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Letter From Our President - Bill Hickerson
During my first visit to TSLA in its previous location — the
stately neoclassical building adjacent to the Tennessee State
Capitol, I was mesmerized by seeing row after row of cabinets
filled with reels of microfilm containing state and county
records; historic military documents (including War of 1812
muster rolls that were of particular interest to me); collections
of family papers that included correspondence, diaries,
photographs, business records; and so much more. 
I was particularly impressed by the kindness and expertise of
staff members who went out of their way to be helpful. 
I’d arrived early and, seemingly a short time afterward,
realized it was approaching closing time. It was the same on
subsequent visits. 
When I was invited to serve on the board of Friends of TSLA,
I didn’t hesitate to accept. What a journey it’s been as the

new state-of-the-art home of the Library & Archives was constructed; and the intensely
painstaking process of moving over two centuries worth of records, books, artifacts, and
collections took place! 
We serve a key role as a support organization for TSLA. Income from memberships and
generous (tax deductible) contributions from private and corporate donors make it possible for us
to fund purchases of significant components of Tennessee’s rich, storied, and diverse history that
occasionally come up for auction or private sale. 
If not for the support of the Friends, those opportunities would likely be missed, and much of what
should be accessible to all citizens of Tennessee would end up in the hands of private collectors.
In recent years, the Friends have also begun supporting programs and events of TSLA, both 
financially and via in-person volunteerism. 
If you’re not a current member of the Friends, I urge you to join or have your membership
reinstated.

Friends Purchase Ruskin Cave Photo for Library & Archives
A photograph taken about 1910 at Ruskin Cave was purchased by the Friends and donated to
the Library & Archives photograph collections. This interesting photo shows a class of Ruskin
College students at the cave near their school, with the women in long white dresses and the
men wearing coats and ties.
English writer and philosopher John Ruskin (1819-1900) never came to America but his ideas
spawned several Utopian communities, including one in Dickson County, Tennessee. The
experiment lasted only from 1894 to 1899, but the town remained and grew to be called Ruskin.
A very successful private school known as Ruskin College developed on the site. A 1908
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newspaper account states:
“Ruskin College is known as a ‘Holiness’ school… No tobacco is allowed on the grounds, and the
store at this place carries no tobacco. Only boys and girls who have decided to ‘consecrate’ their
lives to church work and to the service of God are wanted.”
Classes were held in buildings but the cave contained a large concert and lecture hall. The
school continued in operation until the 1920s. This photograph captures an important glimpse of
Tennessee history at a time when, for the first time, middle-class families were beginning to send
both sons and daughters away from home to be educated.

Member Highlight

Bets Ramsey is a long-time member of TSLA Friends. She

recently celebrated her 101st birthday and is going strong.
“Bets” (as she is known by her many friends) is a native of
Chattanooga and a well-known artist, teacher and writer. In 1983
she co-authored The Quilts of Tennessee and has since published
two more books. “Soft Covers for Hard Times: Quiltmaking and the

Great Depression” came out in 1990 and was followed by
“Southern Quilts: Surviving Relics of the Civil War ” in 1998. 
Bets and her co-author Merikay Waldvogel donated the Quilts of

Tennessee manuscript collection to the Library & Archives in 1983. It includes data and photographs of
hundreds of Tennessee quilts made from 1820 to 1930 and brought to “Quilt Day” events during the
Homecoming ’86 celebration. Since then Bets has donated her personal papers, which came to the
archives in several installments. She visited as recently as last year to meet with the staff about further
donations.
In addition to her contributions to the collection, Bets is a member of the Friends at the Patron level.

We appreciate her work in preserving Tennessee history and her generosity to the TSLAFriends.

Do You Remember 1986?

In 1986 Governor Ned McWherter



proclaimed “Homecoming ‘86” in
Tennessee. Among the many celebrations
and events that took place were sessions in
each county where folks were invited to
bring their historic photographs to be copied
and placed in the Library & Archives.
This treasure-trove of images is now
available on the Tennessee Virtual Archives
website. Just search the web for “Looking

Back at Tennessee Photographs” and you’ll find the link. Once there you can search by topic
(mules or parades or quilts), name, or location. There are more than 7,000 images in the
collection of people and things considered historical nearly 40 years ago.
Thanks to Aimee Saunders and her excellent staff in the Preservation and Digital Services
section for making this material available!

Guss Little family in Prairie Plains (Coffee County), ca. 1889 (Looking Back collection)

Farmers bringing cotton to the gin in Ripley (Lauderdale County), ca. 1910. (Looking Back



collection)

Cleveland taxi service (Bradley County), 1911. (Looking Back collection)

NEW! Tennessee Birth Records on TeVA

The Tennessee State Library & Archives (TSLA) has done it again! They have
added new databases to the Tennessee Virtual Archive (TeVA
https://teva.contentdm.oclc.org/customizations/global/pages/index.html)
One of the new databases is the Tennessee Birth Records. The Tennessee State
Library & Archives holds birth records that are older than 100 years. Birth records
are confidential for 100 years under Tennessee State Law. Records less than 100
years old are held by the Tennessee Office of Vital Records and should be
requested from that office.
Tennessee began requiring birth records be recorded statewide in 1908. However,
the law requiring records be kept lapsed at the end of 1912, therefore no records
were kept in 1913. Statewide birth record keeping resumed in 1914. The larger cities
in Tennessee did keep earlier birth records: Nashville beginning in 1881; Knoxville
beginning in 1881; Chattanooga beginning in 1879 and Memphis beginning in 1874.
The new Tennessee Birth Records database is a work in progress but so far, they
have birth records indexes for 1918-1923. They will be adding to this database over
time. These are original indexes that have been digitized and now available on
TeVA. The indexes use the Soundex system, a code using the first letter of the last
name and three digits based on the way a name sounds rather than the way it’s
spelled.
If you are looking for a birth record for one of your ancestors, head over to the NEW
Tennessee Birth Record Database on TeVA! 
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Annual Membership $30; Student/Senior $15; Family $50;
Contributor $100; Sponsor $500; Patron / Corporate $1000

Thank you for being an active & current member of the
Friends of the Tennessee State Library & Archives. We
appreciate your support and hope that you enjoy our



newsletter. Feel free to share with your friends or share
our website - http://www.friendsoftsla.org
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