions
1. Grease 12-cup nonstick Bundt pan with the 1 tablespoon butter. Sprinkle raw 

sugar into pan, turning pan to coat. Sprinkle ⅓ cup of the chopped walnuts evenly 
into bottom of pan; set aside.

2. In large mixer bowl, beat the 1 cup butter and granulated sugar at medium speed 
until light and fluffy. Beat in eggs, one at a time.

3. In a medium bowl, combine flour, baking soda, salt, and cinnamon. Add optional 
spices to taste: cloves, allspice, and nutmeg. Add to butter mixture; beat at low 
speed until well combined.

4. Stir in chopped apples, figs, raisins, honey, almonds, and remaining ⅔ cup 
walnuts.

5. Spoon batter into prepared pan. Bake in 350 degrees F. oven until wooden pick 
inserted near center comes out clean, about 50 to 60 minutes.

6. Cool in pan 15 minutes; invert onto wire rack to cool completely. Best if prepared 
1 day before serving. Store cake covered at room temperature.

—praycookblog.com/scripture-cake/
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Authentic Recipes Authentic Recipes 
from the from the 

Pack Horse Pack Horse 
Librarians!Librarians!  

courtesy of mckee-jackson co., 
kentucky, district #3
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Household Household 
HintsHints  
from thefrom the

Pack Horse Pack Horse 
LibrariansLibrarians  
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List of Books in List of Books in 
Cussy Mary Carter’s BagCussy Mary Carter’s Bag

• Robinson Crusoe by Daniel Defoe

• David Copperfield by Charles Dickens

• The Young Child’s ABC

• Popular Mechanics

• Women’s Home Companion

• A Plea for Old Cap Collier by Irvin S. Cobb

• The Grapes of Wrath by John Steinbeck

• Dick Tracy series by Chester Gold 

• Little Orphan Annie by Harold Gray

• Honey in the Horn by Harold L. Davis

• The Tale of Mrs. Tittlemouse by Beatrix Potter 

• The Painted Veil by W. Somerset Maugham

• Peter and Wendy by J. M. Barrie

• White Fang by Jack London

• Farmers’ Almanac

• Forest & Stream

• National Geographic

• The Good Earth by Pearl S. Buck

• The Collected Poems of W. B. Yeats
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If You Like If You Like The Book Woman The Book Woman 
of Troublesome Creekof Troublesome Creek, Try…, Try…

One Good Mama Bone 
by Bren McClain

how much did the author love it: 
“If you can make me ugly-cry and love a cow 
like that and then have me walk that book up 
the mountain to my 85-year-old neighbors who 
did the same and who also took sleeping shifts 
that night so they could both finish it by 
morning, I’ll buy and read your grocery list.” 

The Queen’s Gambit 
by Walter Tevis

A Land More Kind 
than Home 
by Wiley Cash

If the Creek Don’t Rise 
by Leah Weiss

Mudbound 
by Hillary Jordan

Serena 
by Ron Rash 

Southernmost 
by Silas House

Author’sAuthor’s
Pick!Pick!

Author’sAuthor’s
Pick!Pick!
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If You Were a Book Woman, If You Were a Book Woman, 
What Books Would You Bring What Books Would You Bring 
to People?to People?



“Emotionally resonant and unforgettable, The Book Woman of Troublesome Creek 
is a lush love letter to the redemptive 

power of books.”  

 —Joshilyn Jackson,Joshilyn Jackson, 
New York Times and USA Today bestselling author of The Almost Sisters

“A fascinating novel about people almost forgotten by history… 
The factual information alone would make this book a treasure, but with her 

impressive storytelling and empathy, 
Richardson gives us so much more.” 

 —Ron Rash,Ron Rash, 
New York Times bestselling author of One Foot in Eden and Serena

“A hauntingly atmospheric love letter to the first mobile library in 
Kentucky and the fierce, brave Pack Horse librarians who wove their 

way from shack to shack dispensing literacy and hope… 
an unputdownable work that holds real 

cultural significance.”  

—Sara Gruen,Sara Gruen, author of Water for Elephants

“A timeless and significant tale about poverty, intolerance, and how 
books can bring hope and light to even the 

darkest pocket of history.”
—Karen Abbott,Karen Abbott, 

New York Times bestselling author of Liar Temptress Soldier Spy

The folks of Troublesome CreekThe folks of Troublesome Creek have to scrap for 
everything—everything except books, that is. Thanks to Roosevelt’s Kentucky Pack Horse 

Library Project, Troublesome’s got its very own traveling librarian, Cussy Mary Carter. Cussy’s 
not only a book woman, however; she’s also the last of her kind, her skin a shade of blue unlike 

most anyone else. Not everyone is keen on Cussy’s family or the government’s new book 
program, and along her treacherous route, Cussy faces doubters at every turn. If Cussy wants 
to bring the joy of books to the complex and hardscrabble Kentuckians, she’s going to have to 
confront dangers and prejudice as old as the Appalachias, and suspicion as deep as the holler.


