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Setting your books free 
BookCrossers never see their books again, but 
they track them online 

By Sara Smith  

Chelsea Kay stopped into Cafe Apropos in 
Harrison West on a cheerful Saturday 
morning with more in mind than ordering 
her usual. She had her favorite book in tow. 

Sitting in a comfy chair, she reached into 
her knapsack and pulled out her trusty copy 
of The Poisonwood Bible, opened it up, 
looked intently at the dedication page inside, 
closed the book and discretely slid it into the 
magazine rack next to her chair. Then she 
walked away without it. 

Kay didn't take the book to the coffee shop 
in order to read it. She was there to release it 
into the wild, in hopes it would soon be 
traveling the world. 

Kay is a newbie BookCrosser, joining an 
international nomadic library. Like all 
BookCrossers, she loves books—so much 
so that her collection has begun to take over 
her home, leaving little room for her 
husband and two sons. 

So she's begun leaving them 
inconspicuously all over the city. After 
releasing The Poisonwood Bible, Kay sat in a different part of the coffee shop for a while, her 
eyes darting toward the corner where she had hidden her treasure. 

"I have all these things underlined in it," she said. "I loved the book. But getting rid of it is an act 
of kindness, and it makes the world a smaller place." 

Bookcrossing.com lists 101 countries in which books have been released into the wild—some 
countries wilder than others. One book was released in the last week in Afghanistan. Somewhere 
in Zambia are 23. Columbus has 17. 

Cleveland and its suburbs seem to be the BookCrossing hotbed of Ohio, which trails only 
California in the number of books currently in the wild. 

Bookcrossing, which was established in April 2001 by three adventurous bookworms, now has 
nearly half a million members. Before releasing a book, a member prints out a label from the 
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website and attaches it inside the cover. The sticker explains that the book is free and asks the 
finder to log on to the website after reading it to lets its former owners know where it is now. 

Murder in the FBI was left in the lobby of the Byers Imports body shop two weeks ago. Dan 
Flaus, a mechanic at the shop, noticed the book and, after reading the BookCrossing label, was 
about to pocket it 

when duty called. He returned later to find it was gone. 

"Somebody beat me to it," he said, adding that he planned to check out the website. 

Norma Wallace is one of Columbus's first BookCrossers. She drives around in her van, with a 
vanity license plate that 

reads "BOOKXNG," collecting trash bags full of books. She spends hours registering them and 
releasing them all over her Grandview neighborhood and beyond. 

"I've sent romance books to Iran," she said. 

Wallace, who reads about 20 percent of the books she releases, is one of the most active 
BookCrossers in the world. But there is one book she will never release. Plainsong was left in a 
Phoenix post office not long after 9-11. It had a Post-it on the cover that explained what it was, 
but someone called the bomb squad nonetheless. 

The next day, a U.S. Postal Inspector posted a message on bookcrossing.com asking that 
BookCrossers be more mindful of where they were leaving their books. 

Wallace sent the postal inspector an e-mail thanking him for his polite warning. He, in turn, sent 
her the book. 

"It was a real big to-do," Wallace said. "I'll never get rid of this one." 

Since then, the founders of BookCrossing have posted a warning to members to refrain from 
leaving books in airports, bus stations and federal buildings. 

Chelsea Kay has checked the BookCrossing site a few times since leaving her book at the coffee 
shop, but so far there's been no update. 

Bookcrossing isn't an instant-gratification kind of thing. Then again, neither is reading a novel. 
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