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What was E.O. Robinson’s vision for the 14,800 
acres that he gave to the University of Kentucky 
for “reforestation”? 
 
 Based in the Cincinnati area, E.O. Robinson 
made money from the timber production of 
Appalachian Kentucky during 1901-22. In 1923, his 
“Mountain Fund” conveyed 14,800 acres in Breathitt, 
Knott and Perry Counties to the University of 
Kentucky. The land was legally entrusted: “for the 
purpose of agricultural experimental work and 
teaching, and for the practical demonstration of 
reforestation.”  
 
 The University was to “institute and maintain 
upon said lands such model farm or farms, orchards 
and such experimental farm development as may be 
desirable within the judgment, to the end that practical 
demonstration, study and work in operating farms in 
the mountain region and in teaching agriculture 
therein, so as to conserve the soil fertility, add to it 
and utilize it most profitably and practically among 
the inhabitants in the mountain region.”  
 
 L. Edward Purcell provided much insight to 
Robinson in the book “Good Neighbor to the 
Mountains: The Story of the E.O. Robinson Mountain 
Fund 1922-1987” (published by the Fund in 1988). 
When asked how his money should be spent on 

mountain programs, Robinson replied: “Be a good 
neighbor.”  
 
 He became dissatisfied with the University’s 
management, and in 1929 “unfolded before the Board 
a plan to set up a new trust fund and to establish a new 
unit for extension and community work, one to be 
entirely the responsibility of the Fund and 
unconnected with the University’s operation. In fact, 
the work was already underway, and Robinson had 
already found the person to carry out his goals. Lula 
M. Hale was born on Sandlick Creek in Letcher 
County, Kentucky in 1891...”   
 
 “Throughout his years as a philanthropist, 
Robinson evidenced a massive sense of security. He 
was calm, judicious, and unafraid of new ventures. He 
listened to objections patiently, never losing his 
composure, and then moved forward with an 
unshakable purpose and Olympian calm once his 
mind was made up, brushing aside financial 
difficulties and creating solutions for practical 
problems by investing authority in Lula Hale and 
giving her every resource.”  
 
 Robinson’s correspondence was disposed of by 
his wife after his tragic death by car accident in 1934. 
But Hale kept his letters to her and copies of hers, all 
now at Berea College’s archives.  



   Ed. Robinson & Lula Hale worked to support traditional culture, 
plus development of a modern economic context for the region.



What is the University of Kentucky’s current 
vision for the land, where much has now been 
mined and some logged again? 
 
 An initial survey by the U.S. Forest Service 
recommended harvests of timber at ca. 25 year 
intervals. But the land became used mostly for 
education and research in forestry, with a peak, in 
terms of publications, during the 1980s. It remained 
largely undisturbed, with larger trees reaching 80-90 
years.  
  
 Problems then began to erupt with legal issues 
involving mineral rights, plus an irresistible rise in the 
price of coal from strip-mining. About 3000 acres in 
the outlying tracts were mined during the 1990s, 
leading to total revenue of $21.1 million for the 
University, plus $15.9 million in interest to 2003.   
 
 However, this “quasi-endowment” declined to 
$11 million in 2003, due to expenditures that included 
$8.0 million for “health and education” and only $5.6 
million for “financial aid.” All funds were supposed to 
be committed for Robinson Forest and its programs, 
including the Robinson Scholars program—
presumably in the “financial aid” category? But 
details remain obscure; an audit has been requested by 
environmental groups.  

 
 After 2000, there was a continued effort to 
mine some of the remaining land, and a logging 
experiment on 800 acres was conducted during 2008-
10 despite bitter opposition from many people. The 
experiment aimed to measure how buffer zones along 
streams protect the riparian system in various ways. 
Results have not yet been published.   
 
 Meanwhile, the University has deepened its 
consideration of the potential for Robinson Forest to 
produce timber and it is likely that some trustees will 
still be interested in the coal. The University insists 
that the Forest must generate funds for its operation, 
despite the former endowment.  
 
 A development that could invite broader 
interaction with the community, has been to link the 
Forest with the “Robinson Station”—UK’s 
Experiment Station at Jackson—and its “Wood 
Utilization Center” at Quicksand. These are combined 
as the “Robinson Center for Appalachian Resource 
Sustainability” under Director, David Ditsch at 
Jackson: “We're trying to get involved in more 
partnerships like this to show Eastern Kentuckians the 
variety of things we have to offer... It will be exciting 
to see how the center evolves from this point forward” 
(Nov 19, 2009).  



The Forest can be outlined from the air; note logging experiment



What can the vision be for this land, based on 
principles of sustainability, community and 
scientific inquiry?  
 
 It is clear that Robinson Forest still has special 
potential as one of the largest relatively unbroken 
tracts of forest in the Appalachian coal fields. 
Moreover, both conservationist and utilitarian people 
might agree that income from this tract should be 
sought to support reasonable activities at the Forest, 
and to enhance the community of people who live or 
work in this region of the state.  
 
 What remains so difficult to fathom is the way 
in which discussion proceeds within the University, 
and how it links (or not) such discussion with the 
community’s interests—including the Mountain Fund 
itself, residents of the region, the broader world of 
conservation-minded people and other external 
interests.  
 
 There is a great range of potential money-
making assets in the remaining 10,000 acre block, but 
no general analysis of these options—and how to 
balance them in a sustainable program for the 
community—has been presented by the University. 
Such assets include the following.  
 

(1) Coal that could be converted to over $100 million 
for the University. However, it is impossible to 
reconcile mining with Robinson’s vision. 
(2) Timber that could be managed intensively to 
generate net annual income of at least $300,000, 
depending on how costs are assessed. With less 
intensive management, it could still be relatively 
productive. 
(3) Sustainable forest growth that would be worth at 
least $100,000 per year, if the University adopted a 
carbon-neutral goal (see MACED).  
(4) Other forest products: wildlife, herbs, fungi, fruits, 
nuts, etc. While less significant in financial terms, 
such uses provide great cultural value. 
(5) A center for research into fundamental ecological 
problems, which could receive at least $100,000 per 
year from grants if designed and managed in a careful 
cooperative manner. The relatively large and old 
forest block here can form an invaluable control for 
comparison with more intensely logged and mined 
areas of the region.  
(6) Potential for varied local human uses: residential, 
horticultural, recreational, aesthetic and inspirational. 
 
 Should we await—or instigate—an open debate 
on the best balance for using these assets at Robinson 
Forest? 



This is the “old growth” at Lilley Cornett Woods; 
if not logged, Robinson Forest would resemble it 
in 100 years. The potential for development of a 
large area of older growth at Robinson Forest is 
important for fundamental ecological research. 



 


