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P re f a ce and Acknowledgments

In t h e summer of 1991 t h e Un i t ed S t a t e s Bu r e au of .Census

r e po r t e d t h a t o n e in fi v e Alabamians were l i v i n g be l ow t h e p o v e r t y

l e v e l . } ‘Only f o u r s t a t e s , t h r e e o f them So u t h e r n , had p o v e r t y r a t e s

wo r se t h a n i n Alabama. A d d i t i o n a l l y , i n 1991 ano the r r e p o r t ranked

Alabama f o r t y - n i n t h n a t i o n a l l y i n c h i l d p o v e r t y , c o n c l u d i n g t h a t o n e

i n t h r e e o f the s t a t e ' s c h i l d r e n under twe l v e a r e "poo r. " 2 Each

mon t h , a c c o r d i n g t o Food Research and A c t i o n C e n t e r , some 59,500

Alabama c h i l d r e n s u f f e r f r om hunger o r p o v e r t y - r e l a t e d malnutrition.?
Such fi g u r e s a r e t h e sad l e ga c i e s o f t h e Alabama and Sou the rn

a g r i c u l t u r a l and economic s y s t em . Th i s modern-day p o v e r t y has r o o t s

i n s l a v e r y and , l a t e r , i n f a r m t e n a n c y, which i n t h e l a t e 1800s and

e a r l y 1900s emerged a s t h e dominant a g r i c u l t u r a l s y s t e m i n Alabama

and t h e Sou t h .

D u r i n g America's G r ea t Depress ion o f t h e 1930s, t h e f e d e r a l

g o v e r n m e n t , a s a t n o t i m e b e f o r e o r s i n c e , i n i t i a t e d programs t o

e l i m i n a t e t h i s r u r a l p o v e r t y t h a t s l ave r y and fa rm t e n a n c y c r e a t e d .

One of these prog rams was t h e Cumberland Moun ta in (Sky l ine ) Farms

p r o j e c t , e s t a b l i s h e d i n Jackson Coun t y, Alabama o n Cumberland

Moun t a i n . At fi r s t t h e p r o j e c t was c a l l e d Cumberland Mounta in Farms,

b u t due t o con f u s i on w i t h a s i m i l a r l y named p r o j e c t , i n 1937 t h e name

was changed to Sk y l i n e Farms. In t h i s book t h e p r o j e c t w i l l be

r e f e r r e d to as Cumber land Moun t a i n (Sky l i n e ) Farms up to t h e name

change , where a f t e r i t w i l l b e r e f e r r e d t o a s S k y l i n e Farms.



Whatever t h e name, t h e p r o j e c t was o n e of t h e m o s t unusua l economic

and s o c i a l expe r imen t s e v e r a t tempted by an Amer ican governmenta l

a g e n c y.

A t Cumberland M o u n t a i n (Sky l i ne ) Farms p a r t i c i p a n t s , m o s t o f

them f a rm t e n a n t s , were presented w i t h a dream, des c r i b ed in t h i s

book as t h e "Sky l i ne Dream." Indeed , to those o f the t e n a n t wor ld

what t hey were o f f e r e d was a dream, f o r if t he p r o j e c t succeeded, t h e

t e n a n t s wou ld cheatin t h e i r own house and farm and become fi n a n c i a l l y

s e l f - r e l i a n t . J u s t a s i m p o r t a n t , i f t h e i r dream were r e a l i z e d , t he

p r o j e c t p a r t i c i p a n t s wou ld n o l o n g e r have t o r e l y o n someone e l se f o r

a j o b o r home. Fo r t h e fi r s t t i m e i n t h e i r l i v e s , they would become

independen t and f r e e o f d e b t . F o r those o f t h e t e n a n t w o r l d , t he re

was n o g r e a t e r dream t h a n t o “own y o u r own p l ace . "

Government o f fi c i a l s at Cumberland M o u n t a i n (Sky l ine) Farms

o f f e r e d m o r e t h a n econom ic r e h a b i l i t a t i o n , however. P r o j e c t

o f fi c i a l s wanted t he p a r t i c i p a n t s t e work t o g e t h e r through l a n d ,

f a rm , a n d i n d u s t r i a l c o ope r a t i v e s . A t one p o i n t p r o j e c t p a r t i c i p a n t s

wou ld be s t o c k ho l d e r s i n a f a c t o r y b u i l t b y t h e i r own c oope r a t i v e

w i t h money p r o v i d e d b y t h e f e d e r a l g o v e r n m e n t . Such programs w e r e

d r ama t i c b r eaks f r om governmental p o l i c y wh ich t r a d i t i o n a l l y had

encou raged i n d i v i d u a l i s m and f r e e enterprise economics .

T h e r e we r e many o t h e r b r eaks w i t h t h e p a s t at Cumberland

M o u n t a i n (Sky l i ne ) Fa rms . What was o n e o f t h e na t i on ' s fi r s t p r epa i d

h e a l t h c a r e p rog rams was e s t a b l i s h e d a t Cumberland Moun ta i n (Sky l i n e )



Farms and o t h e r s i m i l a r p r o j e c t s . A d d i t i o n a l l y , o f fi c i a l s at tempted

t o end t h e cyc le o f p o v e r t y among t h e p a r t i c i p a n t s b y b u i l d i n g a

s c h o o l f o r t he p r o j e c t c h i l d r e n and by u t i l i z i n g p rog ress i ve teach ing

methods. O f fi c i a l s t r i e d to en r i ch the pa r t i c i pan t s ’ q u a l i t y o f l i f e

th rough a r t s and c r a f t s programs and community p l a y s and drama

p r o d u c t i o n s . P r o j e c t o f fi c i a l s organized a band and square dance

t e a m , n o t o n l y f o r r e c r e a t i o n a l and e n t e r t a i n m e n t p u r p o s e s , b u t t o

u n i f y t h e c o m m n i t y and deve lop a c o o p e r a t i v e s p i r i t among t h e

p a r t i c i p a n t s . The band and square dance t e a m t r a v e l e d t o Washington

and per formed f o r P res iden t and M r s . F r a n k l i n R o o s e v e l t . Before t h e

p r o j e c t ended, such Americans as Rexford Tugw e l l , Ben Shahn, A r t h u r

R o t h s t e i n , C a r l Mydans, Bascom L u n d s f o r d , N icho las R a y, M a r g a r e t

V a l i a n t , Char les Seeger, and W i l l Alexander a l l would p l a y some r o l e

in the Cumberland M o u n t a i n (Sky l ine) Farms drama as it un fo lded . The

r e a l s t o r y of Cumberland Moun ta in ( S k y l i n e ) F a r m s , however, is t h a t

o f t h e peop le f o r whom t h e p r o j e c t was i n t e n d e d - - t h e t e n a n t farmers

a n d t h e i r f a m i l i e s who were g i v e n t h e dream. T h i s book i s t h e i r

-  s t o r y .

(acknowledgments go h e r e )



Image One: Moving to the Moun ta in

It was 1935 and l i f e f o r people l i v i n g in t he r u r a l Sou th was

b l e a k a s they s t r u g g l e d w i t h persona l hardsh ips caused b y t h e G r e a t

Dep r e s s i o n . I n May o f t h a t y e a r V i r g i l and Ve n t r i c e B r ewe r, a young

f a rm coup le w i t h t w o s m a l l c h i l d r e n , rode up Cumberland Moun t a i n , a

1 , 6 0 0 - f e e t h i g h Appalachian p l a t e a u in N o r t h Alabama's Jackson

Coun ty. The g o v e r nme n t t r u c k i n which t hey r o d e was t a k i n g them and

a l l t h e i r longings to t h e i r new home on t h e mounta in . T h e i r d r i v e r

f o l l o w e d a c r o o ked , g r a v e l r o a d t h a t wound th rough a rough, untamed

w i l d e r n e s s , wha t i n t h e l e x i c o n o f Appalachian South was c a l l e d a

“wildwoods." The Brewers and t h e i r c h i l d r e n rode t h r o ugh a l a n d

fi l l e d w i t h a n c i e n t hardwood t r e e s , t h i c k unde rb rush , e x o t i c g inseng

p l a n t s , and r a r e f e r n s . A s t h e Brewers and o t h e r s e t t l e r s would

d i s c o v e r , t h e f o r e s t a l s o housed harm less s q u i r r e l s , r a b b i t s , and

w i l d t u r k e y s t h a t coex i s t ed w i t h po isonous diamondback ra t t l e snakes

a n d copperheads. I t was a h a r d l a n d t h a t was l i t t l e d i f f e r e n t f r om

t h a t s e t t l e d by p i onee r s in t h e Appalachian Sou th d u r i n g t h e 1800s.

A f t e r t h e i r t r u c k had ground to t h e t o p o f t he moun ta in

p l a t e a u , M r s . Brewer saw t he box-shaped, wooden shacks and asked h e r

husband: "What a r e those? A r e t ho se c o r n c r i b s ? " M r . Brewer

answe red : "No. Tha t i s where we a r e g o i n g to l i v e f o r awhile."!
A l t h o u gh t h e y wou ld i n t ime move t o ano ther house , t h e moun t a i n they

ascended t h a t May day was t o become t h e Brewers' home.



So began a j ou r ney t h a t would i n v o l v e t he B rewe r s and some 200

o t h e r f am i l i e s i n o n e o f the m o s t un i que and i n t r i g u i n g s o c i a l

expe r imen t s i n r e c e n t Amer ican h i s t o r y . I t was a j o u r n e y to be

fi l l e d w i t h hope and d e s p a i r , happ iness and s o r r o w , and achievement

and b i t t e r f a i l u r e . The Brewers themselves would become p i o n e e r s ,

n o t o n l y i n t h e sense o f s e t t l i n g a new p l a c e , b u t i n t a k i n g p a r t i n

a program t h a t was to h e l p l e a d r u r a l Amer ica to = ee age , o n e in

wh i c h c oope r a t i o n among people would be s t r e s s ed . I n t h e end t h e

Brewers' exper ience on Cumberland Moun ta in wou l d become a j ou r ne y o f

b i t t e r s w e e t memories.
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Chapter 2

Subsis tence Homesteads and Cumberland Mounta in

Under Pres iden t Roosevelt's d i r e c t i o n , t h e f e d e r a l government

began t o e s t a b l i s h programs i n t h e 1930s t o a l l e v i a t e economic and

s o c i a l prob lems t h a t t h e Depress ion had caused. These programs s o o n

w o u l d a f f e c t t h e l i v e s o f S o u t h e r n t e n a n t fa rmers . The FERA, a s

n o t e d , was g i v e n t h e j o b of p r o v i d i n g r e l i e f to the unemployed. The

FERA o p e r a t e d through a m a t c h i n g g r a n t p r o g r a m i n w h i c h t h e agency

g a v e $250 m i l l i o n d i r e c t l y t o s t a t e s and a p p r o p r i a t e d another $250

m i l l i o n o n a m a t c h i n g a o e b a s i s w i t h s t a t e s and

m u n i c i p a l i t i e s f o r r e l i e f projects.
I n o r d e r t o g i v e s p e c i a l a t t e n t i o n t o t h e f a r m p o p u l a t i o n , i n

1934 Hopkins a n d the FERA c r e a t e d t h e D i v i s i o n o f R u r a l

R e h a b i l i t a t i o n and S t r a n d e d Popu la t i ons (RRSP).2 A t fi r s t , t h e

RRSP's ass ignment was t o r e h a b i l i t a t e unemployed a g r i c u l t u r a l workers

b y l o a n i n g them money t o f a r m . F a r m e r s , t h e o r e t i c a l l y , would use

t h e s e l o a n s t o d o such t h i n g s a s r e p l a c e work s tock o r buy f a r m

equipment.° A l l t hese FERA prog rams r e q u i r e d t h a t farmers w e r e to
r e p a y l o a n s . Through t h e l o a n program, t h e FERA expected t h a t

f a r m e r s e v e n t u a l l y wou ld work t h e i r way o f f r e l i e f r o l l s , a t l i t t l e

fi n a l expense to t h e voverumene when l o a n s w e r e r e p a i d .

I n i n i t i a t i n g t h i s p r o g r a m , however, FERA o f fi c i a l s found t h a t

t h e r e w e r e many i n s t a n c e s in wh ich l o a n s to unemployed fa rmers w e r e

n o t s u f fi c i e n t f o r t h e i r r e h a b i l i t a t i o n . The re were thousands o f



American fa rme rs who d i d n o t own l a n d , or if they d i d , t h e i r l and was

submarginal and nonp roduc t i ve . Another p l a n was needed f o r these

fa rme rs . FERA turned to t h e models s e t by t he Department of

I n t e r i o r ' s D i v i s i o n of Subsistence Homesteads, headed by M. L.

W i l s o n , a f o rme r d i r e c t o r of t he Ru r a l Economics D i v i s i o n of Montana

S t a t e A g r i c u l t u r a l Co l l e ge . The Roosevel t A dm i n i s t r a t i o n had c rea ted

t h e D i v i s i o n o f Subs i s t ence Homesteads f r om a $25 m i l l i o n

a p p r o p r i a t i o n s t h a t had been inc luded i n t h e Na t i o na l I n d u s t r i a l

Recovery A c t o f 1933.4 Th is appropra t ion was made to t he P res i den t

t o make l oans and otherw ise a i de “ i n the purchase o f subs i s t ence

homesteads." Under t h i s program the D i v i s i o n of Subsis tence

Homesteads bought l a n d and b u i l t houses f o r unemployed workers .

T h i s “subsistence homesteads" approach t o o k s e v e r a l forms. In

some p r o j e c t s workers were p rov ided w i t h houses o n l y . I n o the rs

p a r t i c i p a n t s rece i ved houses and a few a c r e s o f l a n d f o r ga rden ing .

Some p r o j e c t s were in what we r e c a l l e d "stranded" a r e a s where

i n d u s t r y o r c o a l m i nes had c l o s e d , l e a v i n g workers w i t h n o p r o s p e c t s

f o r j o b s . In these areas t he D i v i s i o n of Subs is tence Homesteads

es t ab l i s hed communi t ies t h a t pe rm i t t e d r e s i d e n t s t o f a rm p a r t - t i m e ,

and t h e n o f fi c i a l s hoped t o e n t i c e i n d u s t r y t o t h e area f o r

a d d i t i o n a l j o b s . O the r p r o j e c t s were farm communi t ies in wh ich

participants were vnaedited a house and l a n d to f a rm . Farmers were

" r e s e t t l e d , " f rom submarg ina l t o mo r e p r o fi t a b l e l a n d . W i t h these
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“subsistence homestead" p r o j e c t s , or r ese t t l emen t p r o j e c t s , the

f e d e r a l government en te red t h e planned r u r a l community movement,

wh ich had beer popu la r i zed by Elwood Mead in C a l i f o r n i a .

In t h e 1910s and 1920s Mead success fu l l y implemented some of

h i s i d e a s to improve t h e q u a l i t y o f l i f e in r u r a l Amer i ca . Mead, a

c i v i l e n g i n e e r by profession, had decided t h a t a prosperous and happy

f a rm popu l a t i o n was e s sen t i a l t o a hea l t h y democracy. Ye t h e saw

s o c i a l a n d economic problems i n Amer ican a g r i c u l t u r e and p a r t i c u l a r l y

t r o u b l i n g t o him was that young people seemed t o b e l e a v i n g f a rm l i f e

beh ind . Mead be l i eved t h a t t he s o l u t i o n to many o f t h e problems in

American a g r i c u l t u r e was t o emphasize g r oup r a t h e r t h a n i n d i v i d u a l_‐‐ Consequently, he favored e s t a b l i s h i n g cooperat ives f o r

f a rm e r s , who would l i v e t oge the r i n planned v i l l a g e s , o r a t l e a s t

around a community c e n t e r . Ag r i c u l t u r a l e x p e r t s were t o supe r v i s e

these f a rms , acco rd ing t o Mead. Hand i c r a f t p r o j e c t s o r sma l l

i n d u s t r i e s a l s o m igh t b e added t o these f a r m v i l l a g e s t o b o o s t t h e i r

e conom i e s , Mead contended. Acco rd i ng t o h i s p l a n , p a r t i c i p a n t s would

b e c a r e f u l l y s e l e c t e d , and i n o rde r t o a s s u r e s t a b i l i t y , t h e y would

b e g r a n t e d o n l y l ong - t e rm purchase c o n t r a c t s .

I n 1917 Mead was named chairman o f Ca l i f o rn ia ' s Land Set t lement

Boa rd . Under h i s d i r e c t i o n , C a l i f o r n i a d i d e s t a b l i s h t w o such

planned r u r a l communi t ies-- the Durham and De l ph i c o l o n i e s . These

c o l o n i e s were based on t h e i d ea s t h a t Mead had proposed. T he i r
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i n i t i a l success a t t r a c t e d t h e i n t e r e s t o f t h e f e de r a l gove rnmen t and

t h e D i v i s i o n o f Subs is tence Homesteads b u i l t i t s . foundation on the

approach t h a t Mead had taken in California.®
There w e r e a few ree to t h i s i d e a o f r e b u i l d i n g r u r a l

America. Rex fo rd Tugwel l ques t i oned whether i t was w i s e to r e t u r n

peop l e to t h e farm when such g r e a t changes we r e t a k i n g p l a c e in

American a g r i c u l t u r e . Farms were mechan iz ing , Tugwe l l p o i n t ed o u t ,

and they a l s o were nenmuane l a r g e r . The sma l l f am i l y f a rm , Tugwe l l

warned, c o u l d become a t h i n g of t h e past./ S t i l l Mead's v i s i o n of

i d y l l i c f a rm v i l l a g e s w i t h i t s J e f f e r s o n i a n appeal was t o o power fu l

to be i g n o r e d in the g r e a t age o f s o c i a l exper imen ta t ion t h a t was the

1930s.

When t h e FERA began l o o k i n g f o r ways to he l p “marginal"

f a rme r s , t h e agency tu r ned t o models s e t b y Mead and t he D i v i s i o n o f

Subs is tence Homesteads. Soon t h e FERA was exper imen t ing w i t h wha t

e s s e n t i a l l y we re planned communi t ies. FERA accomplished t h i s th rough

peidbdlixadiion c o r p o r a t i o n s t h a t we r e es tab l i shed in the s t a t e s .

A l though proposa ls f o r programs were to i n i t i a t e f r om t h e s t a t e s ,

FERA o f fi c i a l s d i d encourage r e h a b i l i t a t i o n c o r p o r a t i o n l e ade r s t o

e s t a b l i s h subsistence homesteads p r o j e c t s .
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I n Alabama t h i s r e h a b i l i t a t i o n c o r p o r a t i o n was t h e Alabama

R e l i e f A d m i n i s t r a t i o n (ARA). To reach t h e g r a s s r o o t s l e v e l , t h e ARA

se lec ted commit tees and chose a r e l i e f d i r e c t o r f o r each c o u n t y in

o r d e r to p rov ide a i d . I t was a t t h i s l o c a l l e v e l t h a t t h e i d e a o f

the Cumber land Mounta in (Sky l i ne ) Farms p r o j e c t t o o k shape. In 1934

i n Jackson C o u n t y, t h e f u t u r e s i t e o f t h e p r o j e c t , H . N . “Harry" Ross

was chosen r e l i e f d i r e c t o r . (See Photograph, H a r r y R o s s , p. 2 7 . )

R o s s wou ld p l a y a major r o l e i n e s t a b l i s h i n g and t h e n managing

Cumber land Moun ta in (Sky l ine) Farms. R o s s , l i k e the t e n a n t farmers

h e w o u l d - l e a d , h a d f e l t t h e s t i n g o f t h e enteantan P r i o r t o h i s

appo in tmen t as Jackson County r e l i e f d i r e c t o r , Ross worked as a |

c o n s t r u c t i o n eng inee r f o r t h e Tennessee C o a l , I r o n a n d R a i l r o a d

Company (TCIR) in Birmingham, b u t he l o s t t h a t j o b when t h e company

l a i d o f f workers a s a r e s u l t o f t h e D e p r e s s i o n . Ross‘ f o r m e r

employer w i t h TCIR was work ing f o r t h e ARA, a n d it was th rough t h i s

fo rmer TCIR boss t h a t Ross ob ta ined h i s j o b as Jackson County r e l i e f

director. ®
F r o m a l l a c c o u n t s Ross was a n o u t - g o i n g , c h e e r f u l man, who the

Cumberland Mountain (Sky l i ne ) Farms p a r t i c i p a n t s r e f e r r e d t o a s “Pop"

Ross . I n many ways Ross was a f a t h e r - fi g u r e t o t h e p r o j e c t

p a r t i c i p a n t s , and l i k e some f a m i l y heads , h e o f t e n demonstrated a n

a u t h o r i t a r i a n approach i n r e l a t i n g t o t h e p a r t i c i p a n t s . T h i s would

become a s o u r c e o f c o n fl i c t w i t h i n t h e p r o j e c t . Ross , t o o , was a n

o p t i m i s t a n d c e r t a i n l y t h i s p e r s o n a l i t y t r a i t was a n a s s e t t o h i m a s



H. N. “ H a r r y Ross in 1936. Ross was a key founder and p r o j e c t

manager of Cumberland Moun ta i n (Sky l i ne ) Farms d u r i n g the fi r s t

y e a r s . Photograph from “Cumberland Moun t a i n Farms: F i e l d Report and

F i n a l Budge t , " Box 44, RG96, P r o j e c t Records , Farmers Home

A dm i n i s t r a t i o n , N a t i o n a l A r c h i v e s , Wash ing ton , D . C .
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a l e a d e r , b u t h i s op t im i sm may have caused t h e tenants chosen f o r t he

p r o j e c t - b e l i e v e t h e i r dream o f owning t h e i r own home and f a r m

e a s i l y wou l d b e r e a l i z e d . However, i n 1934 i n t h e m i d s t o f Americas

G r e a t Dep ress i on , Ross' p e r s o n a l i t y c h a r a c t e r i s t i c s we r e o f l i t t l e

c o n c e r n to a people who were despera te f o r economic r e l i e f .

Ross found h i m s e l f r e l i e f d i r e c t o r i n a c o u n t y wh ich r e fl e c t e d

t h e South 's g r e a t c u l t u r a l d i v e r s i t y . Jackson County, l o ca t ed i n t he

N o r t h e a s t co rne r o f ‐ s ta te , h a d t r a i t s o f b o t h t h e p l a n t a t i o n

South a n d Appalachia, and r e s i d en t s seemed t o r n between the t w o . On

t h e one hand , t he ‐‐‐R i v e r wound th rough t h e e n t i r e w i d t h o f

Jackson Coun t y, c r e a t i n g r i c h , a l l u v i a l bo t tom- land on which c o t t o n

p l a n t a t i o n s and the subsequent i n s t i t u t i o n o f s lavery had been

e s t a b l i s h ed . There was, t h en , some o f t he p l a n t a t i o n South i n t h e

c o u n t y economica l ly and s o c i a l l y . As in o t h e r p a r t s o f t h e Sou t h ,

t h e county 's emerging m idd l e - c l ass o f t e n i d e n t i fi e d w i t h t he image o f

t h e “Planter South."

On the o t h e r hand , much of t h e county's 729,600 a c r e s were

mounta inous and i l l - s u i t e d f o r t h e p l a n t a t i o n s y s t em , There had been

v e r y f ew s l aves i n t h e moun ta i ns , and as a r e s u l t o f t h i s t h e

p o p u l a t i o n in t h e moun ta ins was overwhelming ly wh i t e , as was t r u e of

m o s t o f Appa lach ia . I n t h e i r t r a d i t i o n s , speech p a t t e r n s , and

a t t i t u d e s , these wh i tes were more l i k e their ne i ghbo r s t o t h e n o r t h

in e a s t Tennessee or w e s t e r n N o r t h C a r o l i n a t h a n they were to m o s t

wh i t e s t o t h e sou th i n t h e i r own s t a t e , S i nce they had n o t owned
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s laves o r b e e n Loleed i n t h e c o t t o n economy, many o f the a n c e s t o r s

o f t h e s e mounta in -her i tage wh i tes even had chosen to s i d e w i t h t h e

Union d u r i n g t h e C i v i l War. In the 1930s m o s t of t h e county's w h i t e

t e n a n t f a r m e r s were descended f rom t h e m o u n t a i n h e r i t a g e .? Th is

demographic s p l i t among t h e people of t h e c o u n t y became a f a c t o r in

t h e e v e n t u a l o u t c o m e of the Cumberland M o u n t a i n (Sky l ine) Farms

p r o j e c t , a s b o t h groups f r e q u e n t l y saw t h e o t h e r th rough

stereotypical terms. |
S i n c e Jackson County was p r i m a r i l y a n a g r i c u l t u r a l r e g i o n when

R o s s t o o k o v e r a s d i r e c t o r o f r e l i e f , b e found t h a t m o s t o f t h e 1,000

f a m i l i e s onr e l i e f in the c o u n t y w e r e farmers.!° The ARA d i v i d e d

f a m i l i e s o n r e l i e f i n t o t w o c a t e g o r i e s : Group I f a rmers , who owned

l a n d b u t needed economic r e h a b i l i t a t i o n t o recove r f r o m t h e

Depress ion ; and Group I I fa rmers , those who had n e i t h e r l a n d n o r

equ ipment w i t h w h i c h to farm.!1 R e l i e f was p r o v i d e d to t h e Group I

f a m i l i e s th rough loans and b y g i v i n g them j o b s i n t h e v a r i o u s work

r e l i e f p r o j e c t s t h a t Hopkins' FERA had begun. However, t h e Group I I

f a r m f a m i l i e s , m o s t o f whom w e r e d i sp laced t e n a n t farmers a s a r e s u l t

o f AAA p o l i c y , posed a s p e c i a l prob lem. They d i d n o t own l a n d on

which t o l i v e and m o s t were w i t h o u t j o b s k i l l s , f o r fa rm ing was a l l

t h a t t h e y had known. °

R o s s , as Jackson County 's newly-appointed r e l i e f d i r e c t o r ,

a long w i t h t h e Proba te Judge o f Jackson C o u n t y, J . M. "Jim" Money,

d e c i d e d t h a t a subs is tence t y p e program, l i k e those advocated by t h e
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Va l l e y Au t h o r i t y completed i t ' s work o n t h e Gun t e r s v i l l e Dam and

flooded some 57,000 a c r e s o f Jackson County's r i v e r - b o t t om land. A

subs i s t e n ce homesteads p r o j e c t , t h e y ma i n t a i n ed , would p r o v i d e a

p l a c e f o r those farmers to r e l o ca t e . The t r ump ca rd t he delegation

he l d was t h a t a l a r g e t r a c k of r e l a t i v e l y inexpens ive l a n d had become

a v a i l a b l e f o r such a p r o j e c t .

The l a n d was l o c a t e d on Cumberland Moun ta i n , an un se t t l e d

p i a t e a u r ang i ng f rom 700 t o 1,600 f e e t i n t he no r t he r n p o r t i o n o f

Jackson Coun t y. The moun ta i n i t s e l f was p a r t o f a p l a t e au range t h a t

exvaniiad duos Tennessee and Kentucky. L i k e o t h e r moun ta ins in

sou thern Appalachia, Cumberland Moun ta i n was r e l a t i v e l y fl a t and thus |

c ou l d be farmed. Cumberland Moun ta i n was spa rse l y s e t t l e d , and used |

p r i m a r i l y b y hun t e r s . Accord ing t o l o c a l l o r e , t h e moun ta in a l s o was

a popu l a r s i t e f o r whiskey-making opera t i ons t h a t produced

“moonshine” s o l d in Cha t tanooga and Nashv i l l e . As of t h e mid-1930s,

Cumberland Moun ta in was much l i k e t h e Appalachian f r o n t i e r t h a t

p i o n e e r s had s e t t l e d e a r l i e r i n t h e r e g i o n yea r s b e f o r e , and much

l i k e it had been when a misp laced group of Shawnee Ind ians supposedly

l i v e d t he r e . 14 A r o ad , however, r e c e n t l y had been const ruc ted up the

moun t a i n w i t h funds p rov i ded by Pres i den t Hoover's Reconst ruc t ion

Finance Co r p o r a t i o n and now f o r t h e fi r s t t i m e t h e moun ta i n was

accessible.!> En t e r t h e P i e r c e M i n i n g Company.
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The P i e r c e M i n i n g Company, headed by R. V. P i e r c e , was one of

the bus inesses o f t h e P i e r c e E s t a t e s Company o f New York s t a t e . The

P ie rce f am i l y had made a f o r t u n e i n the 1800s b y s e l l i n g p a t e n t

medicines... To d i v e r s i f y , t h e P ie rce f am i l y had g o t t e n i n t o t he coal

and t i m b e r bus iness. I n t end i ng t o even t ua l l y m i ne c o a l , t he P i e r c e

f am i l y in t h e e a r l y 1900s had bought approx imate ly 30,000 a c r e s of

l a nd on Cumberland Moun ta in . C o a l depos i t s e x i s t e d on Cumberland

Moun ta i n , t hough n o t i n t h e q u a n t i t y t he P i e r c e Company o r i g i n a l l y

had t h o ugh t . The company opened a s h a f t m ine on t he moun t a i n .

However, t h e c o a l m i n i n g o p e r a t i o n had been u n p r o fi t a b l e and b y the

1930s, t h e P i e r c e f am i l y was ready to s e l l t h e i r l and on Cumberland

Moun t a i n and c o n c e n t r a t e on o t h e r developments in F l o r i d a . Ross and

Money c o u l d , a s a r e s u l t , t e l l ARA o f fi c i a l s t h a t t he r e was ava i l ab le

l a n d f o r a subsis tence homesteads p r o j e c t in Jackson Coun ty ‐ ‐ t he

P i e r c e l a n d .

The Jackson County de l e ga t i o n presented t h e i r case t o s t a t e

FERA o f fi c i a l s o n November 3 0 , 1934, and a week l a t e r they were

n o t i fi e d t h a t Cumberland Moun t a i n had been se l ec t ed as t he s i t e of a

“homestead c o l o n y."16 The announcement was gree ted e n t h u s i a s t i c a l l y ,

for i n t h i s age o f economic dep r e s s i o n , a c q u i r i n g a r u r a l subs is tence

p r o j e c t was t an t amoun t t o l a n d i n g a ma j o r i n d u s t r y . The p r o j e c t was

s e e n a s a m a j o r s t e p toward r e l i e v i n g t h e county's economic d i s t r e s s .
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Y e t t h e seeds o f d i s s a t i s f a c t i o n w i t h what would become

Cumberland Mounta in (Sky l i ne ) Farms were p lan ted as e a r l y as the

fi r s t p u b l i c announcement of t h e program. In t h e headline s t o r y

announc ing t h a t Cumberland Mountain had been s e l e c t e d , the project

was desc r ibed as a "homestead colony .""!7 T h i s c rea ted confusion as
to t h e e x a c t n a t u r e of t h e p r o j e c t . Homesteading to m o s t meant

l i v i n g on p u b l i c l a n d f o r a p e r i o d o f t i m e , imp rov i ng the l a nd , and

then g a i n i n g t i t l e t o t h e p r o p e r t y . Under t h e t r a d i t i o n a l

“homesteading" p r o c e s s , t he “homesteader" d i d n o t have to pay f o r

t h e l a n d . Many a r e a people we re f a m i l i a r wach the homesteading

p rocedure , f o r fa rms in t h e c o u n t y had been ob ta ined under t h e o l d

Un i t e d S t a t e s homesteading l a w s , and in f a c t some l a n d s t i l l was

b e i n g homesteaded in Jackson Coun t y. The news r e l e a s e c l e a r l y d i d

say t h a t p r o j e c t p a r t i c i p a n t s o n Cumberland Mounta in would b e charged

f o r t h e i r house and l a n d , a s was done i n t h e subs i s t ence homestead

p r o j e c t s . I t f u r t h e r was exp la ined t h a t p a r t i c i p a n t s would pay f o r

t h e i r u n i t s b y sav i n g f r om what they made f r om t he

fi f t een - ‐cen t - pe r - hou r wages t h e y were t o be p a i d f o r t h e i r l a b o r ,

t h e n when t h e i r l a nd was prepared , t h e y cou l d b u y t h e i r l and w i t h

money made f rom fa rm ing .18
S t i l l t h e word "homesteading" stood o u t . It was a poo r cho i ce

o f w o r d s , o ne t h a t l a t e r wou ld haun t o f fi c i a l s i n charge o f t h e

p r o j e c t a nd con f use f u t u r e t e n a n t s abou t how they we re t o a cqu i r e



t h e i r u n i t s . However, i n December o f 1934 these c louds we re n o t on

t h e h o r i z o n , and the door had opened i n Jackson County t o l e t those

sna r led in fa rm tenancy escape .

34
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Chapter 3

The P r o j e c t and C o n t r o v e r s y B e g i n

Once the Jackson County d e l e g a t i o n won approva l f r o m the

Alabama R u r a l R e h a b i l i t a t i o n C o r p o r a t i o n ,a c t i o n t o es tab l i sh t h e

p r o j e c t proceeded rapidly. On December 1 0 t h , t h r e e days a f t e r

n o t i fi c a t i o n , t h e P i e r c e E s t a t e s Company, represented b y t h e i r a g e n t

John L . S t a p l e s , and H a r r y Ross , r e l i e f d i r e c t o r o f t h e R u r a l

R e h a b i l i t a t i o n C o r p o r a t i o n o f Jackson County (RRCJC), s igned a n

agreement in w h i c h t h e company l e a s e d 8,000 a c r e s of l a n d on

a Moun ta in to t h e RRCJC f o r t h r e e y e a r s and gran ted t h e

RRCJC " t h e p r i v i l e g e o f c l e a r i n g , b u i l d i n g houses , b a r n s , d i g g i n g

w e l l s a n d making o t h e r improvements."'! Improvement to t h e l a n d was

c o n s i d e r e d i n - k i n d paymen t f o r t h e l e a s e f e e . The RRCJC was g i v e n

t h e o p t i o n o f buy ing t h e l a n d o n o r b e f o r e t h e e x p i r a t i o n o f th ree

y e a r s at $7.50 p e r a c r e , or f o r a t o t a l of $60,000. The l e a s e

a g r e e m e n t was s i g n e d o n December 1 0 , 1934, and f o u r days l a t e r the

work t o b u i l d a r e s e t t l e m e n t c o l o n y o n Cumberland Moun ta in began.>

C a r v i n g a community o u t o f t h e m o u n t a i n w i l d e r n e s s ’was n o easy

t a s k . People in t h e Appa lach ian S o u t h knew no harde r work t h a n

“ c l e a r i n g new ground." B y today's s t a n d a r d s , t o o l s were p r i m i t i v e :

a x e s , S a w s , c r o s s - s a w s , s l i n g i n g b l a d e s , h o e s , and shovels w e r e used .

Man, m u l e s , and o x e n w e r e t h e machines. At t i m e s t h e underbrush was

s o dense a worker c o u l d o n l y h a l f - s w i n g a t a b u s h o r t r e e , and when

h e came f o r w a r d , h i s hands and arms m i g h t b e r i p p e d b y b r i a r s . There
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were n o f o r e s t - c l e a r i n g c u t t e r s o r p inchers t o b e used , a s the re a r e

i n today 's l o g g i n g and l a n d - c l e a r i n g o p e r a t i c n s . Na tu re was n o t

e a s i l y conquered.

Y e t t h i s was t he t a sk t h a t workers fi r s t faced at t h e

new ly - founded p r o j e c t on Cumberland Moun ta in . The wo r k began when

e i g h t men , se lec ted f rom r e l i e f r o l l s , and a s u p e r v i s o r drove i n a

t r u c k to t h e p r o j e c t s i t e . T h e i r fi r s t ass ignment was to c l e a r l a nd

f o r a headquarters b u i l d i n g and then c o n s t r u c t i t . One of t h e men

r e c a l l e d : “ I t was a bad d a y . W e saw sn ow, s l e e t , r a i n and sunshine

all i n o n e d a y. W eg o t o u t t h e r e and b u i l t u p a l i t t l e fi r e i n t he

woods t o keep from f r e e z i n g . None o f u s had o n enough c l o t hes t o

keep u s warm. . . We w e n t t o work g a t h e r i n g sandstone o f f t h e t o p o f

the ground to b u i l d t he founda t ion f o r a k i t c h e n . Our fi r s t though t

was to fi x a p lace to e a t . We brushed dhe snow o f f t h e rocks and

c a r r i e d them t o t he s i t e p i c ked f o r t he fi r s t b u i l d i n g . The

sandstone w o r e the s k i n o f f o u r fi n g e r s b e f o r e the day was o v e r , and

t h e y we r e b l e ed i n g when we stopped work. Tha t was how we g o t t h i s

t h i n g s t a r t e d , and it was nop l a c e f o r children."4
As workers at Cumberland Moun ta i n (Sky l i ne ) Farms s t r ugg l ed to

b u i l d a community on t h e moun ta in , o f fi c i a l s in t h e Rooseve l t

A dm i n i s t r a t i o n worked t o conv ince t h e p u b l i c t h a t such programs were

b e n e fi c i a l t o American a g r i c u l t u r a l and economic r e c o v e r y. Other

c o u n t r i e s , Rooseve l t o f fi c i a l s ma i n t a i n e d , had so lved t h e i r r u r a l

p rob lems t h r o ugh t h e s e t y p e p r o g r ams . Sec r e t a r y o f A g r i c u l t u r e Henry
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Wa l l a c e , f o r example, in a s ta t emen t g i v e n at t he Congress iona l

h e a r i n g s o n t h e Bankhead Farm _ ‐ B i l l , s a i d t h a t I r e l a nd

e s s e n t i a l l y had abo l i shed t h e f a r n t e n a n c y s y s t em through a s i m i l a r

approach. Wallace s ta t ed t he I r i s h t e n a n t s y s t em was one of " the

m o s t adominable t h a t has ever developed in t h e Wes te rn world."> It

was r e f o rmed , he n o t e d , by t he government b u y i n g up l a r g e e s t a t e s and

r e s e l l i n g t h e l a n d t o t e n a n t o p e r a t o r s “on a l o n g t ime payment p l a n

w i t h l o w r a t e s of severe Wallace f u r t h e r s a i d t h a t now I r e l a n d

“has been transformed from an i s l a n d of p o v e r t y s t r i c k e n t e n a n t s i n t o

a n a t i o n of independent f a rm owners."/ Othe r Eu ropean c o u n t r i e s ,

i n c l u d i n g Denmark, F i n l a n d , and Germany, had begun s i m i l a r t e n a n t

p r o g r ams , Wallace s a i d .

C a r l Ta y l o r , who b y now had become a n i n fl u e n t i a l v o i c e i n t he

Depar tment o f A g r i c u l t u r e , a l s o used t h e I r i s h comparison i n

a d v o c a t i n g t he r u r a l r e s e t t l emen t programs i n t h e Un i ted S t a t e s .

Ta y l o r n o t e d t h a t t he I r i s h Land Purchase A c t o f 1903 had pe rm i t t ed

t h e gove r nmen t t o purchase l a n d on t h e app r a i s a l v a l u e , t h e n r e s e l l

i t t o t e n a n t s w i t h a th ree -and -one -ha l f p e r c e n t s i x t y - e i g h t yea r

loan.® The I r i s h program h a d been an “unqua l i fi ed success , acco rd i ng

t o Taylor."'? Ta y l o r ' s d e s c r i p t i o n o f t h e I r i s h program was v e r y

s i m i l a r to what even t ua l l y wou ld be t he Rooseve l t Administrat ion's

b a s i c t e r m s f o r r e se t t l emen t .
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Rooseve l t o f fi c i a l s s t u d i o u s l y avoided any comparisons between

these p r o j e c t s and the f a rm c o l l e c t i v e movement i n t he So v i e t Un ion .

To many Amer i cans , i n c l u d i n g con se r v a t i v e members o f Congress , t h e

r e d i v i s i o n o f l a n d i n t h e S o v i e t Un i o n a f t e r t h e Russ ian Revolution

was one of t he h o r r o r s of communism. Whenever p o s s i b l e , Roosevelt

o f fi c i a l s d i s t anced themselves f r om t h i s a s soc i a t i o n . I n h i s speech

on the Bankhead Tenancy B i l l , Wallace po i n t ed o u t t h a t t h e p r e s e n t

c o n d i t i o n o f haereeen teats made them “ f e r t i l e s o i l f o r Communist

and S o c i a l i s t agitators." Wallace w e n t onto say : "The American

way to p r e se r v e ie traditional o r d e r is to p rov i de these re fugees

( t e nan t s ) o f t h e economic system w i t h an oppo r t u n i t y t o b u i l d and

develop t h e i r own homes and to l i v e on t h e l a n d which they may c a l l

t h e i r o w n . 11 I n h i s s t a t em e n t Wallace had conver ted a program which

c r i t i c s would l a t e r d e c l a r e to be commun is t i c i n t o a p l a n which was

c l e a r l y t h e “American way. " In t he yea rs to come, however, t he

c r i t i c s who r a i s e d t h e i s s u e of communism would become more voca l and

undermine the e f f o r t s of t h e f e d e r a l agenc ies to ma in t a i n t h e

r e s e t t l emen t communi t ies , i n c l u d i n g Cumberland Mountain (Sky l ine )

Farms.

W h i l e t h e deba te r a ged in Wash ing tonabout t h e rese t t l ement

c o n c e p t , workers in Jackson County cont inued w i t h t h e i r p r o j e c t ,

seeming ly o b l i v i o u s to t h e p u b l i c r e l a t i o n s problems faced by the
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Rooseve l t Adm in i s t r a t i on . By January 1935 fi f t y men were work i ng a t

t he p r o j e c t s i t e on Cumberland Moun ta in , a l l hav i ng been drawn f r om

the county 's r e l i e f r o l l s . Most workers r ode to t h e mounta ineach

day i n a p r o j e c t t r u c k . The men were s o eage r f o r work t h a t some

walked f o u r to fi v e m i l e s one way each day to m e e t t h e i r r i d e to t h e

mountain.!* One worker s t a t e d t h a t u s u a l l y he l e f t h i s home at th ree

i n t h e mo rn i ng and r e t u r n e d a t n i n e t h a t night.}3 Fo r those workers

wan t i n g t o s t a y on tie moun ta i n o ve r n i g h t , p r i m i t i v e barracks were

b u i l t . The men cou ld s t a y at t h e project d u r i n g t h e week and r e t u r n

t o t h e i r f am i l i e s o n the weekend. Meals were served t o t h e wo r ke r s ,

who we re o f t e n despera te ly hung r y. One p r o j e c t p a r t i c i p a n t ,

S t o n e w a l l F a i r b ank s , a cook , l a t e r r e c a l l e d : “People now can ' t

r e a l i z e how bad t h i n g s were back t hen . The men who s t a r t e d work ing

h e r e a l o t o f t ime s d idn ' t have money to b u y food . I wou ld l o o k o u t

a t a c rowd o f hung r y people e ve r y mo r n i n g . There would be a s many a s

200 some morn ings . The re wou l d nea r l y be a stampede when we wou ld

p u t t h e f o o d o u t . The m e a t would b e s t r i n g y and tough. Bu t t h e men

wou ld j u s t t h r ow t h e i r heads back and swa l l ow i t whole, they we r e so

h u n g r y . Young peop le t o day, t hey can ' t understand that.""14
V i r g i l B r ewe r, who worked as a cook a t t h e p r o j e c t f o r a t i m e ,

r e c a l l e d what t h e men a t e : “We used beans. P i n t o beans , wh i t e l i m a

beans , and g r e a t n o r t h e r n , and we'd g i v e them b e e f . . . . Weused
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p o t a t o e s to make beef s t e w and such as t h a t . We cooked cornbread and

biscuits."!5 Asthe p r o j e c t increased in s i z e , Brewer r e c a l l e d

cook ing f o r as many as 247 workers . 16

Othe r than c r e a t i n g jobs f o r t h e wo r k e r s , t he s p e c i fi c s o f the

goa l s o f t he p r o j e c t we re hazy t o t he men, and n o doub t t o p r o j e c t

managers and o f fi c i a l s . Th i s much was understood. Work e n t i t l e d t h e

men to a $7.50 “grocery order" f o r themselves and t h e i r f am i l i e s .

L a t e r , t h e p o l i c y chauged and t h e men were to be g i v e n fi f t e e n c e n t s

in c r e d i t f o r each hou r of wo rk they performed at t h e p r o j e c t . The

men were n o t p a i d i n cash and t he c r e d i t wasto be app l i e d toward t he

purchase of a house and fa rm unit.!7 se411 l a t e r , p r o j e c t

p a r t i c i p a n t s wou l d s a y, o f fi c i a l s changed t h i s p o l i c y and would n o t

a c c e p t i n - k i n d work a s c r e d i t toward purchase. 8 Obv i o u s l y, t he re

was a l a c k of c l a r i t y of t h e goa l s and procedures f o r t h e p r o j e c t .

Th is communica t ion prob lem between t h e o f fi c i a l s and p a r t i c i p a n t s

o v e r t h e s p e c i fi c procedures o f t h e p r o j e c t e ven t ua l l y wou ld cause

b i t t e r c o n fl i c t s w i t h i n t h e r e s e t t l em e n t communi ty.

D u r i n g t h e fi r s t months , t h e p r o j e c t d i d q u i c k l y c r e a t e j o b s ,

and n o t j u s t f o r those s e l e c t e d a s f a rme r s . The Works Progress

A dm i n i s t r a t i o n h i r e d workers t o c o n s t r u c t b u i l d i n g s , b u i l d roads and

b r i d g e s , a e laa l a n d , c r e a t i n g j o b s a t t h e p r o j e c t . O v e r a l l

d u r i n g t h e fi r s t months o f i t s e x i s t e n c e , t h e p r o j e c t seeming ly was

p roceed ing smoo th l y, a t l e a s t a t t he l o c a l l e v e l .
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However a t the na t i o n a l l e v e l changes were o c c u r r i n g . These

changes resu l t ed f rom rea l i g nmen t s w i t h i n t h e f e d e r a l bureaucracy

over t h e c o n t r o l o f t he rese t t l emen t p r o j e c t s . U n t i l 1935 t he

rese t t l emen t p r o j e c t s had been conducted on seve ra l f r o n t s . The

Department o f t he I n t e r i o r , t he Department o f Ag r i cu l t u r e , and t h e

FERA a l l we re a c t i v e in rese t t l emen t community development , and

e f f o r t s and se r v i c e s were b e i n g dup l i ca ted . Fo r t h i s r e a s o n , on

A p r i l 3 0 , 1935, a endo organ iza t i ona l change in t h e Roosevelt

A dm i n i s t r a t i o n occur red when the Reset t lement Adm i n i s t r a t i o n (RA) was

created as an independent agency w i t h i n t h e Department of

Agriculture. !9 The RAwas to beheaded by Rexford Tugwe l l , a former

Columbia U n i v e r s i t y economist and Undersec re ta ry o f A g r i c u l t u r e . The

R Atook over the r u r a l r e h a b i l i t a t i o n and l a n d programs t h a t had been

operated by t h e o t he r agenc i e s . Impo r t an t l y, t he RAwas assigned t he

j o b , a l r e ady begun at Cumberland Mountain (Sky l i ne ) Farms, of

r e s e t t l i n g farmers f r om submarginal to more p roduc t i ve l a n d . RA a l s o

was t o a s s i s t these fa rmers i n becoming fi n a n c i a l l y

self-sufficient.?°
Tugwe l l and t h e RA t o o k a v a r i e d approach to resett lement and

community deve lopment . As no ted p r e v i o u s l y , Tugwe l l h imse l f was n o t

f o nd o f t h e r e se t t l emen t f a r m projects, such as Cumberland Mountain

(Sky l i ne ) F a rm s , b e l i e v i n g t h a t t hey ‐ an anach ron i sm , and t h a t

t h e day o f t h e sma l l f a rm was coming to an end.2! Tugwel l favored

r e l o c a t i n g f a m i l i e s i n "g reenbe l t " o r “ i ndus t r i a l " communi t ies n e a r
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c i t i e s , where t h e y had employment o p p o r t u n i t i e s i n i n d u s t r y .

However, because o f the p r e v i o u s a c t i v i t y o f t h e FERA and the

depar tments o f A g r i c u l t u r e and t h e I n t e r i o r , and due to t h e f a c t t h a t

m o s t Roosevel t o f fi c i a l s h e l d f a s t to t h e r u r a l Jeffersonian image of

Amer i ca , Tugwell and RAwere committed to t h e rese t t l emen t farm

commun i t i es . Many, i n c l u d i n g Cumberland Mounta in (Sky l i ne ) Fa rms ,

had been s t a r t e d , a n d now t h e r e was n o t u r n i n g back . The RA's ranks

swe l led as employees were added f r o m n i n e d i f f e r e n t f e d e r a l agenc ies

t o c o n t i n u e t h e work o f r u r a l r e h a b i l i t a t i o n and reset t lement. I n

a s a R A would employ 4,200 w o r k e r s , aueer t h e same number o f

f a r m e r s t h e agency would r e s e t t l e i n i t ' s s t o r m y , t w o - y e a r

existence. 22
The RA s t o r m w inds would w h i r l around Rex fo rd Tugwe l l , who f a s t

became o n e of t h e Roosevelt Administration's m o s t cont rovers ia l

fi g u r e s . In t i m e c r i t i c i s m of Tugwe l l would impede t h e development

o f Cumber land M o u n t a i n (Sky l i ne ) Farms. Tugwell was a n i n t e l l e c t u a l

and v i s i o n a r y w i t h , as P a u l Conkin descr ibes h i m , t h e “temperament of

an ex t reme ly s e n s i t i v e artist."23 The phrase a “bureaucratic poet"

would perhaps b e s t descr ibe Tugwel1.24 A s w i t h o t h e r i n t e l l e c t u a l s

i n t h e 1920s and 1930s, Tugwe l l h a d examined o t h e r s o c i e t i e s and

economic systems. I t was h i s i n t e r e s t i n t h e s o c i a l i s t sys tem t h a t

would b r i n g Tugwe l l u n d e r fi r e , a l t h o u g h t h e r e i s n o i n d i c a t i o n t h a t



43

Tugwe l l e v e r endorsed t h e s o c i a l i s t sys tem, b u t on l y sought f r om i t

wuat c o u l d be app l i ed to the co l l apsed American economy, such as

coo r d i n a t i n g i n d u s t r y and developing coope ra t i ve movements. 2?

Y e t many Americans found Tugwell ‘ 's o p i n i o n s on t h e Sov i e t

s o c i a l i s t s y s t em d i f fi c u l t t o a c c e p t . F o r example, i n h i s 1935 book

on American economic l i f e , w r i t t e n w i t h Thomas Munro and Roy S t r y k e r ,

Tu gwe l l w r o t e t h a t t he So v i e t Un i on m i g h t “ fo rce u s , and o t h e r

‘ c a p i t a l i s t i c ’ n a t i o n s t o make v e r y d e fi n i t e concess ions t o t h e i deas

of wh ich she is t h e champion. "2 Tugwe l l , Mun ro , and S t r y ke r w r o t e

that economically the So v i e t s y s t em m i g h t su rpass t h e c a p i t a l i s t i c

s y s t em because of p lann ing and c e n t r a l management , t h e avoidance of

t h e d u p l i c a t i o n o f e f f o r t , and t he e n e r v a t i o n o f c o n fl i c t s “which a r e

imposed by the v e r y n a t u r e of o u r institutions."2/ Tugwe l l , Munro,

and S t r y k e r w e r e qu i ck t o p o i n t o u t t h a t t h e Sov i e t s y s t em had l e ad

to p rob lems of “bureaucracy, pe rsona l aggrandizement, g r a f t , and

i n e f fi c i e n c y, " a l t h ough gove rnmen t o f fi c i a l s were a t t emp t i n gt o solve

these p rob l ems . 28 Tugwe l l , Munro , and S t r y k e r emphasized t h a t they

were examin ing t h e So v i e t s y s t e m on l y to p r o v i d e Americans w i t h a

broader v i e w , o n e t h a t c o u l d r e s u l t in n ew, exper imenta l economic

a t t i t u d e s . They d i d s o , they s a i d , f o r “every s tuden t who i s

i n t e r e s t e d i n peace , p r o s p e r i t y , and p r o g r e s s . . . 2 9 C e r t a i n l y ,

these w e r e n o b l e and honorable i n t e l l e c t u a l p u r s u i t s . Ye t t o many

Amer icans p reoccup ied by f e a r s o f a communist r e v o l u t i o n in t h e

U n i t e d S t a t e s s i m i l a r t o t h e Ru s s i a n R e v o l u t i o n , Tugwe l l ' s
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i n t e l l e c t u a l search ing was t h r e a t e n i n g . Q u i c k l y, Tugwel l was deemed

t h e " r ad i ca l " o f t h e Roosevelt A d m i n i s t r a t i o n , t he communist "Red"

who threatened the American way of l i f e .30 Throughout h i s yea r s in

p u b l i c s e r v i c e , Tugwe l l c ou l d never escape f r om these accusa t i ons .

As the newly-appoin ted head of the RA, Tugwel l b rough t some

heavy baggage to t he Cumberland Mounta in (Sky l i ne ) Fa rms , a p r o j e c t

w h i c h , l i k e o t he r s s i m i l a r t o i t , a l r eady had ra i sed susp i c i ons about

i t s “ c o l l e c t i v i s t " n a t u r e . Tugwell 's image was n o t he lped when i n

November of 1935 it was announced t h e RA was p l a nn i n g “a r u r a l

saliacesvtat community pa t t e rned a l o ng the l i n e s of a Soviet s t a t e

farm.">! The s p e c i fi c p r o j e c t was Ak-Sarben V i l l a g e in Nebraska and

Tugwe l l a ides descr ibed the programas “cooperat ive r a t h e r than

communistic."32 However, t h e damage was done. Tugwe l l and t h e RA
were do i ng wha t many Amer icans had fea red t h e y would: s e t t i n g up a

“ c o l l e c t i v i s t community a l o n g t he l i n e s o f a Sov i e t s t a t e farm."

Ano the r element now had been added to t h e Cumberland Mounta in

(Sky l i ne ) Farms e f f o r t . Even a s l a n d was b e i n g c l e a r e d , c o n t r o v e r s y

was g a t h e r i n g , controversy t o t a l l y un r e l a t ed to t h e l i v e s of t h e

t e n a n t s and worke rs who l abo red on t h e mountain and dreamed of b e t t e r

days t o come. They were p a r t i c i p a n t s i n o n e o f t h e p r o j e c t s t ha t t o

many Amer icans was “communistic." The wo r l d s l ow l y was s e t t l i n g on

Cumberland Moun ta i n .
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Image Two: A New Home

Du r i n g the summer of 1935, a f t e r moving to Cumberland Moun ta in ,

t he Brewers and t h e i r t w o c h i l d r e n l i v e d in t h e i r temporary house.

T h e i r house was n o more t han a shack , c o n s i s t i n g o f t w o rooms w i t h

b a r e l y enough space f o r c h a i r s o r any t y p e o f f u r n i t u r e o ther t h a n

t h e i r beds. (See Sk y l i n e P o r t f o l i o , Pho tog raph 1 , p . 111 . ) The

Brewers considered themselves l u c k y , t hey s a i d , to have moved to

Cumberland Moun ta i n in May, when t h e moun ta i n wea the r was r e l a t i v e l y

p l e a san t . Du r i ng the w i n t e r , f am i l i e s l i v i n g i n t h e p r o j e c t shacks

had s een snow blow th r o u gh t h e cracks o f t h e i r houses and w a t e r l e f t

i n d o o r s ove rn i gh t would be f r o zen by mo rn i ng .

D u r i n g the summer, t h e Brewers we re n o t i fi e d they were se lec ted

f o r one o f t he f a r m u n i t s and would be mov i ng i n t o a pe rmanen t house.

In September of 1935, t he Brewers moved to t h e i r new house on f o r t y

ac res of l a nd . The house had t w o bedrooms, a k i t c h e n , and a

comb ina t i on l i v i n g / d i n i ng room. ( Fo r an example o f a p r o j e c t house

s e e S k y l i n e P o r t f o l i o , Photograph 3 , p . 113 . ) The house was

u n fi n i s h e d and t h e Brewers themselves p u t down t h e fl o o r i n g ,

c o n s t r u c t e d t h e w a l l s and c e i l i n g . Ye a r s l a t e r , M r . Brewer r e c a l l e d

mov ing i n t o the house f o r t h e fi r s t t ime : “ I t was a r e a l good

f e e l i n g . We though t we had something t h a t we neve r had b e f o r e . We'd

always l i v e d in somebody e l s e ' s house when I farmed. And usua l l y it

was j u s t an o l d shack of some k i n d . I t was t h e fi r s t t ime we e ve r

f e l t l i k e wewe r e go i n g to have a p l a c e t h a t was o u r own."2 M r s .
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Brewer remembered: “We thought the house was grand , even though it

wasn't e v e n fin i shed . When i t was fi n i s h e d , i t r e a l l y was grand! We

3 The Brewers l i v e dd i d a l o t o f work a t t h a t p l a c e fi x i n g i t u p . "

i n t h e house f o r the n e x t n i n e y e a r s . They were l i v i n g a t t h e house

when t h e i r t h i r d c h i l d was b o r n . To t h e gove rnmen t t h e Brewers'

p r o j e c t house and f a r m were i d e n t i fi e d a s U n i t 60. To t h e Brewers

U n i t 6 0 was t h e c e n t e r o f t h e i r l i v e s .
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Chapter 4

The Community Takes Shape

B y t h e f a l l o f 1935 some t w e n t y - fi v e houses had been completed

a t t h e Cumberland Mounta in (Skyl ine) Farms p r o j e c t . I m p o r t a n t l y,

s p e c i fi c p lans f o r t h e p r o j e c t were b e i n g formulated. P a r t i c i p a n t s

w e r e t o l d they w o u l d b e g i v e n t h e o p p o r t u n i t y t o b u y a house and fa rm

u n i t t h r o u g h a p l a n that t h e g o v e r n m e n t dev i sed . Plans f o r t h e

p r o j e c t a r e o u t l i n e d i n a r e p o r t t h a t p r o j e c t l e a d e r s fi l e d w i t h t h e

RA. The r e p o r t , now housed in U. S. L i b r a r y of Congress r e c o r d s , is

e n t i t l e d “Cumberland Moun ta i n Farms: Outline of P l a n and Procedure

' of O p e r a t i o n of t h e Cumberland Mountain Farms. Jackson County R u r a l

Homestead ing Project."
The r e p o r t s t a t e s t h e purpose of t h e “Cumberland Moun ta in Farms

Homestead ing P r o j e c t was: ( 1 ) To p r o v i d e o p p o r t u n i t i e s f o r

se l f -ma in tenance f o r t w o hundred f a r m f a m i l i e s who have been removed

f r o m r e l i e f r o l l s ; ( 2 ) To c l e a r and improve 8,000 a c r e s of l a n d

r e c e n t l y acqu i red and b u i l d homes f o r r u r a l r e l i e f f a m i l i e s o f

Jackson County ; ( 3 ) To improve t h e standards of l i v i n g of these

f a m i l i e s b y p r o v i d i n g adequate hous ing , m e d i c a l , r e c r e a t i o n a l and

home economics programs, and r e l i g i o u s and c u l t u r a l activities.
These w e r e t h e goa l s approved by t h e 1seat p r o j e c t l e a d e r s , t h e

Alabama R e l i e f A d m i n i s t r a t i o n , t h e Federa l Emergency R e l i e f

A d m i n i s t r a t i o n , and t h e Reset t lement A d m i n i s t r a t i o n .
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The "self-maintenance" of t he f a m i l i e s was to be achieved by

“ t r a i n i n g them i n f a rm i n g methods and r u r a l home b u i l d i n g wh i l e t h e y

a r e p r e p a r i n g f o r f u t u r e homesteading."> The o r i g i n a l r e p o r t s t a t e s

' t h a t t h e “head of the household and o t h e r a d u l t members of t he

fami l i es " would b e g i v e n the o p p o r t u n i t y t o work f u l l - t i m e o n the

project. However, o n l y t he head of t h e household would r e c e i v e p a y

f o r h i s work . The other a d u l t f am i l y members “would on l y r e c e i v e

c r e d i t f o r t h e i r l a b o r which is recogn ized as payment on a fa rm and

home i n r e t u r n f o r t h i s work." The r e p o r t s t a t e s t h a t " t he t o t a l

l a b o r c o s t " was to be deat to t h e p r o j e c t , and when completed,

each fa rm would be appra ised and ass igned to t h e f am i l i e s pe r f o rm ing

the s e r v i c e s . “Accumulated c r ed i t " was to be accepted "as

" t h e r e p o r t concluded.©downpayment on the house and f a r n ,

P r o j e c t families were to buy t h e i r u n i t s w i t h money made f r o m

f a rm i n g . However, i t was r e a l i z e d t h a t i t would take t ime f o r t h i s

p l a n t o deve l op . Farmers c o u l d n o t f a r m u n t i l t h e i r l a n d was c l ea red

and t h i s was a s low peocens. U n t i l t h e f am i l i e s cou ld e s t a b l i s h

themselves fi n a n c i a l l y , t he f e d e r a l gove r nmen t some how would have t o

p r o v i d e f o r them. At fi r s t , workers were g i v e n “grocery c r ed i t " f o r

t h e i r f o o d and we re n o t pa i d cash. L a t e r they were pa id fi f t e e n

c e n t s p e r hou r i n c r e d i t f o r a fi f t y - fi v e hour week.’ Bu t once a

f am i l y moved i n t o t h e i r house and u n i t , t h e y were n o t p a i d , and

i n s t e a d we re g i v e n a y e a r l y l o a n t o o p e r a t e t h e i r farm and manage
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t h e i r home. I n r e t r o s p e c t , f ede ra l o f fi c i a l s themselves seemed

confused a b o u t e x a c t l y how t h e fi n a n c i a l a s p e c t o f t h e p r o j e c t would

be  a r ranged .

A c r i t i c a l q u e s t i o n i n r e g a r d t o t h e p r o j e c t was i n r e g a r d t o

how t h e f a m i l i e s would b e a b l e t o b u y t h e i r u n i t s . Fami l ies l a t e r

would remember t h e y had been t o l d t h e i r work would be c r e d i t e d toward

payment o n t h e i r unit.2 A n o r i g i n a l R A document d e s c r i b i n g t h e

p r o j e c t s u p p o r t s t h e i r c l a i m . To r e s o l v e t h i s i s s u e , f e d e r a l

o f fi c i a l s later would pay each f a m i l y a lump sum ($300) f o r work they

had done on t h e i r u n i t , and at t h a t p o i n t disallow c r e d i t f o r work.?
Even a s p lans f o r t h e p r o j e c t were c r y s t a l l i z e d , the re

remainded a communication gap between t h e o f fi c i a l s in Washington and

t h e fi e l d w o r k e r s . A t t h e l o c a l , s t a t e , and f e d e r a l l e v e l s , ,

o f fi c i a l s seemed e s p e c i a l l y u n c e r t a i n concern ing how l a n d would b e

t r a n s f e r r e d t o t h e f a r m e r. S i n c e programs such a s Cumberland

Mounta in (Sky l ine) Farms were n e w, o p e r a t i n g d e t a i l s had n o t b e e n

s p e c i fi e d . The con fus ion was compounded due t o programs h a v i n g been

s t a r t e d by d i f f e r e n t o f fi c i a l s and agenc ies w i t h i n t h e government.

Records of the p r o j e c t d u r i n g these fi r s t years show ideas

r i c o c h e t i n g th rough t h e f e d e r a l government and s h i f t i n g from one

l a y e r o f b u r e a u c r a c y t o a n o t h e r , u s u a l l y i n a n a l t e r e d form.

L o c a l l y , t h e p a r t i c i p a n t s knew o n l y t h a t t h e y were t o b e g i v e n

a chance to own t h e i r own house and f a r m . A c l e a r problem was t h a t

m o s t of t h e t e n a n t s on l y h e a r d t h e word “homestead" and assumed if



50

t h e y l i v e d on t h e l a n d l o n g enough, i t would be long to them. Beyond

t h a t , t h e y l e f t t h e p l a n n i n g up to t h e government and d i d what t h e y

were asked. Others were reassu red by p r o j e c t managers t h a t t h e

d e t a i l s would be worked o u t . Some at Cumberland Mounta in , no doubt ,

c e r t a i n l y were g i v e n t h e adv i ce t h a t Rexford Tugwe l l had o f f e r e d t h e

p r o j e c t manager, Har ry R o s s , at Cumberland Farms on a s i t e v i s i t .

"Quit w o r r y i n g and keep working," Ross sa id Tugwe l l h a d adv i sed

him. 1°
A f t e r Tugwe l l and t h e RA t o o k o v e r FERA and Subsistence

Homestead rese t t l emen t projects, the agency had to decide whether o r

n o t t o con t i nue w i t h each p r o j e c t . I n mak ing t h i s d e c i s i o n , t h e R A

sought t h e adv i ce o f a g r i c u l t u r a l e x p e r t s . The op in ions f rom these

e x p e r t s u n i v e r s a l l y conc luded t h a t Cumberland Mounta in had good

a g r i c u l t u r a l p o t e n t i a l . I n J u l y o f 1935, f o r example, C . A . Moore o f

t h e U n i v e r s i t y o f Tennessee's A g r i c u l t u r a l Experiment S t a t i o n , s t a t e d

t h a t “ t h i s p r o j e c t p r e s e n t s unusua l a g r i c u l t u r a l o p p o r t u n i t i e s t o t h e

homesteaders."1! Moore's r e p o r t to t h e RAn o t e d t h a t t h e p r e v a i l i n g

s o i l s of Cumberland Mounta in w e r e " fi n e , sandy loams w i t h good

r e t e n t i v e s u b s o i l s , " o n l y l a c k i n g i n some phosphate and l ime.1 2

Moore w r o t e t h a t the s o i l , r a i n , and weather cond i t ions were

e s p e c i a l l y favorab le f o r r a i s i n g I r i s h p o t a t o e s and t h a t Cumberland

M o u n t a i n was l o c a t e d at a p o t e n t i a l l y good distribution p o i n t f o r
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p o t a t o ma r k e t i n g . Moore concluded t h a t t he p r o j e c t was “ a proper

u t i l i z a t i o n of funds appropr ia ted f o r r e l i e f o f l ow income f am i l i e s .

013

Such r e p o r t s persuaded Tugwe l l and RA o f fi c i a l s t h a t t he

Cumberland Moun ta in p r o j e c t was w o r t h c o n t i n u i n g and consequent ly in

l a t e summer of 1935 the RA t o o k o v e r Cumberland Mounta in (Sky l i ne )

Farms. ! 4 RA ma i n t a i n e d c o n t r o l o f t h e p r o j e c t u n t i l t h e agency was

d i s s o l v e d i n 1936 and i t s r e s p o n s i b i l i t i e s were assumed b y the Farm

Se c u r i t y A dm i n i s t r a t i o n . Cumberland Mountain (Skyl ine) Farms was one

o f t h r e e f a r m communi ty en t h e RAand l a t e r t h e FSA main ta ined

in Alabama. The o t h e r t w o were f o r b lacks . They were Gee's Bend in

Wi lcox Coun t y and P r a i r i e Farms in Macon Coun ty. }> Un l i ke Cumberland

Mounta in (Sky l ine ) Farms , which was begun by the FERA, the RAbegan

bo th t hese p r o j e c t s . Bo th p r o j e c t s were smal ler than Cumberland

Moun t a i n (Sky l i ne ) Farms. I n r e g a r d t o t h e number o f p a r t i c i p a n t s

and l a n d t h a t was i n v o l v e d , Gee's Bend consisted o f 100 u n i t s , a n d

P r a i r i e Farms had t h i r t y - f o u r . Nat ionwide, t he R Awould b e g i n o r take

o v e r f r o m Subs i s tence Homesteads and the FERA t h e development and

management o f f o r t y f a rm commun i t i e s . ! 6 The l a r g e s t o f these in

t e r m s o f h o u s i n g u n i t s were Roanoke Farms (294) i n H a l i f a x Coun ty,

“North Ca r o l i n a ; Dyess Colony (275) i n M i s s i s s i p p i Coun ty, Arkansas;

Plum Bayou (200) in J e f f e r s o n Coun t y, Arkansas; Pender lea Homesteads

(195) in Pende r Coun t y, N o r t h Ca ro l i n a ; and Cumberland Moun ta in ( o r

S k y l i n e ) Farms ( igi) .}?
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Ye t the fa rm communi t ies were n o t t h e o n l y t y p e p r o j e c t s w i t h

wh ich o f fi c i a l s in t h e D i v i s i o n of Subsis tence Homesteads, FERA, and

RA exper imented in the 1930s. Other t y p e s o f rese t t l emen t programs

were e s t a b l i s h e d , such a s the i n d u s t r i a l hous i ng developments i n o r

n e a r c i t i e s . I n these p r o j e c t s , workers were p laced n e a r j o b s i n .

i n d u s t r i a l a r e a s . I n s t ead o f th rough f a r m i n g , t hese workers were t o

buy t h e i r home and l a n d (usua l l y a few ac res ) f r om t h e i r s a l a r i e s and

wages. Seve r a l o f t hese i n d u s t r i a l p r o j e c t s e x i s t e d i n Alabama,

i n c l u d i n g Bankhead Farms at Jasper ; Greenwood, Mount O l i v e , and

Pa lme rda l e homesteads n e a r Birmingham; and Cahaba ( o r T r u s s v i l l e )

Homesteads nea r T r u s s v i l l e . Throughout t h e Un i t e d S ta tes i n t h e

1930s and 1940s, t h e r e w e r e t w e n t y - s i x i n d u s t r i a l p r o j e c t s ope ra t ed

at one t i m e or ano the r by t h e f e d e r a l agencies.18
A d d i t i o n a l l y , what we r e c a l l e d "garden c i t i e s " were b u i l t .

These we re houses b u i l t i n c a r e f u l l y designed and planned

ne ighbo rhoods i n o r nea r c i t i e s and i n d u s t r y . Tugwe l l f a vo red t h e

“garden c i t y " c o n c e p t and be l i e ved workers needed to be re l oca ted

n e a r c i t i e s where t h e r e were j o b o p p o r t u n i t i e s . These "garden

c i t i e s " i n c l u d e d Greenbe l t n e a r Washington, D. C . ; Greendale in

Mi lwaukee, Wisconsin; G reenh i l l s in Cincinnati, Ohio; and Aberdeen

Gardens i n Newport News, V i r g i n i a . 1 9

F e d e r a l a g e n c i e s , p r i m a r i l y Subsistence Homesteads, FERA, and

RA, e s t a b l i s h e d s t i l l o t h e r community p r o j e c t s . These i n c l u d e d

p r o j e c t s f o r "stranded" wo r ke r s , such as c o a l m i n e r s , who had no
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p r o s p e c t f o r j o b s . These p r o j e c t s combined rese t t l emen t nea r

i n d u s t r y w i t h p a r t - t i m e fa rm ing and i n c l u ded Arthurdale in

R e e d s v i l l e , West V i r g i n i a ; Cumberland Homesteads i n C r o s s v i l l e ,

Tennessee; Tyga r t Va l l e y Homesteads in E l k i n s , West V i r g i n i a ; and

Westmoreland Homesteads in Greensburg, Pennsylvania. Subsis tence

Homesteads began each of these p r o j e c t s . 29 The Cumberland Homesteads

i n Tennessee wou ld cause g r e a t a dm i n i s t r a t i v e con fus ion w i t h

Cumber land Mountain- Farms because of t h e s i m i l a r i t y in name,

r e s u l t i n g in an eventua l change in name of Cumberland Moun ta in Farms

t o S k y l i n e Farms.

A d d i t i o n a l l y , t h e r e we re co -ope ra t i v e farms es tab l i shed : Casa

Grande Va l l e y Farms i n P i n a l County, A r i z ona , and Lake D i c k i n

J e f f e r s o n and Arkansas c o u n t i e s , Arkansas. There was a c o - o p e r a t i v e

suga r - c ane p l a n t a t i o n in Lou is iana- ‐Terrebonne in Terrebonne Pa r i s h .

The p l a n t a t i o n was t h e home of some seventy - ‐one families.7! In these

expe r imen t a l programs, f e d e r a l o f fi c i a l s t u r ned t h e management and

o p e r a t i o n o f t h e p r o j e c t s o v e r t o t h e p a r t i c i p a n t s . There was a

c o - o p e r a t i v e i n d u s t r i a l p r o j e c t s t a r t e d b y Jewish garment workers i n

Highstown, New Je r sey, and fi r s t admin is te red by Subs is tence

Homesteads. There were f a rm v i l l a g e p r o j e c t s in Nebraska, South

Dako ta , and Texas , p r o j e c t s i n wh i ch p a r t i c i p a n t s c ou l d buy a house

and t h r e e a c r e s o f l a n d and work o n c o - o p e r a t i v e farms. The l a r g e s t

of t h e s e was Woodlake in Texas , founded by t h e FERA in 1934, and

supposedly s e r v i n g as a mode l , a long w i t h Cumberland Mountain
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(Sky l ine) Farms, f o r o t h e r FERA commun i t i es , e s p e c i a l l y i n r e ga r d to

t h e i r e f f o r t s to e s t a b l i s h co-operatives. 2% There we re even t w o

f o r e s t homesteads in Kentucky and Wiscons in , t h e l a t t e r , the Drummond

P r o j e c t , f o r workers i n a n a t i o n a l f o r e s t.29
The breakdown of t h e American economic s y s t em had created an

e r a o f p lanned community development t h a t was u n p a r a l l e l e d i n

America. Community p l anne rs were pe rm i t t e d to a c t on t h e i r dreams,

seemingly l i m i t e d o n l y b y t h e i r i m a g i n a t i o n . Amer ica was b e i n g

reshaped as neve r b e f o r e , and t h e v i s i o n of a new America reached

aaah and Jackson Countyw i t h t h e Cupeetes Mounta in (Sky l ine)

Farms p r o j e c t .

By t h e s p r i n g of 1936 Cumberland Moun ta i n (Sky l i ne ) Farms was

booming w i t h an es t imated 1,186 people and 234 f am i l i e s l i v i n g n e a r

t he p r o j e c t , a l t hough many o f t h e s e people were t empo r a r y

c o n s t r u c t i o n workers.24 The p r o j e c t was r e c e i v i n g i n c r ea s i n g

a t t e n t i o n . P a t J ones , a r e p o r t e r w i t h t h e Birmingham News, a f t e r a

v i s i t to Cumberland Moun ta i n (Sky l i ne ) Farms w r o t e an a r t i c l e in

wh ich hede s c r i b e d the p r o j e c t as “a Canaan h i l l ona hilltop."29
Jones g a v e t h i s d e s c r i p t i o n o f t h e p r o j e c t :

“The r o u t e ac ross t h e p l a t e a u fo l l ows a road through t r e e s

unblemished b y signs o f c i v i l i z a t i o n . Paths and byways a r e

m i s s i n g . So a r e te lephone and power l i n e s , s ignboards and

highway markers. A s h o r t d i s t ance f r om t h e s h e l f of t h e

m o u n t a i n , t h e fi r s t b u i l d i n g comes i n v i e w . T i n y , new and
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un p a i n t e d , i t i s l oca ted i n a c l e a r i n g among t h e t r e e s . A

small s t ab l e at t h e r e a r is surrounded by a p i c k e t fence , each

p a r t o f wh i ch appears j u s t o f f t h e sawmi l l . No garden s p o t

s t r e t c he s beyond t h e s t a b l e . Stumps, l e f t t o decay, s tand on

a l l s i d e s o f t h e b u i l d i n g s and t o w i t h i n a f ew f e e t o f t he

f r o n t d oo r. Am i l e o r s o f a r t h e r , t h e pa t h leads th rough a n

a r c h . Across t he t o p of t h i s w h i t e gateway is pa i n t ed in r e d

l e t t e r s : “Cumberland Mounta in Farms." Houses become more

numerous . A few more w i nd i ng t u r n s among t h e f o r e s t s , and a

c rowd , wearing faded o v e r a l l s and odd - l ook i ng d resses , i s seen

s t and i ng in f r o n t o f a consp icuous s t o n e b u i l d i n g . Th i s i s t h e

community c e n t e r . " 26

Jones desc r ibed a community t h a t r a p i d l y was t a k i n g shape, one b e i n g

b u i l t e n t i r e l y f r om ma t e r i a l s n a t i v e t o t h e a r e a , e x c e p t f o r n a i l s ,

h i n g e s , and o t h e r hardware supp l i e s . P r o j e c t sawmi l l s produced t h e

lumber f o r houses and b u i l d i n g s . Even t h e wooden sh i ng l e s f o r t h e

r o o f s w e r e made on t h e p r o j e c t . J . A . Hous t on , a n a t i v e c r a f t sman ,

b u i l t t h e f u r n i t u r e w i t h a home-made lathe.2/ SeadetoKe ook was

q u a r r i e d f rom the mountain and was used t o b u i l d a s c hoo l , t h e

commissa ry, and the p r o j e c t manager's o f fi c e .

A t fi r s t , a t empo ra r y, wooden schoo l was b u i l t f o r p r o j e c t

c h i l d r e n and th ree hundred c h i l d r e n , r a n g i n g i n age from seven t o

n i n e t e e n , a t t e nded t h e school . A “ teacher idge" dormi to ry was b u i l t

f o r the u nma r r i e d women teache rs a t t h e p r o j e c t . 2 8 P r o j e c t o f fi c i a l s
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rece i ved a $25,000 WPA g r a n t t o b u i l d t h e pe rmanen t school.2? wW. H .

K e s s l e r , a no ted Southern landscape a r c h i t e c t , served a s t h e

consu l t an t on t h e des i gn o f t he school.29 When Jones v i s i t e d

Cumberland Moun ta in in t h e s p r i n g of 1936, perhaps the m o s t

a t t r a c t i v e completed f e a t u r e o f t h e p r o j e c t was t h e community s t o r e .

(See S k y l i n e P o r t f o l i o , Photograph 11 , p . 1 21 . ) B i l l Hosk ins , t h e

p r o j e c t masonry foreman, had c r a f t e d t h e commissary's sandstone

s t r u c t u r e , u s i n g techn iques t h a t h e had learned f rom h i s f a t h e r , who

had l e a r n e d t h e c r a f t f rom h i s f a t h e r in Ireland.>!
- Mo s t impo r t an t t o t h e p a r t i c i p a t i n g f am i l i e s were the houses

t h a t we r e b e i n g b u i l t . The houses ranged i n s i z e f r om t h r e e t o fi v e

r o om s , depend ingon t h e number o f f am i l y members. The house s t y l e s

v a r i e d . The fi r s t house completed was of f o u r rooms, had a l a r g e

po r ch w i t h oa k porch p o s t s , a s t o n e foundat ion , and a sandstone

chimney f o r t h e fi r e p l a c e . Other houses had d i f f e r e n t s t y l e s . Some

we re b u i l t w i t h n o p o r c h , and a l a r g e s i n g l e h a l l ; and o t h e r s we re

b u i l t w i t h enc losed po rches , overhanging gables and eaves , s t o n e

founda t i ons and s t e p s . Mos t houses , i f p a i n t e d , we re green or r e d .

A t wo r s e , t h e houses were somewhat b o x - l i k e , b u t t hey genera l l y we r e

p l e a s i n g a r c h i t e c t u r a l l y. The houses i n c l uded a gas cook i ng r a n g e ,

k i t c h e n s i n k , cab i ne t s , and an i c e box . Wel ls were d r i l l e d a t each

house t o p r o v i d e w a t e r . The r e wa s n o i n d o o r p lumbing o r e l e c t r i c i t y .
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The houses were b u i l t a t an ave rage c o s t o f $600.22 P r o j e c t

p a r t i c i p a n t s we re pa i d t o h e l p c o n s t r u c t t he houses t h emse l v e s ,

a l t h o ugh the RA's Cons t ruc t i on D i v i s i o n d i d m o s t o f t h e work.

P r o j e c t p a r t i c i p a n t s were respons ib le f o r " fi n i s h i n g the house ou t , "

which wou l d i n c l ude fl o o r i n g , b u i l d i n g w a l l s , and i n s t a l l i n g doors

and windows. Tha t p r o j e c t p a r t i c i p a n t s themselves worked o n t h e i r

u n i t s was a t y p i c a l o f o t he r RA p r o j e c t s , where the RA Cons t ruc t i on

D i v i s i o n u s ua l l y b u i l t the houses e n t i r e l y . Howeve r, Cumberland

Mounta in (Sky l ine ) farms p r o j e c t o f fi c i a l s , p a r t i c u l a r l y H a r r y Ross,

f e l t that i n v o l v i n g the p a r t i c i p a n t s i n t h e b u i l d i n g process n o t o n l y

provided them w i t h j o b oppo r t u n i t i e s , b u t c rea ted senses o f

accomplishment and b e l o n g i n g as well.33 Wi H. Kess le r endorsed Ross'

approach a f t e r a v i s i t to t he p r o j e c t by w r i t i n g : "The people

themselves a r e v e r y proud of t h e i r houses and the f am i l i e s seem to be

v e r y happy and contented and t h e men a r e a c t u a l l y en j o y i ng t h e

w o r k , " 34 K e s s l e r , o f fi c i a l l y a community manager w i t h RA, wen t o n t o

say t h a t t h e worke rs at Cumberland Moun ta i n (Sky l ine) Farms had ".

. l ea rned t o produce and u s e t he se ma t e r i a l s ( ha rd wood and

sandstone) i n a way t h a t i s remarkable" i n c o n s t r u c t i n g t h e i r

homes.” Kess le r be l i eved t h a t u s i n g tia p a r t i c i p a n t s t o b u i l d t he

houses was a “ fi n e plan, "36 ut

Some RA i n s p e c t o r s quest ioned t h e q u a l i t y o f c o n s t r u c t i o n ,

Kess l e r n o t e d , and wanted t o b r i n g i n s k i l l e d workmen f rom t h e

ou t s i d e to b u i l d t he houses . However, Kess l e r d i d n o t fi n d t h e
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inspec to rs ' comp la in ts to be j u s t i fi e d , and he be l i eved i t would be a

‐ " t o take the work r e s p o n s i b i l i t y away from t h e p ro j ec t

p a r t i c i p a n t s and managers. > ! W i l l A lexander, a t t h i s t ime s e r v i n g a s

assistant adm in i s t r a t o r t o Tugwe l l , responded t o Kess ler 's concerns

b y w r i t i n g t h a t i t was impo r t a n t f o r t h e p r o j e c t t o have q u a l i t y

c o n s t r u c t i o n and t h a t h e h a d rece i ved pho tographs wh ich showed t h a t

some u n t r e a t e d lumber had warped. 28 A lexander, who would soon head

the RA and l a t e r t he Farm S e c u r i t y A dm i n i s t r a t i o n , concluded t h a t

l o c a l workers c o u l d b e used i n c o n s t r u c t i o n , b u t t h a t ca re should b e

taken to as s u r e m a t e r i a l s we r e n o t defective.>”
The Alexander/Kessler exchange d i d n o t s e t t l e t h e i s s u e , which

as m i n o r a s i t seems, was c r u c i a l i n t h e o v e r a l l p l a nn i ng o f t h e

p r o j e c t . L o c a l l y , Ha r r y Ross be l i e v e d i t was impo r t a n t t o have t h e

p a r t i c i p a n t s b u i l d t h e i r own u n i t s , because t h i s i n s t i l l e d a sense o f

c o o p e r a t i o n and togetherness among the workers. A l s o , Ross be l i e ved

t h e p a r t i c i p a n t s c ou l d i d e n t i f y mo re w i t h a p r o j e c t t h a t they had

he lped b u i l d . 4 0 Im p o r t a n t l y, Ross a l s o wanted t h e p r o j e c t

p a r t i c i p a n t s t o b e c r e d i t e d f o r t h e i r work a t t he project, and t h e n

be a b l e to u s e t h i s c r e d i t toward t h e purchase of t h e i r u n i t . To t h e

RA, u s i n g l o c a l l a b o r was i n e f fi c i e n t . R Abe l ieved t h a t the

C o n s t r u c t i o n D i v i s i o n could accompl ish t h e work b e t t e r and l e s s

e x p e n s i v e l y.
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A compromise of s o r t s on t h e i s s u e was reached when it was

agrees t h a t the s t r u c t u r e o f t h e homes would b e b u i l t b y t h e

Cons t ruc t i on D i v i s i o n , t hen the p a r t i c i p a n t s would " fin i sh " the home

o u t . P a r t i c i p a n t s were f o r a t ime cred i ted f o r t h e i r wo r k , b u t

e v en t u a l l y t h i s p o l i c y was changed, and t h e f a rme r s were g i v e n a lump

sum due them f o r t h e i r l a b o r , a s no ted .4 ! To R o s s , t h i s was a ma j o r

set-back f o r t h e fa rmers in t h e i r q u e s t f o r l a nd ownersh ip . 42

By 1936 RA o f fi c i a l s completed t h e i r p l a n s f o r Cumberland

Moun ta in (Sky l ine) Fa rms . C r i t i c a l l y i m p o r t a n t i n t h i s was t h e

“eerielizerel p l a n f o r t h e p r o j e c t . A g r i c u l t u r e was t h e l i f eb l ood of
t h e p r o j e c t : i f t he ag r i c u l t u r a l p l a n was n o t f u l fi l l e d , t h e n t h e

p r o j e c t p a r t i c i p a n t s would n o t b e ab le t o purchase t h e i r u n i t s .

O f fi c i a l s in t he Ru r a l Resettlement D i v i s i o n (RRD) of RA fina l i z e d

the Cumberland Mountain (Skyl ine) Farms a g r i c u l t u r a l p l a n .4 3

Ty p i c a l l y, a fa rm u n i t a t t h e p r o j e c t , RRD o f fi c i a l s t h e o r i z e d ,

should c o n s i s t o f fi f t y a c r e s . O f t hese fi f t y a c r e s , f o r t y should b e

p lan ted in c r o p s and n i n e sown i n t o p a s t u r e . F o r conserva t ion

r e a s o n s , o n e a c r e was t o b e l e f t u n u s e d , a c c o r d i n g t o the p l a n . O f

the c r o p l a n d , twe lve acres were to be p lanted in c o t t o n , which at

t e n c e n t s p e r pound would prov ide t h e f a rme r w i t h an estimated $270

pe r y e a r . C o t t o n seed sold a t one c e n t a pound would b r i n g i n

ano the r $54 . Acco rd i ng to t h i s p l a n , c o t t o n was to be a k e y cash

c r o p f o r t h e p r o j e c t f a rme r s .
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Po t a t o e s were t h e n e x t mos t impo r t a n t c r o p , a c c o r d i n g t o t he

plsi. Th ree a c r e s o f I r i s h po t a t o e s a t a d o l l a r a pound would b r i n g

i n $300 f o r t h e f a rm f am i l i e s . Co rn ( twe l v e a c r e s ) , o a t s ( t e n

a c r e s ) , and wheat ( t wo a c r e s ) was t o b e used p r i m a r i l y f o r l i ves tock

feed . Each f a rm u n i t would i nc l ude l i ves t ock : t w o m u l e s , one cow,

fi f t y hens and 150 f r i a r s , one c a l f , a brood sow and twelve hogs .

RRD o f fi c i a l s p ro jec ted t h a t l i ves tock would produce t h e farmer $100

f r om e g g s , $80 f rom m i l k , $37.50 f r om t h e s a l e o f f r i a r s , $10 f r om a

c a l f s o l d each y e a r , and $144 f r om t h e the s a l e of hogs. Livestock

s a l e s , RRD o f fi c i a l s pred ic ted, would prov ide t h e farmer w i t h

$271 . 50 , t o go a l o n g w i t h t he $672.50 f rom c r o p s , f o r a cash income

o f $844 p e r y e a r . Howeve r, b y t he time fa rm ope ra t i ng and l i v i n g

expenses were dedeannd, along w i t h t h e repaymen t of an RA

rehabilitation l o a n , t h e f a rme r cou l d e x p e c t a balance at t h e end of
t h e y e a r o f $9. Ob v i o u s l y, f a rme r s would b e wa l k i n g a fi n a n c i a l

t i g h t r o p e i n t h e i r e f f o r t s t o purchase a f a r m unit.44
There was l i t t l e ma rg i n f o r e r r o r i n t h e p l a n , a s t h e $ 9

year-end ba l a n ce i n d i c a t e s . Espec ia l l y c r u c i a l was the $324, more

t han a t h i r d o f t h e a n t i c i p a t e d y e a r l y f am i l y i n come , t h a t was t o

r e s u l t f r om c o t t o n f a r m i n g . B y the summer o f 1936, land was s t i l l

b e i n g c l e a r ed and no cotton had been p lan ted . Indeed , t h e r e was some

que s t i o n as to whether t h e Cumberland Mounta in s o i l and c l ima t e would
co
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be s u i t e d f o r c o t t o n even when t h e l a n d was prepared. Neither was i t

c e r t a i n t h a t t he t e n c e n t p e r pound p r i c e wou ld h o l d . Ye t t he

economic success o f t he p r o j e c t would h i nge on these i n t a ng i b l e s .

By the summer o f 1936, en thus iasm f o r Cumberland Mountain

(Sky l i ne ) Farms was h i g h . County o f fi c i a l s and p r o j e c t l e a d e r s

decided to h o l d a " g i a n t ce lebra t ion" f o r t h e Cumberland Moun ta i n

(Sky l i ne ) Farms on t h e F o u r t h o f J u l y . The e v e n t was at tended by

3,500 peop le , i n c l u d i n g Congressman-elect John Sparkman of t he E i g h t h

Congress iona l D i s t r i c t , o f wh ich Cumberland Moun ta in was a p a r t .

Sparkman c r e d i t e d h i s Democ ra t i c Party and P r e s i d e n t F r a n k l i n

Rooseve l t w i t h “ p u t t i n g t h e common man and woman back on the r oad t o

f reedom a n d prosper i ty" through such p r o j e c t s as Cumberland Moun ta i n

(Sky l i ne ) Farms.4> Under Rooseve l t , Sparkman s a i d , “ t h e Dec la ra t i on

of Independence had come to life.""46
Sparkman, a young a t t o r n e y f r om Hun t s v i l l e , was j u s t b e g i n n i n g

a Congress iona l p o l i t i c a l c a r e e r t h a t would even tua l l y see h im

e lec t ed to t h e U. S. Senate f r o m Alabama and r u n as a Democratic |

V i c e - P r e s i d e n t i a l c and i d a t e o n t h e A d l a i S tevenson t i c k e t i n 1952.

A l s o p r e s e n t a t t h e c e l e b r a t i o n was the county 's probate judge , J . M .

Money, who had been c e n t r a l l y i n s t r umen t a l i n b r i n g i n g t he p r o j e c t t o

Jackson Coun t y. I r o n i c a l l y, i n l e s s t h a n t e n yea r s Money would c a l l

o n h i s l o n g - t i m e f r i e n d , Sparkman, t o u s e h i s i n fl u e n c e t o keep some

o f t he p r o j e c t p a r t i c i p a n t s f r om b e i n g f o r c e d t o move f r om t h e i r

homes.
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W i l l i am J . Dav i s represented t h e RAa t t he ce l eb r a t i o n . D u r i n g

h i s speech, D a v i s , a n a s s i s t a n t r e g i o n a l director o f RA, s a i d t h a t

Cumberland Mountain (Sky l ine) Farms was in tended to g i v e “those

un f o r t u na t e c i t i z e n s o f t h i s community a new s t a r t , a new d e a l ,

wh i ch , i f p r o pe r l y u t i l i z e d , should p r o v i de them and t h e i r c h i l d r e n

w i t h many o f t h e good t h i n g s o f l i f e and an equa l oppo r t un i t y i n t h e

marketplace."4/ Dav i s fi n i s h e d h i s speech in a fl o u r i s h , s t a t i n g :

“And n o w my message t o you : o n t h i s moun ta i n you have a n o p p o r t u n i t y

such as has been g i v e n to f ew men and women-~an opportunity to make a
l i v i n g , an opportunity to educate your c h i l d r e n and to improve you r

own e d u c a t i o n , a n o p p o r t u n i t y t o deve lop a new community whose f u t u r e

l i e s i n t h e hands o f y o u r people and y o u r c h i l d r e n , a s p e c i a l and

p r i v i l e g e d o p p o r t u n i t y in t h e marketplace.''48 Ont h a t h o t Fou r th of
J u l y d a y, the S k y l i n e dream t h a t Dav i s descr ibed d i d seem poss i b l e ,

and i n t i m e p r o j e c t p a r t i c i p a n t s almost wou l d g r a s p t h e dream, o n l y

t o have i t s l i p th rough t h e i r hands l i k e q u i c k s i l v e r .

These F o u r t h - o f - J u l y speeches c l o s e l y matched the enthusiasm

as so c i a t e d w i t h Cumberland Moun t a i n (Sky l i ne ) Farms i n 1936 and 1937,

f o r t h e r e were g r e a t e x p e c t a t i o n s f o r t h e p r o j e c t . Indeed t h e

p r o j e c t manager, H a r r y Ros s , t a l k e d of add i n g 30,000 to 40,000 more

a c r e s to t he p r o j e c t and he env is ioned one day m i n i n g t h e seam of

c o a l undernea th t h e ground on Cumberland Mountain. “9
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As the p r o j e c t pushed ahead, t he r e we re more organizational

changes i n Wash i n g t o n . Tugwel l had been under pe r s i s t e n t a t t ack f o r

h i s s o c i a l and economic phi losophy conce r n i ng r u r a l America.

P o l i t i c a l l y , t h e Republican P a r t y had accused Tugwel l and t h e R Ao f

s e t t i n g up “communist farms" w i t h p r o j e c t s such as Cumberland

Mounta in (Sky l ine) Farms.2° Tugwel l and t he RAwere an i s s u e in the

1936 e l e c t i o n , b u t o b v i o u s l y n o t enough o f one t o sway v o t e r s away

f r om an as t ound i ng , lands l ide v o t e f o r Roosevelt over t h e Republican

candidate A l f r e d Landon.>! Soon a f t e r t h e e l e c t i o n , Tugwel l

announced he was r e s i g n i n g as head of the RA to pursue p r i v a t e

b u s i n e s s i n t e r e s t s . Tugwell's reasons f o r r e s i g n i n g were n o t

e x p l i c i t l y s ta ted a t t h e t i m e , a l t h o u g h Paul Conkin would n o t e years

l a t e r t h a t Tugwel l imp l i e d he had been fo rced o u t by Roosevelt

h i m s e l f , n o t f o r personal reasons b u t f o r p o l i t i c a l expediency .°*
Tugwel l , apparen t l y, had simply become a p o l i t i c a l l i a b i l i t y to t he

Roosevelt Admin is t ra t ion and could n o t seem to crack t h e p u b l i c

percep t ion t h a t he favored communism. Tugwell 's legacy to Cumberland

Mountain (Sky l ine) Farms was t remendous , as i t was to ali t h e
communi ty development programs. Cumberland Mountain (Skyl ine) Farms

would be s e t up on a coopera t i ve b a s i s , an approach envisioned by

Tugwel l . T h i s e f f o r t to es t ab l i sh a coopera t i ve community would be

one of t h e key e lements o f t h e p r o j e c t , and indeed one of t h e mo s t
ae
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s i g n i fi c a n t exper imenta l approaches to change t h e Amer ican economy in

modern h i s t o r y . Even though Tugwel l l e f t t h e RA and community

p r o j e c t s , h i s i deas and v i s i o n remained.

Tu gwe l l , t o o , hand-picked h i s successor at RA, back ing W i l l

A l e x ande r f o r t h e p o s i t i o n . A l e x ande r, more known n a t i o n a l l y f o r h i s

i n t e r - r a c i a l e f f o r t s , cont inued the R Aprograms i n t h e d i r e c t i o n

Tugwel l had s e t . Under Alexander t h e r e would be no more new r u r a l

deve lopment programs, such as Cumberland Mounta in (Sky l ine ) Fa rms ,

f o r Tugwe l l and RA a l r eady had announced they would n o t b e g i n any new

communi ty p r og r ams , b u t on l y c o n t i n u e those t h a t a l ready existed.
S t i l l , A l exande r and t h e RA had much work b e f o r e them f o r few o f t h e

p r o j e c t s were n e a r comp l e t i o n .

A n o t h e r b u r e a u c r a t i c change occurred o n December 31, 1936 when

the RA, by e x e c u t i v e o r d e r , became a pe rmanen t p a r t of the Department

o f A g r i c u l t u r e i n s t ead o f a n independent agency w i t h i n t he

o r g a n i z a t i o n . The move was considered a v i c t o r y f o r t h e depa r t i n g

Tugwe l l , who wanted to s e e t h e work o f t he RApro tec ted and continued

and to Tugwe l l t h i s was the s u r e s t way to accomplish that goal.>4 By

the end o f 1936, t h e n , t h e o r g a n i z a t i o n a l management o f p r o j e c t s l i k e

Cumberland Mounta in (Sky l ine) Farms had s t a b i l i z e d . Alexander would

n o t be t h e l i g h t n i n g rod t h a t Tugwe l l had b e e n , b u t , none t he l e s s ,

t h e r e w e r e more changes and con t r o ve r s i e s soon t o f o l l o w .
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Chapter  5

Only the Pure in Hear t

O n Cumberland Mountain p r o j e c t p a r t i c i p a n t s and t h e i r

s u p e r v i s o r s c o n t i n u e d t o c r e a t e t h e i r community, seeming ly o b l i v i o u s

t o e v e n t s o c c u r r i n g a t t h e f e d e r a l l e v e l . A s was t y p i c a l o f many

programs in t h e Roosevelt Administration, t h e p r o j e c t h a d at fi r s t

more energy and a c t i v i t y than c l e a r l y d e fi n e d g o a l s . However, a s t h e

community developed, o f fi c i a l s sharpened t h e o r i g i n a l p l a n s f o r t h e

project.! S p e c i fi c g o a l s were d e fi n e d , a p a r t i c i p a n t s e l e c t i o n

p r o c e s s was developed, c o o p e r a t i v e a s s o c i a t i o n s were c r e a t e d , and a

p rocedu re f o r the t rans fe rence and purchase o f l a n d by t h e farm

t e n a n t s was establ ished. The end r e s u l t was a m i n u t e l y des igned and

i n t r i c a t e l y planned r u r a l community which u t i l i z e d , perhaps t o a n

e x t e n t n e v e r b e f o r e o r s i n c e , t h e f u l l r e s o u r c e s o f t h e f e d e r a l

g o v e r n m e n t i n economic and s o c i a l p lann ing and r u r a l r e h a b i l i t a t i o n .

Cumberland Mountain (Skyl ine) Farms i n v o l v e d much more than

j u s t economic r e h a b i l i t a t i o n f o r t e n a n t farmers. The p r o j e c t served

a s a r e a l - l i f e l a b o r a t o r y f o r f e d e r a l o f fi c i a l s t o w e e wens o f t h e

programs t h a t had been proposed to improve t h e q u a l i t y of l i f e f o r

r u r a l Americans. D u r i n g t h e 1930s, r u r a l s o c i o l o g i s t s and

academicians a f f e c t e d s q c i a l p o l i c y to a degree perhaps never b e f o r e

o r s i n c e reached i n American g o v e r n m e n t , a s i s e v i d e n t i n the c a s e o f

Cumberland Moun ta in ( S k y l i n e ) Farms. Some academicians e v e n assumed

po l i cy -mak ing , admin is t ra t i ve r o l e s in the Rooseve l t Admin is t ra t ion .
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R u r a l s o c i o l o g i s t C a r l Ta y l o r , f o r example, i n 1926 had w r i t t e n

Rural Sociology: In I t s Economic, H i s t o r i c a l and Psychological

Aspects. I n t h i s book Ta y l o r g r a p h i c a l l y desc r ibed a r u r a l Amer ica

t h a t was r i d d l e d w i t h p o v e r t y , l a c ked adequate h e a l t h c a r e , had

i nadequa t e schools f o r c h i l d r e n , and o f f e r e d few s o c i a l and

recreational a c t i v i t i e s . In 1935 Ta y l o r became d i r e c t o r of t h e Ru r a l

Reset t lement D i v i s i o n , a p a r t o f Tugwel l 's RA. As d i r e c t o r of t h e

RRD, Ta y l o r i n i t i a t e d programs a t t h e rese t t l emen t p r o j e c t s to d e a l

w i t h problems h e had descr ibed a s a s o c i o l o g i s t . I n d eed , improv ing

h e a l t h c a r e , educa t i on , and t h e o v e r a l l q u a l i t y o f l i f e became goa l s

of Cumberland Mounta in (Sky l i ne ) Farms. P r o j e c t o f fi c i a l s even w e n t

so f a r at Cumberland Moun ta i n (Sky l i ne ) Farms as to b u i l d a “model

home" so t h a t home economists c ou l d demonst ra te what a “we l l ordered"

home shou l d be like.?
A k e y t o t h e success o f t h e p r o j e c t we r e the cha r a c t e r i s t i c s o f

the f a rm f am i l i e s who were chosen t o p a r t i c i p a t e . Federa l o f fi c i a l s

wanted f a m i l i e s who would adap t and b e n e fi t f r o m t h e p r o j e c t .

The r e f o r e , a c a r e f u l s e l e c t i o n p r o cess was necessa r y. By t he t ime

Cumber land Moun ta i n (Sky l i ne ) Farms was e s t a b l i s h e d , t h e r e a l ready

e x i s t e d f e d e r a l g u i d e l i n e s f o r s e l e c t i n g r e s e t t l emen t p r o j e c t

f a m i l i e s . F i r s t , t h e families t o b e chosen h a d t o b e l i s t e d a s Group

I I f a m i l i e s o n the r e l i e f r o l l s . These were t h e f a m i l i e s m o s t i n
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need o f r e h a b i l i t a t i o n and who lacked l a nd o r equipment t o farm. A t

t h e b e g i n n i n g o f t h e p r o j e c t t he re were 500 Group I I f am i l i e s i n

Jackson Coun ty, c o n s i s t i n g of 2,500-3,000 people.4
There were a d d i t i o n a l s t i p u l a t i o n s about what c r i t e r i a these

Group I I f am i l i e s should m e e t i n o r d e r t o b e accepted i n t o t he

p r o j e c t . Taken i n t o cons ide ra t i on were : ( 1 ) does the f am i l y have

f a rm expe r i ence ; ( 2 ) a r e a l l members o f t h e f a m i l y w i l l i n g t o l i v e i n

a r u r a l community; ( 3 ) a r e t h e men and women of t h e p r o j e c t capable

o f p e r f o rm i n g the ph y s i c a l wo rk i n v o l v e d i n f a rm i n g ; and ( 4 ) a r e t h e

f am i l i e s young enough to do t h e work necessary to complete a

l o n g - t e r m c o n t r a c t agreement.” A d d i t i o n a l l y , t he r e we re o t he r

s tanda rds on which t h e f am i l i e s we re to be assessed. Fam i l i e s should

have a good employment r e c o r d , “ i nd i ca t i ng steadiness and

i n i t i a t i v e , " and f am i l i e s we re sought t h a t en joyed a "good

r epu t a t i o n " and name w i t h i n t h e i r communities.© Farmers w i t h s k i l l s

a s b l a c k sm i t h s , t r u c k d r i v e r s , c a r p e n t e r s , p a i n t e r s , o r s t o n e masons

a l s o we r e sought , f o r they would b e needed t o h e l p b u i l d t h e p r o j e c t .

P a r t i c i p a n t s we re chosen p r i m a r i l y f r om Jackson County. There

were enough people on the county's r e l i e f r o l l s to supply t he

p r o j e c t , a nd a l s o i t was b e l i e v e d t h a t t h e p r o j e c t would b e more

s t a b l e i f p a r t i c i p a n t s had r o o t s i n t he a r e a . The ex cep t i o n t o t h i s

was t h a t some f a m i l i e s were b r ough t f r om Co f f ee Cou n t y, Alabama, t o

Cumber land Moun ta i n . These f a m i l i e s s a i d t h a t t h e g o v e r nmen t had

p rom ised them fa rms a t a w o r k - r e l i e f p rog ram t h e r e . The compromise
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to t he s i t u a t i o n was to b r i n g them to the Cumberland Mountain

(Skyl ine) Farms P r o j e c t . / There is no r e c o r d of t h e e x a c t number of

f am i l i e s t h a t came from Coffee County, b u t i t appears t o have been

s m a l l ,

Ano the r c r i t e r i a f o r the p r o j e c t was t h a t t h e p a r t i c i p a n t s b e

wh i t e . There was n o r a c i a l i n t e g r a t i o n a t Cumberland Mounta in

(Skyl ine) Farms. The Roosevelt Adminis t rat ion fo l lowed t h e racial
s t a t u s quo in t h e South , and ma in ta i ned s e g r e g a t e d p r o j e c t s . The

f e d e r a l g o v e r n m e n t d i d e s t a b l i s h p r o j e c t s f o r b l a c k s , such a s Gee's

Bend. N o doub t , t h e i n t e g r a t i o n o f p r o j e c t s wou l d have been

d i f fi c u l t i n t h e South du r i n g t h e 1930s, e spec i a l l y g i v e n the s t r o n g

r a c i a l p r e j u d i c e s t h a t e x i s t e d .

The c r i t e r i a es tab l i shed f o r accep t ance i n t o t he p r o j e c t we re

to be a p p l i e d in t h e f o rma l se lec t ion p r o c e s s u sed at Cumberland

Mountain (Skyl ine) Farms. Th i s p rocess began w i t h t he d i r e c t o r of

r e l i e f , H a r r y Ross, and a t r a i n e d r r wo rke r, who was t o b e

p r o v i d e d b y the c o u n t y . Ross and the s o c i a l worker wou ld r e v i ew case

r e c o r d s in t h e c o u n t y r e l i e f p ape r s and f rom these se l e c t prospective
p a r t i c i p a n t s t o i n t e r v i e w . I f t h e app l i c an t we r e cons i de red t o b e a

p o t e n t i a l p a r t i c i p a n t , t h en the d i r e c t o r o f r e l i e f submit ted t h e case

to t h e Jackson County Relief Committee, wh ich was composed of t h e

c h a i r o f t h e commit tee, t h e d i r e c t o r of r e l i e f , t h e d i r e c t o r of wo r k ,

t h e fa rm demonstration a g e n t , t h e home demonstration a g e n t , a

bus inessperson, and a farmer.® A f t e r t h e i r s c r e e n i n g , i f an
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a p p l i c a n t was s e l e c t e d , t h e committee would recommend t o t h e p r o j e c t

manager the f a m i l y be accepted i n t o t h e p r o j e c t . The process was

intended to assure t h a t capable, hard -work ing f a m i l i e s par t ic ipa ted

i n  t h e  p r o j e c t .

A l though t h e gu ide l ines and s e l e c t i o n process seemed to have

been f o l l o w e d g e n e r a l l y, sometimes f a m i l i e s w e r e accepted f o r t h e

p r o j e c t w i t h o u t g o i n g th rough t h e process. Perhaps t h i s could be

expected i n a n o r g a n i z a t i o n a s p o l i t i c a l l y attuned a s was Cumberland

Mounta in (Sky l ine) Farms. Sometimes a person w i t h p o l i t i c a l

i n fl u e n c e cou ld see t o i t t h a t a c e r t a i n f a m i l y was selected. O r the

p r o j e c t manager m i g h t l o o k f o r a n i n d i v i d u a l w i t h a c e r t a i n s k i l l ,

such a s a m u s i c i a n o r baseba l l p l a y e r, who a l t h o u g h l a c k i n g o t h e r

c r i t e r i a , was seen a s a n a s s e t t o t h e project.” Ye t these

i n d i v i d u a l s u s u a l l y weren't se lec ted a s fa rmers . Bu t r a t h e r , t h e y

w e r e chosen f o r o n e of t h e “subsistence homes" on t h e p r o j e c t . These

were houses w i t h o n l y severa l a c r e s of l a n d t h a t served as homes f o r

p r o j e c t p a r t i c i p a n t s who worked a s t r u c k d r i v e r s , c a r p e n t e r s , cooks ,

p a i n t e r s , f u r n i t u r e - m a k e r s , o r had o t h e r s k i l l s . The project manager

h a d g r e a t l a t i t u d e i n s e l e c t i n g these workers f o r t h e project.
D a t a compiled by t h e FSA revea ls some o t h e r puzz l ing except ions

to t h e c r i t e r i a established to be chosen f o r t h e p r o j e c t . In
a n a l y z i n g why t h e s e t t l e r s needed a s s i s t a n c e , t h e FSA r e p o r t

concluded t h a t a b o u t h a l f were se lec ted because of p o o r fa rm

c o n d i t i o n s . These f a m i l i e s l i v e d o n farms t h a t w e r e t o o s m a l l o r
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i n f e r t i l e t o be p roduc t i ve . Another t h i r t y p e r c e n t were selected

because they we re p o o r fa rm managers o r l acked s u f fi c i e n t

a g r i c u l t u r a l t r a i n i n g t o b e s e l f - s u f fi c i e n t and were chosen t o l e a r n

these s k i l l s a t the p r o j e c t . F i n a l l y , and perhaps t h e mo s t

r ema r kab l e , fi f t e e n p e r c e n t we re chosen because they were d e s t i t u t e

as a " r e s u l t of i l l n e s s e s and ph y s i c a l handicaps."!! Al though the

RA/FSA's i n t e n t i o n s we re c e r t a i n l y humane and compassionate in

s e l e c t i n g p a r t i c i p a n t s w i t h “ i l l nesses and phys i c a l handicaps" f o r

t h e p r o j e c t , a t t he same t i m e these i n d i v i d u a l s cou ld n o t b e expected

t o p e r f o r m t h e g r e a t p h y s i c a l l a b o r necessa r y t o make t h e i r fa rm

u n i t s p r o fi t a b l e . M i s d i r e c t e d compassion cou l d e a s i l y become

b u r e a u c r a t i c c r u e l t y i f t h e s e l e c t e d p a r t i c i p a n t s we r e asked t o d o

work t h e y we re n o t p h y s i c a l l y capable o f accompl i sh ing . E a r l y in t h e

p r o j e c t , t h e p o o r p h y s i c a l h e a l t h o f some o f t h e p a r t i c i p a n t s was

n o t e d b y one o f t h e Sp e c i a l S k i l l s D i v i s i o n wo r ke r s , who f a c e t i o u s l y

suggested t h a t “ h o s p i t a l i z a t i o n r a t h e r t h a n resettlement" m igh t b e i n

o r d e r f o r some o f the p r o j e c t p a r t i c i p a n t s . / 2

Takenas a who l e , i t d oes appear t h a t t h e se lec t ion c r i t e r i a

were f o l l owed at Cumberland Moun t a i n (Sky l i ne ) Farms. For example, a

RA 1937 study by C. P. Loomis and D. M. Dav idson found t h a t the

p o p u l a t i o n on seven o f r u r a l commun i t i es , i n c l u d i n g Cumberland

Moun t a i n ( S k y l i n e ) F a rms , was young compared t o t h e , r u r a l p o pu l a t i o n

in general. |3 Loomis and Davidson f ound t h a t approximately n i n e

p e r c e n t o f ma l es and s e v e n p e r c e n t o f females i n r u r a l America were
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o v e r s i x t y yea r s of age . 14 Bu t in t he RA-managed r u r a l communi t ies ,

l e s s t h a n one p e r c e n t o f e i t h e r s e x was over s i x t y . Add i t i o na l l y,

t h e r e was a sma l l e r p e r c e n t a g e o f 45-60 y e a r o l d s a t t he rese t t l emen t

p r o j e c t s t h a n i n the r u r a l popu l a t i on a t l a r g e . Most p a r t i c i p a t i n g

f a m i l i e s we r e , t h e n , r e l a t i v e l y young , a s the gu i d e l i n e s had

determined they b e . Loomis and Davidson a l s o f o und t h a t on

Cumberland Moun ta in (Sky l ine ) farms t h e ave rage f am i l y s i z e was fi v e .

Mo reove r, s i n c e p a r e n t s were young , t h e i r c h i l d r e n were a l s o , w i t h

abou t o n e h a l f of t he p r o j e c t c h i l d r e n in t h e r u r a l communi t ies b e i n g

u n d e r fi f teen .!®
However, a g a i n t h e r e we re a p p a r e n t excep t i ons t o t he age

p r o fi l e at Cumberland Moun ta in (Sky l i ne ) Farms. A r e p o r t l a t e r

c omp i l e d by t he FSA found t h a t t h e range i n t h e age o f husbands a t

t h e p r o j e c t was f rom s e v e n t e e n t o e i g h t y , and t h a t o f t h e w ives

s i x t e e n t o s i x t y - f o u r . 1 7 The l owe r and uppe r a g e s , a l though t h e y

were a t y p i c a l , were ob v i o u s problems i n t h a t a n e i g h t y - y e a r - o l d

fa rmer c o u l d n o t b e expected t o pay o f f a f o r t y - y ea r purchase

c o n t r a c t , and s e v e n t e e n was a v e r y young age a t which exe the managing

a new fa rm. Although m o s t f a m i l i e s f e l l w i t h i n t h e gu i de l i n e s s e t

o u t by t h e FERA, RA, and FSA, appa ren t l y somewhere a l o n g t h e l i n e

e x c e p t i o n s were made. Ce r ta i n l y i t i s i m p o r t a n t t o cons ide r t h a t

when gaug i ng t h e o v e r a l l success of Cumberland Mounta in (Sky l ine )

Fa rms , i t was t h e p r o j e c t o f fi c i a l s who chose t h e p a r t i c i p a n t s .
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I n add i t ion t o e s t a b l i s h i n g a se lec t ion p rocess f o r t he

p r o j e c t , o f fi c i a l s b y l a t e 1936 had s e t f o r t h the l e g a l s t r u c t u r e o f

Cumberland Mountain (Skyl ine) Farms. Important ly, t h e RA/FSA,

f o l l ow ing Tugwe l l ' s d i r e c t i o n , wou ld s t r e s s t he c o o p e r a t i v e a s p e c t o f

t h e p r o j e c t . I n h i s a na l y s i s o f the American economic o r d e r , Tugwel l

a long w i t h co-authors S t r y k e r and Munro, contended t h a t cooperatives

were under-ut i l ized in the Un i t ed States. Cooperat ives were based on

c o o p e r a t i o n , t he authors main ta ined, which was s imp l y "working

together."18 Tugwe l l , S t r y k e r , and Munro p o i n t e d t h a t there were

t h r ee e s s e n t i a l classifications of economic c o o p e r a t i v e s : c o o p e r a t i v e

c r e d i t and banking associations, coope ra t i ve . . assoc i a t i ons f o r

p r o du c t i o n , and assoc ia t i ons o f p roduce rs to s e l l coope ra t i ve l y

e i t h e r raw ma te r i a l s or fin i shed p r o d u c t s , 19 World-wide t h e

c o o p e r a t i v e movement was s o formidable t h a t i t cou ld n o t b e dismissed

as “merely a Utopian dream," t he authors asserted.29 Cooperat ives

l e t members p o o l resources and buy in volume in amounts l a r g e enough

t o reduce c o s t s . To many economis ts a t t h e t i m e , t h e c o o p e r a t i v e

a p p r o a c h was needed, because unbr id led individual ism, and t h e

c o m p e t i t i o n i t caused, had been a f a c t o r i n b r ing ing about t h e

Depress ion .

Tu gwe l l , S t r y k e r , and Munro seemingly we r e aware t h a t s t r o n g

advocacy f o r c o o p e r a t i v e s m i g h t b r i n g o n charges o f s o c i a l i sm and

a n t i - c a p i t a l i s m . Consequently, they a r g ued t h a t c o o p e r a t i v e s we re

a c t u a l l y a p a r t of t he w o r l d movemen t t owa rd democracy, f o r
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c o o p e r a t i v e s l o ca l i z ed “ the c o n t r o l o f s o c i a l functions" and gave

ea c h i n d i v i d u a l “ an e q u a l say w i t h every o t h e r i nd i v i dua l conce rn ing

t h e p o l i c i e s proposed and the o p e r a t i o n s c a r r i e d o n ." 21 For Tugwel l ,

e s t a b l i s h i n g coope ra t i v es was a c o r n e r s t o n e o f h i s economic

ph i l osophy. Pau l Conkin descr ibed Tugwel l 's des i re f o r a

c o l l e c t i v i z e d , c o o p e r a t i v e s o c i e t y t o b e “almost a religion."22
Cumberland Mountain (Sky l i ne ) Farms would r e fl e c t t h i s ph i l osophy, as

wou l d o t h e r r u r a l communi t ies touched by t h e RA.

The c o o p e r a t i v e c o n c e p t , a s expressed b y Tugwe l l , S t r y k e r and

Munro, was app l i e d to t h e l e g a l and s o c i a l s t r u c t u r e of Cumberland

Mounta in (Skyl ine) Farms. I n May 1936 t he fi r s t o f t h e coope r a t i v e

a s s o c i a t i o n a t t h e p r o j e c t was o r g an i z e d . I t was named t h e

Cumberland Farms Coopera t ive Assoc ia t i on (CFCA) and was formed as a

n o n p r o fi t o r g a n i z a t i o n w i t hou t c a p i t o l stock.23 The c o o p e r a t i o nwas

estab l ished l e g a l l y based on an unusua l Alabama law (Alabama Code of

1928, A r t i c l e 9 , Sec t i on 7046) t h a t had been passed s p e c i fi c a l l y t o

p e r m i t an Alabama t o w n , Fa i rhope, to become a s i n g l e t a x c o l o n y, one

i n wh i c h a fl a t t a x was l e v i e d on a l l r e s i d en t s . The Alabama l aw

p e r m i t t e d t e n o r more pe r sons t o e s t a b l i s h n o n p r o fi t c o o p e r a t i v e s f o r

“mutual b e n e fi t . " The CFCA was formed, accord ing t o proba ted r e c o r d s ,

f o r “ t he rehab i l i t a t i on o f the members," p r i m a r i l y through

a g r i c u l t u r a l p u r s u i t s . 2 4 The CFCA a l s o b y t e r m s o f i n c o r p o r a t i o n was
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authorized to borrow un l im i ted money, goods , or se rv i ces from the RA

or o t h e r federa l or s t a t e a g e n c i e s . Membership in t h i s Cooperat ive

was open t o a l l p r o d u c e r s i n t he p r o j e c t f o r a one do l l a r f e e ,2
W i t h a l o an o f $15,000 from the RA, t h e CFCA began o p e r a t i o n s

in January of 1937. The Cooperat ive, at fi r s t , assumed c o n t r o l of

and o p e r a t e d the Cumberland Mountain (Skyl ine) Farms s t o r e , t h e

community commissary t h a t had been opened o r i g i n a l l y by the Alabama

Rura l Rehabilitation Co rpo ra t i on . S to re managers bought p r o v i s i o n s

and s o l d them t o p r o j e c t p a r t i c i p a n t s a t c o s t , p l u s a t e n p e r c e n t

opera t ing f e e , 26 L a t e r the Cooperat ive branched o u t i n t o o t he r

a c t i v i t i e s , inc luding purchasing and marketing farm p roduc t s f r om the

members, and managing a workshop, garage, blacksmith shop, and

canning p l a n t .

Presumably, the federal o f fi c i a l s who devised t h e c o o p e r a t i v e

p l a n envis ioned the p a r t i c i p a n t s themselves making ope ra t i ng

decisions at some p o i n t . However, t h i s never happened, f o r p r o j e c t

o f fi c i a l s dominated t h e c o o p e r a t i o n . Harry Ross, t h e p r o j e c t

manager, was the fi r s t d i rec to r o f t he c o o p e r a t i v e . Ross, a l ong w i t h

t h e p r o j e c t bookkeeper/secretary, and three farm pa r t i c i p a n t s served

on the fi r s t Cooperat ive Board of D i r e c t o r s , 27 The p r o j e c t

p a r t i c i p a n t s were leaders i n name o n l y . The c o o p e r a t i v e e f f o r t was

more o f a pape r one w i t h t h e p r o j e c t managers and o f fi c i a l s a c t ua l l y
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mak ing the dec i s i ons . As w i l l be seen , t he t e n a n t s , as

i n d i v i d u a l i s t i c Ame r i c a n s , d i d n o t always t a ke w e l l t o t he a u t o c r a t i c

n a t u r e o f t he p r o j e c t .

The coope r a t i v e contept was u t i l i z e d f u r t h e r a t Cumberland

Mountain (Sky l i ne ) Farms when in May o f 1937 another coopera t i ve , t h e

S k y l i n e Farms Homestead Assoc i a t i o n (SFHA), was incorporated. The

Homestead Asso c i a t i o n , a s i t was c a l l e d , had more f a r - r e a c h i n g powers

than t he CFCA. I t was inco rpo ra ted t o “ r e hab i l i t a t e and render

s e l f - s u p p o r t i n g t he f am i l i e s ( r u r a l f am i l i e s o f l o w income) b y

assteving or p a r t i c i p a t i n g i n t h e es t ab l i s hmen t , development and

ma in tenance o f f a rms , homes and o the r f a c i l i t i e s . . "28 t h e

Homestead A s s o c i a t i o n , under i t s l aws o f i n co r po r a t i o n , cou ld

“acqu i re or a s s i s t in acqui r ing" b u i l d i n g s , p l a n t s , m i l l s , f a c t o r i e s ,

i n d u s t r i e s , commercial e s t a b l i s hm e n t s , farms p a s t u r a g e s , homesteads,

and community a n d coope ra t i ve e n t e r p r i s e s . 2 ? Impor tan t l y, t h e

Homestead Assoc i a t i o n was empowered t o " s e l l , l e a s e , mo r t g age , (and)

pledge" an y r e a l p r o p e r t y owned by t h e Cooperative.2° This inc luded

t h e l e a s e and purchase of t h e f a rm houses and u n i t s . |

The Homestead Coope ra t i v e had t h e power t o convey t h e p r o j e c t

p r o p e r t y t o t h e se l ec t ed p a r t i c i p a n t s . I n a d d i t i o n t o t h i s

a u t h o r i t y , t h e Homestead Assoc i a t i o n was author ized t o prov ide powe r,

l i g h t , and gas and w a t e r s e r v i c e s to t h e project.-- Asw i t h t he

CFCA, i n c o r p o r a t i o n papers show t h a t t h e o f fi c e r s and d i r e c t o r s o f

t h e Homestead Asso c i a t i o n were l e d b y p r o j e c t managers , i n c l u d i n g
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Ross a n d the p r o j e c t purchas ing a g e n t . W i l l i am J. D a v i s , t h e

assistant in t h e RA's r e g i o n a l o f fi c e in A t l a n t a who spoke at t he
Fou r t h o f J u l y Ce l e b r a t i o n , even was an o f fi c e r , a l t h o u g h he d i d n o t

l i v e a t t h e project.>4 P r o j e c t p a r t i c i p a n t s d i d h o l d coopera t i ve

mee t i n g s , however, at wh i ch community m a t t e r s we re discussed.

Members of t h e A s s o c i a t i o n even h a d t h e i r own s e c r e t password--the

word "Home."
The RA loaned the Homestead A s s o c i a t i o n $27 ,300 . The money was

to be used to b u i l d a c o t t o n g i n and seed house , a gene ra l warehouse,

p o t a t o c u r i n g house, p o t a t o s t o r a g e warehouse, sy rup m i l l , machine

shop a n d ga rage , f e e d and g r i s t m i l l , cann ing p l a n t , and marke t i ng

shed. W i t h t h e l o a n f rom t he government t h e Homestead Asso c i a t i o n

was o f f and r u n n i n g . The p r o j e c t had the funds t o c r e a t e t h e

economic coope r a t i v e t h a t f e d e r a l o f fi c i a l s , such as Tugwe l l ,

b e l i e v e d would reshape r u r a l Amer i ca .

A d d i t i o n a l l y , another coopera t ive a s s o c i a t i o n was formed i n

1938 - - t h e Sk y l i n e I n d u s t r i a l Company (S IC ) . Th is c oope r a t i v e was

o rgan i zed t o b u i l d a f a c t o r y a t t h e p r o j e c t w i t h a $490,000 l oan f r om

t h e f e d e r a l g o ve r nmen t . The f a c t o r y b u i l d i n g and equipment were

owned by t h e coope r a t i v e and were leased t o the Dexdale Hos i e r y M i l l s

of L a n d s d a l e , Pennsylvania. An op e r a t i n g company, owned j o i n t l y by

t he c o o p e r a t i v e and Dexda l e , was f o r m e dt o supe r v i s e p l a n t

o p e r a t i o n s , w i t h Dexdale own i ng fifty-one p e r c e n t o f t h e s tock and

the c o o p e r a t i o n f o r t y - n i n e percent.24 Seve r a l o t h e r f a c t o r i e s we r e
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es t ab l i s hed a t RA/FSA community development programs. These would be

t he m o s t c on t r o ve r s i a l o f a l l community development programs.

Al though t h e fac to r i es were ope ra ted by p r i v a t e companies, t h e

mechanism which created them, a c o o p e r a t i v e a c t u a l l y b u i l d i n g a

f a c t o r y, s t r u c k t o o much of soc i a l i sm to many Americans. However,

the RA and FSA decided t h a t t h e f a c t o r i e s we r e needed t o boost t h e

l o c a l economies of t h e p r o j e c t s . W i t h i n two y e a r s of t h e

establishment of t h e Sk y l i n e I n d u s t r i a l Company, t h e f ac to r y opened

a t t h e p r o j e c t .

O t h e r s e r v i c e s we re p r o v i d e d at Cumberland Mountain (Skyline)
farms o n a c o o p e r a t i v e b a s i s , a l t hough these o r g a n i z a t i o n s were n e v e r

l e g a l l y incorpora ted . There was a S k y l i n e Hea l t h Assoc ia t ion , which

p r o v i d e d hea l th care t o members. Each member was t o c on t r i b u t e $25

p e r y e a r f o r ord inary hea l th c a r e . I n r e a l i t y , the p a r t i c i p a t i n g

f am i l i e s u sua l l y p a i d t h e i r y ea r l y f e e w i t h a g r a n t f r om the RA/FSA.

The o r g a n i z a t i o n p r o v i d e d f o r a f u l l - t i m e n u r s e a t t h e p r o j e c t and a

p h y s i c i a n p a r t - t i m e . Essen t ia l l y, t h e p a r t i c i p a n t s in the Sky l i ne

Hea l t h Associat ion were pay i ng a fi x e d f e e in advance for t h e i r

med ica l c a r e . As such, t he Sky l i ne Hea l t h Associat ion was one of t he

fi r s t p r e p a i d t y p e programs, o r Heal th Maintenance Organ i z a t i o n s

(HMO), in t h e Un i t ed States, having been developed concurrently w i t h

t h e Kaiser-Permanente HMO in Ca l i f o r n i a and t h e Hea l t h Insurance

Program of New Yo r k in t h e 1930s.
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Fur thermore , t h e Sky l i n e Ve t e r i n a r y Assoc ia t ion opera ted on a

c o o p e r a t i v e bas is . Project p a r t i c i p a n t s c on t r i b u t e d $ 5 p e r year t o

t h i s o r g a n i z a t i o n and ve t e r i n a r y needs we re p r o v i d e d . The idea o f

coope r a t i v e ve t e r i n a r y a s soc i a t i o n s had been advanced by many

a g r i c u l t u r a l economists a s a means t o reduc ing v e t e r i n a r i a n c o s t s .

At Cumberland Mounta in (Sky l ine ) Farms t h e i dea was implemented.

The c o o p e r a t i v e approach was more t han j u s t a theory a t t h e

p r o j e c t . The c o o p e r a t i v e c o n c e p t , s o - l o n g admi red b y r u r a l

s o c i o l o g i s t s and economis t s , was a p p l i e d a t Cumberland Mounta in

(Sky l ine) Farms. Through t h i s expe r i ence i t was though t t h a t fa rm

p r o d u c t i o n and marke t ing cou l d b e max im ized , t he economy developed,

and s o c i a l s e r v i c e needs f u l fi l l e d . Only in o the r r u r a l development

programs had the federa l g o v e r n m e n t e v e r i n vo l ved i t s e l f i n s o c i a l

p lann ing to t he e x t e n t t h a t it d i d at Cumberland Mountain (Sky l ine )

Farms.

In add i t i o n to es tab l i sh ing a s e l e c t i o n p rocess and

c o o p e r a t i v e s , t he RA/FSA dev ised a p r o cedu r e through which the

p a r t i c i p a t i n g fami l i es were t o buy t h e i r home and farm. A t fi r s t ,

t h e head of t h e household s i gned a c o n t r a c t e n t i t l e d "Lease of Land

W i t h O p t i o n F o r Renewel or Purchase" c o n t r a c t .2° In t h i s c o n t r a c t

t h e fa rmer agreed t o lease t h e u n i t a t a fi x e d r a t e from t h e Sky l i n e

Farms Homestead Association. In s i g n i n g t h e lease , t he farmer ag reed

t o : ( 1 ) con t inuous ly u s e t h e p r o p e r t y ; ( 2 ) comply in p l a n t i n g ,

c u l t i v a t i n g , and ha rves t i ng c r o p s , l i v e s t o c k , and d a i r y e n t e r p r i s e s
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as determined by the S k y l i n e Farms Homesteads Cooperat ive; ( 3 )

ma i n t a i n t he p r o p e r t y i n good cond i t ion and r e p a i r f o r a g r i c u l t u r a l

purposes- ‐ f ree o f weeds, b r u s h , washes and g u l l i e s ; ( 4 ) n o t commit o r

p e rm i t a n y un l aw fu l a c t s , a c t i v i t i e s o r nu i s an ce s o n t h e p r o p e r t y ;

( 5 ) n o t c u t t i m b e r , remove g r a v e l o r sand f rom t h e p r o p e r t y w i t h o u t

t h e c o n s e n t o f t h e Coope ra t i v e ; ( 6 ) n o t demol ish o r change the

l o c a t i o n o f p r i n c i p a l b u i l d i n g s o r s t r u c t u r e s o r e r e c t new ones o n

t h e p r o p e r t y ; ( 7 ) n o t s u b l e t any p a r t o f t he p r o p e r t y o r “mortgage o r

encumber" any c rops , l i v e s t o c k , t o o l s , o r fa rm equipment o n t h e

“property; (8) g i v e the Coopera t i ve t he r i g h t to improve the p r o p e r t y

th rough s o i l e ros ion p r e v e n t i o nprograms o r a l t e r a t i o n s and r e p a i r s ;

and ( 9 ) g r a n t t h e Coopera t i ve t h e r i g h t to te rmina te t h e l ease w i t h i n

t e n days n o t i c e if any t e r m s of t h e c o n t r a c t w e r e violated.>/
Once the fa rm f am i l y had m e e t t he te rms of t he rent/lease

ag reemen t and proven i t s e l f fi n a n c i a l l y , a "Purchase" c o n t r a c t was t o

b e s i g n e d . This c o n t r a c t , i t was u nde r s t o o d , was en te red i n t o when

t h e f a m i l y had p a i d t w e n t y - fi v e p e r c e n t o f t h e assessed value o f t h e

l a n d . The “Purchase" c o n t r a c t i n c l uded m o s t of t h e stipulations of
t h e "Lease" c o n t r a c t , i n c l u d i n g a n agreement t o p l a n t o n l y what t he

Coope r a t i v e determined, t o m a i n t a i n t h e p r o p e r t y f o r a g r i c u l t u r a l

p u r po se s , t o n o t commit unlawful a c t s , a c t i v i t i e s o r nu isances o n t h e

p r o p e r t y , n o t remove t i m b e r , a l t e r o r change b u i l d i n g s , and n o t t o

l e a s e or m o r t g a g e any p a r t o f t h e l a n d or f a r m equ ipment w i t h ou t t he

Coopera t ive 's c o n s e n t . Upon s i g n i n g t h e l e a s e , t he farmer acqu i red
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t i t l e to t he p r o p e r t y , b u t nonetheless was under t h e ob l i ga t i ons of

the "Purchase" c o n t r a c t . The fa rm fam i l y in essence wou ld n o t have

f u l l c o n t r o l o f t h e i r p r o p e r t y f o r f o r t y y e a r s . Add i t iona l l y, under

the “Purchase" c o n t r a c t t h e farmer would a g r e e to n o t i f y t he

Coopera t i ve o f his/her des i re to s e l l the p r o p e r t y , and then the

Coopera t i ve had s i x t y days to a c t on i t ' s o p t i o n to buy t h e u n i t .38

To make c e r t a i n t h a t each f am i l y knew t h e i n t e n t o f the

Cumberland Mountain (Sky l i ne ) Farms P r o j e c t , f e d e r a l o f fi c i a l s

p r o v i d e d them w i t h a KEetdina h s t o b e s i g n ed b y b o t h the husband and

w i f e , acknowledging t h a t t h e purpose and r e g u l a t i o n s of t h e p r o j e c t

had been fully exp la ined to them. In t he one-page s ta temen t , t he

f am i l i e s ag reed t o "make eve r y e f f o r t " t o comply w i t h a l l fi n a n c i a l

o b l i g a t i o n s and t o f u l fi l l t h e i r share o f c o o p e r a t i v ea c t i v i t i e s ,

i n c l u d i n g making med ica l p a ymen t s t o t he h e a l t h assoc i a t i on . They

a g r e e d t o o p e r a t e t h e i r farms i n such a way t h a t w i t h i n a p e r i o d o f

t i m e t h e y wou ld n o l o nge r need g o v e r nm e n t loans. They agreed t o

o b t a i n a l l fi nanc i a l ass is tance f r om the g o v e r n m e n t , and n o t f rom

ou t s i d e sources, thus e l im ina t ing any p o t e n t i a l omilliccion
o b l i g a t i o n s . They ag reed t o o p e r a t e t he f a rm based o n the

i ns t r uc t i ons o f t he p r o j e c t home and fa rm s u p e r v i s o r s . They agreed

to keep t h e i r home and surroundings n e a t and c lean, and to ma i n t a i n

t e r r a c e s , fences, and bu i l d i n g s . They ag r e ed n o t t o sub le t t h e l a n d

o r h i r e l a b o r o t he r than seasona l workers. They ag reed to r e f r a i n

f r om t h e excess ive u s e o f i n t o x i c a n t s , drugs o r “anything e l s e t h a t
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w i l l i n t e r f e r e w i t h the success o f the program,">? F i n a l l y , t h e

s e l e c t e d p a r t i c i p a n t s agreed t o "make eve ry e f f o r t t o measure u p t o

t h e m o r a l and s o c i a l s tandards o f the p r o j e c t , and p a r t i c i p a t e i n and

s u p p o r t p rograms f o r t h e u p - b u i l d i n g and bet te rment o f m y f a m i l y and

community "40 To document t h a t a l l t h i s was done, t h e f a m i l i e s

a g r e e d t o keep a f a r m a n d home r e c o r d book.

C r i t i c a l l y i m p o r t a n t t o t h e p r o j e c t was t h e i s s u e o f t h e

lease/purchase p r i c e of each u n i t and how much to charge f o r

p a y m e n t s . The m a t t e r was d e b a t e d i n t e n t l y w i t h i n t h e R A and l a t e r

t h e FSA. E . E . A g g e r, a n R A a s s i s t a n t a d m i n i s t r a t o r , concluded t h a t

b a s e d o n s tud ies b y RA's Community O r g a n i z a t i o n and Maintenance

S e c t i o n , t h e average renta l /purchase payment a t Cumberland Mounta in

(Sky l ine) Farms should be $16.70 p e r month. 4 ! However, he s ta ted

t h a t s i n c e t h e p r o j e c t was n o t i n f u l l o p e r a t i o n a t t h i s t ime (1937)

a s l i d i n g s c a l e shou ld b e u s e d , b e g i n n i n g w i t h a $10 p e r month

p a y m e n t t h e fi r s t y e a r , $13.50 p e r month t h e second y e a r , and then

$16.70 p e r month t h e t h i r d y e a r . 42 R o b e r t Hudgens, RA Southeastern

R e g i o n a l D i r e c t o r , d i s a g r e e d w i t h Agger, c o n t e n d i n g t h a t the farmers

at Cumber land Moun ta in ( S k y l i n e ) Farms would n o t be ab le to pay e v e n

t h e l e s s e r amount ( $ 1 0 p e r month) g i v e n t h e uncompleted s t a t u s of t h e

project. “3



82

F i n a l l y , t h e RA/FSA worked o u t a p l a n f o r what t he farm

p a r t i c i p a n t s would p a y. Costs were based n o t on l y o n t h e houses and

fa rms, b u t f o r c o n s t r u c t i n g t h e community b u i l d i n g s , i n c l ud i ng the

schoo l and commissary, and administrative and engineer ing c o s t s . “4

E s s e n t i a l l y, p a r t i c i p a n t s were be ing asked t o pay f o r the p r o j e c t .

Cos ts p e r f a rm u n i t we re broken down asf o l l o w s : four-room

house, w e l l , s a n i t a r y p r i v y s : $629,84: Improvement on u n i t s ,

i n c l u d i n g b u i l d i n g a p o u l t r y house, c o r n - c r i b , s t a b l e , and f enc i ng :

$257.00; l a n d ( f o r t y a c r e s at $7 .50 p e r a c r e ) : $300; c ommn i t y

developments, including the administrator 's b u i l d i n g , men and women's

workshop and equipment, commissary, warehouse, schoo l , community

dwe l l i n g s , e l e c t r i c l i n e s , sewerage: $188.93; administrative and

eng i nee r i n g expense: $95.57; and t r a n s f e r o f u n i t s t o owners upon

comp l e t i o n o f t h e p r o j e c t : $45. The t o t a l amoun t owned on each u n i t

was $1,496.34 and t h e fa rm f am i l i e s wou ld be c r e d i t e d w i t h $300 f o r

t h e i r work . Thus , t he n e t owed p e r f am i l y upon the comple t ion o f

t h e i r u n i t would be $1,196.34.4°

A l i q u i d a t i o n p l a n was formulated t h a t f a rm families would

f o l l ow to pay f o r t h e i r u n i t s . Payments were establ ished on a

s l i d i n g s ca l e , beginning at $92.15 t he fi r s t y e a r and decreasing o v e r

a twen t y~seven y e a r period to $46.32. 46 The amoun t charged would be

e f f e c t e d by t he s i z e of t h e u n i t and t h e t i m e the lease/purchase

a g r e e m e n t was made. F o r a t y p i c a l f o r t y - a c r e u n i t , t hen farm

f am i l i e s w o u l d b e charged $92.15 p e r y e a r , reduced t o $76.20 b y the



83

t e n t h y e a r , $58.48 t h e t w e n t i e t h y e a r , t hen $46.32 b y t h e

t w e n t y - s e v e n t h and fi n a l : y e a r . ‘One o f t h e o r i g i n a l fa rm p a r t i c i p a n t s

confirms tha t t h i s was t h e app r o x ima t e i n i t i a l y e a r l y charge f o r h i s

f am i l i e s ' u n i t . “About $100 p e r y e a r , " i s how much he remembers

be i n g charged f o r h i s unit.47 Taterenuarary, as Hudgens p r e d i c t e d ,

h e , l i k e o the r ouniictumes, would n o t bea b l e to mee t those

p a y m e n t s .

Another l e g a l change was made in t h e p r o j e c t when t h e name

Cumberland Mountain Farms was changed o f fi c i a l l y to Sky l i ne Farms.

The name was changed because Cumberland Mountain Farms and Cumberland

Homesteads i n C rossv i l l e , Tennessee, o f t e n had been confused,

p a r t i c u l a r l y w i t h i n t h e fede ra l bureaucracy. The RAhad been

a s s i g n e d the managemen t o f bo t h t h e Cumberland Homesteads and t h e

Cumberland Mountain Farms p r o j e c t , and s i n c e t he Cumberland

Homesteads was es tab l i shed fi r s t , Cumberland Mountain Farms was

chosen f o r a name change.

RAo f fi c i a l s he l d a c o n t e s t t o s e l e c t a new name f o r t he

p r o j e c t , and many were s u g ge s t e d , i n c l ud i ng , Alabama r e e Farms,

Alabama Sky l i n e Farms, A l t o , A l t o Farms, Roosevelt Happy Farms,

Jackson T r a i l Farms, Jackson County Farms, Evergreen Farms, Rossv i l le

and Rossv i l l e Farms.48 .Al to and A l t o Farms were sugges ted based on

t h e l o c a t i o n of t h e community of A l t o on Cumberland Mountain, and t h e

names Rossv i l l e and Rossv i l l e Farms r e fl e c t Har ry Ross' impo r t an t

r o l e i n t h e p r o j e c t . I n January o f 1937 Robert W . Hudgens, the
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Southeastern r e g i o n a l d i r e c t o r o f RA, chose Sky l i n e Farms as the new

name o f the p r o j e c t . 4 9 The name Sky l i n e was chosen because o f fi c i a l s

f e l t t h a t the word "Sky l ine" would b e a t t r a c t i v e i n ma r k e t i n g

p o t a t o e s grown a t the p r o j e c t . Ty p i c a l l y, t h e r e was some confusion
w i t h i n t h e RA about what name Hudgens a c t u a l l y had chosen and i n f a c t

f o r s e v e r a l days t h e p r o j e c t was r e f e r r e d t o a s A l t o Farms w i t h i n t h e

bureaucracy.
By 1937 gove rnmen t o f fi c i a l s f e l t c onfiden t enough to even

expand t h e s i z e o f t h e S k y l i n e Farms p r o j e c t . Another 4,947 acres o f

l a n d was leased w i t h an o p t i o n t o bu y f r om t h e P i e r c e Co r po r a t i o n .

In 1938 the o p t i o n was exerc ised at $7.50 p e r a c r e . Federa l

o f fi c i a l s a l ready had ac ted o n t h e i r o p t i o n t o buy t h e o r i g i n a l l a n d

t h a t had been l eased f o r t he p r o j e c t . Thus, t h e t o t a l ac reage o f t h e

p r o j e c t increased to 12,987, bought f o r a t o t a l p r i c e of $96,123.>
Th i s wou ld b e t h e fi n a l s i z e o f t h e p r o j e c t .

A t the f e d e r a l l e v e l once a g a i n the re were changes t a k i n g p l a ce

t h a t wou ld e f f e c t S k y l i n e Farms. Th i s t i m e , t he changes centered

around t h e Bankhead-Jones Farm Tenan t A c t . T h i s legislation was

sponsored by U. S. Sena t o r John H. Bankhead, a Democrat f rom Alabama,

and U. S. House of Representa t ive member Ma r v i n Jones , a Democrat

f r om Te x a s . Bo t h men had sponsored l e g i s l a t i o n i n Congress t o h e l p

f a r m e r s , p a r t i c u l a r l y t e n a n t f a rme r s .
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Bankhead was ‘ p u z z l e to some of t h e l i b e r a l New Dealers. To

m o s t he was a conse r va t i v e , having se rved as a success f u l c o r p o r a t e

a t t o r n e y f o r s t e e l i n t e r e s t s be f o r e b e i n g e l e c t ed t o the U.S. Senate,

and t h e n becoming an e f f e c t i v e spokesman f o r t h e "cotton bloc" i n the

Senate. In the Senated Bankhead even had ‐ a c t i v e in fi g h t i n g

euti-iynching leg i s l a t i on . Ye t Bankhead pushed innova t i ve

l e g i s l a t i o n , such a s the subsistence homestead b i l l , t o a s s i s t

dep r i ved American t e n a n t farmers. Sidney Baldwin , in h i s outs tand ing

h i s t o r y o f the FSA, r e conc i l e s these con t r ad i c t i o n s i n Bankhead's

i deas b y s a y i n g t h a t Bankhead was a c t u a l l y a p o l i t i c a l moderate who

s u p p o r t e d l i b e r a l New Dea l programs, w h i l e a t t h e same t ime ha v i n g t o

ba lance h i s “a l leg iance to aconservative Sou t he r n constituency."
Jones , t o o , posed the same cont rad ic t ions as d i d Bankhead. He

was b o r n on a sm a l l c o t t o n fa rm in Texas , n e a r t h e Oklahoma b o r d e r ,

and knew p o v e r t y fi r s t - h and . Jones had worked a s a c o t t o n fa rm

t e n a n t b e f o r e p u t t i n g h imse l f th rough Southwestern Un i v e r s i t y (now

SouthernMethod is t Un ive rs i t y ) and the U n i v e r s i t y o f Texas Law

Schoo l . According to Baldwin, Jones was an a rden t believer in t h e

a g r a r i a n i d e a l and had a n “ab id ing b e l i e f i n t h e va lue o f fa rming and

r u r a l l i fe , " °4
Jones and Bankhead combined t h e i r e f f o r t s i n t o t h e

Bankhead~Jones Farm Tenant B i l l , l e g i s l a t i o n wh i ch was fi r s t

i n t r o d u c e d i n Congress i n 1935. However, w i t h o u t s t r o n g s u p p o r t f r om

P r e s i d e n t Rooseve l t , t he b i l l d i d n o t p a s s . By 1937 Rooseve l t had
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g i v e n h i s f u l l endorsement and s u p p o r t to a rev ised Bankhead-Jones

B i l l , a nd , accord ing to Ba l dw i n , t h e prob lem of f a rm tenancy had

become a bu rn i ng i s s u e in America at t h i s t ime . Wi th Roosevelt's

b a c k i n g and w i t h t h e seemingly na t i ona l sense of m iss i on to do

some th ing about the p l i g h t o f kecrtonn t e n a n t f a rm e r s , i n 1937 t he

leg is la t ion passed.”
N a t i o n a l l y , t h e r e were mixed rev iews o f t h e l e g i s l a t i o n ,

depending p r ima r i l y on t h e p o l i t i c a l spec t rum f rom which it was

analyzed. F o r many o f the l i b e r a l New D e a l e r s , t he l e g i s l a t i o n d i d

“not go f a r enough in the procedures i t establ ished to end r u r a l

p o v e r t y . They found v e r y l i t t l e new i n t h e approach t h a t t h e

Bankhead-Jones Ac t establ ished and f e l t t h a t t he mone t a r y commitment

was i n s u f fi c i e n t t o make even a d e n t o n t h e problem. To more

conserva t i ve members o f Congress , t h e l e g i s l a t i o n was a f u r t h e r

example t h e government was i n t r u d i n g i n t o t h e p r i v a t e economy and

pe r sona l l i v e s of Americans.
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I n c l u ded among t h e p r o v i s i o n s of t h e Bankhead-Jones Farm Tenant

Ac t w e r e :

1. P rov i de l o ans to a s s i s t t e n a n t s , sharecroppers, and fa rm

labo re rs i n becoming fa rm owners and o p e r a t o r s ;

2 . Ass i s t farmers th rough loans i n buy i ng l i v e s t o c k , f a rm

equipment , supp l i es and o t h e r needs , r e fi n a n c i n g ,

indebtedness and f o r f am i l y subsistence;

3 . And a submarginal l a n d program o f c o n s e r v a t i o n and

u t i l i z a t i o n , i n c l u d i n g l a nd r e t i r e m e n t and development .”®
Fo l l ow i n g the passage of the Bankhead-Jones Farm Tenant A c t ,

P r e s i d e n t Roosevel t d i r e c t e d S e c r e t a r y o f A g r i c u l t u r e Henry Wal lace

to t r a n s f e r ope ra t i ons o f the Reset t lement Adm in i s t r a t i on to conform

to p r o v i s i o n s of the legislation.>/ Wal lace, in t u r n , i ssued a
memorandum changing t h e name o f t h e Reset t lement Adm i n i s t r a t i o n t o

the Fa rm Secu r i t y Adm in i s t r a t i o n and he ass i gned t o i t t h e r e l e van t

f u n c t i o n s of t h e Bankhead-Jones Farm Tenant Act.2® S i n c e

"resettlement" was on l y a p a r t of what t h e Resett lement

Adm in i s t r a t i o n was do i ng a l r e a d y, Wal lace f e l t t h a t a change i n name

of t h e agency was in o r d e r .

At fi r s t , t h e change was one in name o n l y . The personnel and

r e s p o n s i b i l i t i e s o f the R A and t h e FSA e s s e n t i a l l y we r e t he same.

W i l l A l exande r, d i r e c t o r o f t h e RA, became d i r e c t o r o f t h e FSA. The

FSA c o n t i n u e d t h e a c t i v i t i e s o f t h e RA, i n c l u d i n g h e l p i n g t e n a n t s

become landowners th rough l o a n s , r e fi nan c i n g and r e h a b i l i t a t i n g sm a l l
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farmers who were in danger of l o s i n g t h e i r l a nd , withdrawing

submarg ina l l a n d f rom cu l t i v a t i o n , and h e l p i n gm ig r an t workers , and

managing the community development programs, such as Sk y l i n e Farms.

L a t e r , Wal lace c r e a t e d the Bureau o f A g r i c u l t u r a l Economics (BAE),

which t o o k o v e r a c t u a l p h y s i c a l l a n d managemen t f r om the FSA. The

BAE was t h e n r e s p o n s i b l e f o r t h e va r i ous c o n s e r v a t i o n p r o j e c t s a n d

t he FSA, a s Baldwin descr ibed i t , c on cen t r a t e d on t h e “people” a s p e c t

o f t h e f a rm prob lem. >?

The wo r d "secur i ty" in the Farm Se c u r i t y Admin is t ra t ion

symbo l i zed t h e p r e va i l i n g a t t i t u d e o f American Congress a t t he t ime .

Congress wanted to "secure" farm l i f e in t h e c o u n t r y . The a g r a r i a n

i d e a l s t i l l h e l d a p o w e r f u l sway over t he American mind. C r i t i c s o f

the FSA contended t h a t the agency d i d n o t have enough a u t h o r i t y to

end r u r a l p o v e r t y . No th ing n ew, i t was contended, was c r ea t ed in t h e

Bankhead-Jones Farm Tenant A c t , o n l y a r e c o g n i t i o n of t h e farm

p rob l em . Ac t ua l f a rm p o l i c y remainded t h e same. The FSA, i t was

contended, was s imp ly a "banking i n s t i t u t i o n , " wh ich would make l oans

to the farmers m o s t l i k e l y a b l e to r e p a y, and i g n o r e the vast numbers
o f t h e r u r a l p o o r who l i v e d i n p o v e r t y . The goa ls o f FSA, i t was

ma in ta ined , were t o o l i m i t e d and o f f e r e d no th i ng new. What was

needed was a far- reaching l a n d re fo rm programwhich would g e t t h e

g o v e r n m e n t i nvo lved i n land-use p lann ing and c o n t r o l and even l a n d
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owne r sh i p , much l i k e _ ‐ had al ready been attempted on Cumberland

Mounta in w i t h t he Sky l i n e Farms pro jec t and o t he r r u r a l development

programs.

Y e t s i n c e the RA had been fo rmed, t he r e was a morator ium on

e s t a b l i s h i n g any new resettlement p r o j e c t s , and t h e c r e a t i o n o f t h e

FSA d i d n o t change t h a t . The FSA cou l d o n l y con t inue what had been

begun on Cumberland Moun ta i n . M o r e o v e r , w i t h t h e c r e a t i o n of t h e FSA

and t h e l i m i t e d a u t h o r i t y i t was g ran t ed , S k y l i n e Farms and the r u r a l

r e se t t l emen t community programs suddenly had become management

r e l i c s . These programs sp r ang f r om t he e a r l y 1930s when land-use

p o l i c y , as fo rwa rded by Tugwel l , was more in f a v o r . Th i s l and -use

p o l i c y had been based on a soc i a l v i s i o n of r u r a l America t h a t

inc luded u t o p i a n - t y p e r u r a l communities and v i l l a g e s ope r a t i n g on a

coope ra t i ve b a s i s . Now t h e emphasis was n o t i n d e t a i l e d land-use and

s o c i a l p l a nn i n g and development , b u t r a t h e r in making loans to

f a rme r s t h a t t h e y cou ld u s e to p u l l themselves o u t of p o v e r t y .

The p o l i c y s h i f t s and sw i r l s and power s t r u gg l e s in Wash ington

c a r r i e d the Sky l i n e Farms p a r t i c i p a n t s a l ong w i t h them like a r i v e r ,

a r i v e r whose fl o w the f a rme r s d i d n o t c o n t r o l , or l i t t l e understood.

D u r i n g t h e fi r s t years o f t h e p r o j e c t , t h e r i v e r seemed steady and

s u r e and to the participants t h e fl o w was des t i ned to c a r r y them away

f r om the p o v e r t y t h a t t h e y had known. T h i s f e e l i n g is conveyed in

the commun i ty newspaper t h a t had been establ ished at t h e p r o j e c t . In

i t a S k y l i n e Farms p a r t i c i p a n t w r o t e : "We people o n Cumberland Farms
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a r e r i c h in many ways. Wehave a home, a fa rm, a j o b , a reasonable

amoun t o f s e c u r i t y a g a i n s t t h e w o l f , and a f am i l y t o e n j o y . “We have

a l l t he necess i t i e s and many o f t he luxuries o f l i f e . Wehave

happiness, which is the r i c h e s t b less ing of a l l t h e blessings. Only

happy peop l e a r e rich,"©9
F o r t h e Sk y l i n e p a r t i c i p a n t s , t hen , t he f u t u r e looked b r i g h t

du r i ng the e a r l y days o f the p r o j e c t . The p a r t i c i p a n t s even had

t h e i r own s logan f o r t h e i r p ro jec t - - "On ly the Pure in Heart."©! t h e

p a r t i c i p a n t s f e l t a s p e c i a l sense o f m i s s i on a s they b u i l t a new l i f e

and w o r l d o u t of the wilderness on t h e mounta in. A l l t h a t was needed

now was t ime , t ime t o see the dream f u l fi l l e d .
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Chapter  6

The Farms in Photographs

When the Resett lement A d m i n i s t r a t i o n was es tab l i shed , Rex

T u g w e l l r e a l i z e d t h a t it would be controversial. T h r e a t e n i n g fi r e s

burned withti and around t h e a g e n c y. . W i t h i n t h e f e d e r a l b u r e a u c r a c y

i t s e l f , some personnel saw t h e newly-created agency as an i n t e r l o p e r

i n t o t h e i r domains.! Workers w i t h i n t h e Extens ion S e r v i c e of the

U n i t e d S t a t e s Department o f A g r i c u l t u r e , f o r example, sometimes

p e r c e i v e d the R A a s t h r e a t e n i n g t o t h e i r power base.” Ye t t h e m o s t

p o i n t e d , i n t e n s e o p p o s i t i o n t o Tugwe l l and t h e R A came f r o m c r i t i c s

o f the Roosevel t A d m i n i s t r a t i o n and h i s New D e a l p rog rams . C r i t i c s

s a i d these programs were t h r e a t s t o t h e t r a d i t i o n a l American f r e e

e n t e r p r i s e system. Because o f t h e i r coopera t i ve a s p e c t s and c lose

invo lvement i n t o the l i v e s o f p a r t i c i p a n t s , t h e R Areset t lement

programs o f t e n were compared t o R u s s i a n c o l l e c t i v e s . The

r e s e t t l e m e n t p r o j e c t s , such a s S k y l i n e F a r m s , became l i g h t e n i n g rods

f o r t h e c r i t i c s ' w r a t h .

In response to t h e p u b l i c image problem t h i s opposition created

f o r t h e RA, Tugwe l l c o u n t e r e d b y deve lop ing a n I n f o r m a t i o n D i v i s i o n

w i t h i n t h e o r g a n i z a t i o n . T h i s I n f o r m a t i o n D i v i s i o n t r i e d t o o f f s e t

c r i t i c s ' charges against t h e R Ab y showing what e x a c t l y t h e agency

was accomp l i sh ing . In d o i n g t h i s , o f c o u r s e , t h e I n f o r m a t i o n

D i v i s i o n u s u a l l y p l a c e d t h e R A i n t h e b e s t p o s s i b l e l i g h t . T h i s

I n f o r m a t i o n D i v i s i o n , d i r e c t e d b y John F r a n k l i n C a r t e r , c o n s i s t e d o f
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fi v e sec t i ons : (1 ) an e d i t o r i a l sec t i on t o handle a l l news re leases ;

(2 ) a spec ia l pub l i ca t ions sec t i on to prov ide information and

a r t i c l e s to magazines and o t h e r per iod ica ls ; (3 ) a r a d i o department

t o r e l ease broadcast i n f o rma t i on ; ( 4 ) a documentary fi l m sec t i o n ; and

(5 ) a.photographic saction,*
The Informat ion D i v i s i o n proved i t s e l f to be extremely a c t i v e .

Pare L o r e n z , f o r example, was chosen to produce documenta ry fi l m s f o r

the RAand t h e r e s u l t was "The P low Tha t Broke t h e Plains" and

"The R i v e r , " t w o landmark product ions in t he h i s t o r y of American

documen ta r y fi l m s , n o t o n l y because t h e i r information/propaganda

v a l u e , b u t a l s o due t o t h e i r o u t s t a nd i n g artistic and technical

q u a l i t y . I r o n i c a l l y , Lorenz' "The River" d e a l t w i t h t h e e f f o r t o f

the Tennessee Va l l e y A u t h o r i t y and the fede ra l government to ha rness

and c o n t r o l t he Tennessee R i v e r , wh ich flowed j u s t south of

Cumberland Mountain. |

The Photographic D i v i s i o n of t h e In fo rmat ion Serv ice would mo s t

d i r e c t l y e f f e c t S k y l i n e Fa rms . As a who l e , photographers in t h i s

d i v i s i o n would c r e a t e wha t is perhaps t he mos t a r t i s t i c , imaginative,
and humanis t ic body of work in t h e h i s t o r y of American photography.

To head the Photographic D i v i s i o n Tugwel l turned to one of h i s fo rmer

s tuden ts at Columbia University, Roy S t r y k e r , who in 1935 was wo r k i n g

as an economics p r o f e s so r at Columbia. S t r y ke r had been considered

somewhat o f a r a d i c a l a t C o l um b i a , because o f h i s t each i ng methods.

He r e f u s ed to u s e a textbook in h i s economics courses and instead



93

t o o k h i s s tudents to l a b o r meet ings , banks, produce marke t s ,

s l a u g h t e r houses, museums and slums.” Moreover, Stryker was
f asc i na t ed by t he u s e of photographs as teach ing a i d s . He l a t e r

s a i d : “ I g o t impa t i en t because t h e b r i g h t boys a t Columbia had never

seen a r a g d o l l , a c o r n t e s t e r , o r a n o l d dasher churn. I dug u p

p i c t u r e s t o show c i t y boys t h i n g s t h a t e ve r y fa rm boy already knows

about.""©

Impressed by S t r y k e r ' s u s e of photography in economics, Tugwe l l

asked S t r y k e r to co-au thor h i s book on American economic l i f e , w i t h

S t r y k e r concen t r a t i ng on t h e i l l u s t r a t i o n s and photographs. S t r y k e r ,

t h e n , became a co-au thor a long w i t h Tugwe l l and Thomas Munro o f a

book t h a t S t r y k e r wou l d l a t e r s a y t h a t t h e economists c a l l e d

s o c i o l o g y and t h e s o c i o l o g i s t s c a l l e d a "collection o f pictures.""7
A f t e r r i s i n g through the ranks of the f e d e r a l bureaucracy, Tugwe l l

t hen c a l l e d on h i s p r o t e g e S t r y ke r t o head t h e H i s t o r i c a l D i v i s i o n o f

t h e RA, wh ich i nc l uded t h e photography department of t h e In fo rma t ion

D i v i s i o n . S t r y ke r ' s j o b desc r i p t i on was vague. I t r e a d t h a t he was

t o : “ . . . d i r e c t t he a c t i v i t i e s o f i n v e s t i g a t o r s , photographers,

econom i s t s , s o c i o l o g i s t s and s t a t i s t i c i a n s engaged i n t h e

accumu la t ion and comp i la t ions o f r e p o r t s . . . s t a t i s t i c s ,

pho tog raph ic m a t e r i a l , v i t a l s t a t i s t i c s , a g r i c u l t u r a l surveys, maps

and sketches necessary t o make a c c u r a t e desc r i p t i ons o f t he v a r i o u s .

- + phases o f t h e Resettlement Admin is t ra t ion , p a r t i c u l a r l y w i t h

r e g a r d t o t h e h i s t o r i c a l , s o c i o l o g i c a l and economic a s p e c t s o f t h e
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s e v e r a l programs and t h e i r accomplishments. "® The ass ignment was

g e n e r a l enough t o p e r m i t S t r yke r t o d o a s i e pleased i n h i s work ,

wh i ch was t o S t r y ke r ' s l i k i n g .

As f a r as t h e technology of photography was concerned, S t r y k e r

knew ve r y l i t t l e . S t r y k e r h imse l f was n o t an accompl ished

photographer. He claimed to have stopped t a k i n g photographs

a l t o g e t h e r a f t e r h i s a u n t g o t b e t t e r p i c t u r e s than h e d i d a t a f am i l y

r e u n i o n w i t h “her t e n - d o l l a r Brownie," w h i l e h e used a

s t a t e - o f - t h e - a r t L e i c a . " I never snapped a shu t t e r a f t e r t h a t , "

S t r y k e r said.? Desp i t e h i s technica l defic ienc ies , S t r y k e r knew

photographs, and had an i n t u i t i v e , a r t i s t i c t o u ch and sense about

what were g r e a t p i c t u r e s , j u s t as d i d t h e s t a f f of photographers t h a t

S t r y k e r h i r e d . Tugwe l l had t o l d S t ryker t h a t h e wanted h i s

photographers th rough t h e i r work to in t roduce “Americans to

America."19 h i s is what S t r y k e r s e t o u t to accompl ish.

P r i o r t o t h i s , v a r i o u s g o v e r nme n t agenc ies had made some

ou ts tand ing photography co l l ec t i ons o f va r i ous American sub jec t s ,

i n c l u d i n g Matthew Brady 's C i v i l War sho ts , photographs of t h e West by

t h e Bureau of Reclamation, p i c t u r e s by t h e Fores t Serv i ce of

t imber lands, and t h e Extension Services' p i c t u r e s of American

p r e - W o r l d War I agr icul ture. Bu t as S t r y k e r and co-au thor Nancy Wood

n o t e d i n t h e i r book In T h i s Proud Land , t he re had been no th i ng i n

p r e v i o u s co l lec t ions of American photographic s ub j e c t s , e x c e p t in
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Brady's wo rk , “ t ha t would r e a l l y move people."!1 S t r y k e r and h i s

i n g e n i o u s c o l l e c t i o n of photographers a to change t h a t and in so

do i ng e l e v a t e t he standards of Amer ican photography to new he i g h t s .

S t r y k e r wou l d d i r e c t t h e photography p r o j e c t f r om J u l y 1935 to
October o f 1943. He was in charge as the program s h i f t e d f r om the RA

t o t h e FSA t o t he O f fi c e B t Wee I n f o r m a t i o n (OWI). D u r i n g t h i s t i m e

photographers under S t ryke r ' s s u p e r v i s i o n made some 270,000 p i c t u r e s .

Among t h e photographers who worked f o r S t r y k e r were Walker Evans ,

Dorothea Lange, Russe l l Lee , Jack De lano , Ma r i o n Pos t Wo l c o t t , Gordon

Pa r k s , John Vachon, Ben Shahn, C a r l Mydans, and Ar thu r R o t h s t e i n .

Wo r k i ng o u t o f h i s o f fi c e in Washington and home on Connec t i cu t

Avenue i n t h e c i t y , S t r y k e r provided de t a i l e d i n s t r u c t i o n s t o h i s

photographers about p i c t u r e s t h a t he wanted them to take . Y e t a t t h e

same t i m e , he gave them f reedom to pu r s ue t h e i r a r t . I t was

S t r y ke r ' s v i s i o n t h a t bound t h e photography p r o j e c t and created a

body o f work t h a t i s a r t , s o c i o l o g y, j o u r na l i sm , economics , and

h i s t o r y combined.

S t r y k e r h imse l f was su r p r i s ed a t t h e r e s u l t s o f his p r o j e c t .

H e l a t e r r e c a l l e d : " . . . what p i c t u r e s they were. I had n o i d e a

what w a s go i ng to happen. I expected competence. I d i d n o t e x p e c t

to be shocked at what began to come a c r o s s my desk. The fi r s t t h r e e

men t h a t w e n t o u t - - C a r l Mydans, Walker Evans and Ben Shahn--began

send ing i n some as t o u nd i n g s t u f f t h a t fi r s t f a l l , abou t t h e same t ime

t h a t I saw t h e g r e a t work Dorothea Lange was d o i n g i n C a l i f o r n i a and
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decided t o h i r e h e r . Then A r t h u r Ro t h s t e i n , who had s e t u p the l a b ,

s t a r t e d t a k i n g p i c t u r e s . Eve ry day was for me a n educat ion and a

r e v e l a t i o n . I cou ld h a r d l y w a i t t o g e t t o t h e ma i l i n the

morning. " 2 FSA photographers, guided by S t r y k e r, crossed t h e Un i t e d

S t a t e s t o c a p t u r e n o t just the face o f t h e n a t i o n , b u t i t s s p i r i t a s

w e l l .

What these photographers accomplished was remarkable. T h e i r

photographs in t i m e have become etched in the American m ind , such as

Dorothea Lange's photograph of t h e f a ce of a m i g r a n t woman and h e r

c h i l d r e n , perhaps a s t h e m o s t i d e n t i fi a b l e photograph o f t h e

Dep r e s s i o n e r a , one t h a t ha s come t o symbol ize the pe r i o d . R u s s e l l

Lee i n h i s work showed t h e proud and d e fi a n t r e so l u t e ne s s o f

Amer icans i n t h e Southwes t , p a r t i c u l a r l y Texas and New Mex ico , a s t h e

peop le t h e r e w e n t on w i t h t h e i r l i v e s du r i n g the Depress ion . John

Vachon's p i c t u r e s conveyed t h e s t a r k beau t y of the G rea t P l a i n s and

captured t he s t r o n g - w i l l o f t h e people who f o r g e d o u t t h e i r l i v i n g i n

t h e r e g i o n . The re we r e c i t y scenes taken b y Mar ion Po s t Wo l c o t t and

Jack D e l a n o , as w e l l as t h e i r photographs of r u r a l America, i n c l u d i n g

Wolcott 's p i c t u r e s of t h e Gee's Bend p r o j e c t in Alabama, to go a l o n g

w i t h t h e photographs taken t h e r e by A r t h u r Roths te in and Dorothea

Lange. Walker Evans’ photographs of t e n a n t fa rmers and r u r a l scenes

i n Ha l e Coun t y, Alabama were t o become a p a r t o f James Agee's L e t U s



97

Now P r a i s e Famous Men. Evans‘ photographs a r e considered t h e most

a r t i s t i c o f a l l t he FSA works and served a s a pe r f ec t v i s u a l p a r a l l e l

t o Agee's l y r i c a l words.

Of the FSA photographers , i t was A r t h u r Ro t h s t e i n , C a r l Mydans,

and Ben Shahn who photographed Sky l i n e Farms. As a who le , t h e i r

works t h e r e c a p t u r e t h e essence o f t h e p r o j e c t i n i t s e a r l y s t a g e s ,

and l i k e o t h e r p i c t u r e s made by the FSA photographers , t h e S k y l i n e

images o f t e n c r o s s i n t o t he rea lm o f a r t , c a p t u r i n g t h e t o n e , mood,

and emot ions o f a people i n a p a r t i c u l a r t ime and p l a c e .

The FSA photographers were at Skyline in i 9 35 , 1936, and

1937--when hopes f o r t he p r o j e c t were h i g h . The works of A r t hu r

R o t h s t e i na t Sky l i n e Farms a r e the m o s t d i s t i n c t and s t r i k i n g o f

those made a t t he p r o j e c t . R o t h s t e i n , l i k e S t r y k e r , had fo l l owed a n

unor thodox p a t h in becoming a photographer. He had been a chem i s t r y

ma j o r a t Co lumb ia , where h e had s t u d i e d wo r l d c i v i l i z a t i o n under

S t r y k e r , a s w e l l a s hav i ng known him a s a found ing member o f t h e

Columbia Un i v e r s i t y Camera Club.!3 Ro ths te i n was t h e fi r s t

photographer h i r e d by S t r y k e r f o r t h e H i s t o r i c a l Section; he was on l y

t w e n t y years o l d at t h e t i m e . S t r y k e r r e l i e d on Rothstein's

t e c h n i c a l knowledge to p l a n and o rgan i ze t h e RA photographic

14 Throughout h i sl a b o r a t o r y and t o purchase needed equipment .

c a r e e r , R o t h s t e i n h e l d in d i s d a i n t h e i d e a t h a t photography was a r t .

R a t h e r , to Ro t h s t e i n , photography shou ld be documentary. !> Ye t

Ro ths te in ' s s k i l l s were more t han j u s t d e s c r i p t i v e , f o r h e t o o k some
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of t h e m o s t emot iona l l y evoca t i ve photographs o f t h e Depress ion e r a ,

i n c l u d i n g "Dust S to rm, C ima r r on County, 1936," ap i c t u r e o f a dus t

bowl f a rme r , A r thu r Cob l e , and h i s t w o y o u n g sons a s they walked

through a sand s t o r m to t h e i r farmhouse, which was nea r l y covered

w i t h sand.

R o t h s t e i n had c r e a t e d a wh i r lw i nd o f h i s own f o r S t r y k e r and

the RA/FSA when in 1936 he s l i g h t l y a l t e r e d the background of sho t s

of a s t e e r s k u l l t h a t he was photograph ing to show t h e d e v a s t a t i n g

and dead ly impac t o f a drough t in South Dakota. New Deal c r i t i c s

no t i c ed t h e background change and accused t h e RA/FSA of f a l s i f y i n g

i n f o rma t i o n . S t r y k e r s t o o d beh i nd Ro ths te i n d u r i n g the c o n t r o v e r s y ,

con tend ing t h a t t h e e f f e c t s o f t h e d r ough t was what were i m p o r t a n t ,

n o t a s l i g h t v a r i a t i o n of t he p i c t u r e ' s background. 16

One of Rothstein's fi r s t ass ignments unde r S t r y k e r was to

photograph the Sky l i n e Farms p r o j e c t in 1935. Ro t h s t e i n would a g a i n

r e t u r n to the p r o j e c t in 1937. Some of Rothste in 's m o s t ou t s tand ing

photographs were made at t h e S k y l i n e Farms p r o j e c t , as Ro ths t e i n

proved h i m s e l f t o be more than j u s t a t e chn i c i a n .

R o t h s t e i n accompl ished h i s p r imary ass ignment f r om S t r y ke r and

t h e RA - - t o photograph t h e s o c i a l and economic problems t h a t t h e

agency was a t t emp t i n g t o so l v e . Ro t h s t e i n cap tu red t h e s t a r k p o v e r t y

o f t h e p r o j e c t p a r t i c i p a n t s w i t h h i s pho tograph o f t h e t empo r a r y

shacks in wh i c h people w e r e l i v i n g u n t i l t hey c o u l d move i n t o a

house. (See S k y l i n e P o r t f o l i o , Photograph 1 and 2 , p p . 111 and 11 2 . )
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One R o t h s t e i n photograph of t h e shacks showed a f a rm mo t he r, ho ld ing

an infant, w i t h a young c h i l d by he r s i d e . The mother and c h i l d

peered b l a n k l y o u t t h e door of t h e i r shack, t h e hopelessness and

despa i r o f the Depress ion and t h e i r l i v e s e t c hed in t h e i r f a ces . In

keep ing w i t h h i s assignment, R o t h s t e i n photographed a

new ly -cons t ruc ted p r o j e c t house, obviously to c o n t r a s t how t h e l i v e s

of t h e f am i l i e s would be improved when the p r o j e c t was completed.

(See S k y l i n e P o r t f o l i o , Photograph 3 , p . 11 3 . ) The new house was

n e a t , seemingly we l l - cons t ruc ted , and i n c l u d e d a sma l l f r o n t po rch .

C e r t a i n l y , i t was a dramat ic improvement o v e r t h e shacks to which t h e

farm f am i l i e s had become accustomed.

r e however, w e n t beyond the p u b l i c r e l a t i o n s a s p e c t o f

h i s a s s i gnmen t , e s pe c i a l l y when he photographed ch i l d r en . One 1935

photograph showed a young b o y, blonde-headed, dressed in o v e r a l l s ,

s i t t i n g i n t h e doorway o f a fa rm b u i l d i n g . . (See Sk y l i n e P o r t f o l i o ,

Photograph 4 , p . 114 . ) The b o y was ba re - f oo t ed , w i t h one f o o t

wrapped i n a bandage. Ro t h s t e i n had s t r u c k t h e image o f t h e

A l l -Amer i can fa rm b o y , and h i s m i x t u r e o f shadows and light in t h e

photograph gave the p i c t u r e a sha r p l y - defined image. Another

Ro t h s t e i n photograph, “Ch i ld ren , 1935," showed a boy and t w o t w i n

g i r l s s i t t i n g w i t h a boy o n t h e s t e p s o f a home, w i t h one o f t h e

g i r l s d raw ing a t t e n t i o n t o a l o n g c u t o n h e r knee. (See Sk y l i n e
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P o r t f o l i o , Photograph 5, p. 115 . ) The innocent-child image , no

d o u b t , was e f f e c t i v e propaganda f o r t h e RA, but it was a l s o l i f e as

i t e x i s t e d a t Sky l i n e Farms.

S t i l l another Ro ths t e i n photograph showed a p r o j e c t mother and

h e r f o u r c h i l d r e n ou t s i de a house . (See Sky l i n e P o r t f o l i o ,

Photograph 6, p. 11 6 . ) The c h i l d r e n huddled c l o s e l y bes ide t he

mother a s i f seek ing p r o t e c t i o n . The mother h a d a w i s t f u l e xp r ess i on

in h e r f a c e and stood proud and d e fi a n t . Aga i n t he propaganda va lue

of t he photograph was obv i o u s : these a r e the people t h e RA is

h e l p i n g . R o t h s t e i n had done h i s j o b . Y e t a t t h e same t i m e , h e was

photographing r e a l scenes and r e a l people and h i s camera spoke

t r u t h f u l l y .

Ro t h s t e i n took o t h e r photographs t h a t demons t ra te h i s technica l

and a r t i s t i c s k i l l s . One, "C l ea r i n g Land by Bu r n i ng Stumps, 1935,"

shows t w o men ou t s i d e a p r o j e c t house, t a l k i n g wh i l e t h e y bu rn

s t ump s , t r e e l i m b s , and d e b r i s . (See Sky l i n e P o r t f o l i o , Photograph

7 , p - 11 7 . ) The w h i t e smoke d r i f t i n g f r om t h e ground c r e a t e s a

b r i l l i a n t c o n t r a s t of b l a c k and wh i t e in t h e photograph. The wh i t e

smoke g i v e s a dream-like image to the s c e n e , y e t t h e d e t a i l s of t h e

photograph a r e c l e a r l y focused. The photograph is Ro ths t e i n at h i s

b e s t : t u r n i n g a typ ica l p r o j e c t scene i n t o a multidimensional v i s u a l

c ompos i t i o n .
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Ro t h s t e i n made o the r o u t s t a n d i n g photographs, such as "A Farmer

A f t e r A Shopping T r i p , 1935," which shows a middle-aged p r o j e c t man

wa l k i n g down a muddy r o a d , h i s arms loaded w i t h sacks o f food and

s u p p l i e s , presumably obta ined at t h e commissary. (See Sky l i n e

P o r t f o l i o , Photograph 8 , p . 11 8 . ) The man's c l o t h i ng i s t a t t e r e d and

q u i t e obv ious ly he has s u f f e r e d through h a r d t imes. The man c a r r i e s

t h e s u p p l i e s l i k e v a l u e d Chr istmas p r e s e n t s , and the message of t he

photograph is c l e a r : t h i s is wha t t h e RA is do i ng f o r America's

p o o r .

Another photograph shows two men s tand ing bes ide a c a r t t h a t is

pul led b y a mule. (See Sk y l i n e P o r t f o l i o , Photograph 9 , p - 11 9 . ) I t

i s , obv ious l y, co l d weather. Newly-c leared l a n d forms t h e background

of t h e photograph. The men seem cheer fu l and r e s i l i e n t . The p i c t u r e

conveys t h e "make-do" s p i r i t o f t h e p r o j e c t p a r t i c i p a n t s , and a s such

was a g a i n the t y p e o f v i s u a l p u b l i c i t y t h a t S t r y k e r and the R A

sought .

S t i l l another Ro ths t e i n photograph, "Farm Vege t ab l e s , 1935," is

of a baske t of app les and a bucket of co rn , s imp ly displayed ona
po r c h . (See Sky l i ne P o r t f o l i o , Photograph 10, p - 120 . ) Th is

photograph symbol ica l ly d i sp lays t h e rewards of t h e p r o j e c t : food

f o r an impover i shed group of peop l e . A t t h e same t ime , t h e p i c t u r e ,

no doub t , s t r u c k a “chord w i t h Americans who h e l d to t h e Je f fe rson ian

b e l i e f o f t h e p u r i t y and s i m p l i c i t y of r u r a l l i f e . Rothste in 's

counterbalance of l i g h t and d a r k in t h e photograph c r e a t e s an
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i m p r e s s i o n i s t i c t one t o the p i c t u r e , a s i f i t c o u l d b e a p a i n t i n g .

A t t h e same t ime , t he p i c t u r e revea l s minute de ta i l . I t was a g a i n

Rothstein at h i s bes t .

Rothstein in h i s two t r i p s to Sky l i n e Farms made numerous other

photographs of t h e p r o j e c t . Some were obl igatory, such as those made

of men at the sawmi l l , a furniture-maker, men at a s t one qua r r y, and

4 man making wooden sh ing les f o r p r o j e c t houses and bu i ld ings . One

photograph, taken in 1937, shows the community commissary, a bu i l d i ng

c o n s t r u c t e d o f n a t i v e sandstone. (See S k y l i n e Po r t f o l i o , Photograph

1 l , p. 1 2 1 . ) Not a l l of Rothstein's photographs a r e as o r i g i n a l or

as emotional ly e vo ca t i v e as "Mother and Children," or "Farmer A f t e r A

Shopping T r i p , " or as v i s u a l l y well-composed as "Farm Vege tab l e s , "

In many cases Rothstein mere ly was doing h i s job--photographing a

g o v e r n m e n t p r o j e c t . Ye t a t h i s bes t , Rothstein, espec i a l l y i n h i s

ma s t e r f u l use o f shadows and l i g h t , reached a l e v e l o f a r t i s t i c

b r i l l i ance in h i s photographs t h a t few photographers have at ta ined.

Rothstein worked under S t r y k e r f o r fi v e years in the

Photography Division. No doubt, the expe r i e n ce was a formative
education f o r Rothstein, who would b u i l d on what he had learned to

become one of America's m o s t renowned photographers. S t r yke r was

never c e r t a i n how long Rothstein would s t a y w i t h h i s agency. In
1937, f o r example , S t r y ke r wrote Russe l l Lee t h a t wh i l e producing

"b r i l l i an t " photographs, Rothstein seemed “restless" and Teady to
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move on to o t h e r projects.!/ News/picture magaz ines , such as Life
Magazine, were becoming popu la r and Ro t h s t e i n had become i n t e r e s t e a

in t h a t fi e l d of photography.!8
In 1940 Ro ths te i n d i d l eave t h e RA/FSA Photography D i v i s i o n f o r

Look Magazine. Ro ths te in soon a f te rwa rds r e s i g n e d f rom Look,

however, t o j o i n t he O f fi c e o f War I n f o rma t i on , where he once a g a i n

worked b r i e fl y under S t r y k e r . R o t h s t e i n t h e n became a n Army

photographer and served f o r t h ree y e a r s d u r i n g Wo r l d War I I in t h e

China-Burma-India t h ea t e r. A f t e r h i s Army s t i n t , Ro t h s t e i n w e n t back

to Look Magazine in 1946 and worked as D i r e c t o r of Photography u n t i l

1972, when the magazine ceased p u b l i c a t i o n . Ro t h s t e i n then wen t t o

work f o r Parade Magazine a s - D i r e c t o r o f Photography and l a t e r

Assoc ia te E d i t o r .

Ro t h s t e i n ach ieved one o f t h e m o s t ou t s t and i ng c a r e e r s i n

American photography. He pub l i shed s e v e r a l t e c h n i c a l books on

photography, as w e l l as an t h o l o g i e s of h i s work w i t h t he RA/FSA, t h e

OWI/Army, and ca r ee r as a magaz ine photographer. One of Rothstein's

S k y l i n e photographs appears in h i s book The Depression Years: As

Photographed by A r t hu r Ro ths te i n . !9 The p i c t u r e is of a schoo l

c l a s s r o om scene and shows a teacher w i t h h e r s tuden t s . (See Sk y l i n e

P o r t f o l i o , Photograph 12, p . 1 2 2 . ) The s tudents a r e a t t e nd i n g t h e

t em p o r a r y schoo l b u i l t a t t h e p r o j e c t and t h e y a r e s e e n s i t t i n g o n

c h a i r s f ash i oned f r om t r e e s t ump s . A l a r g e c o a l - o i l b a r r e l i n t h e

c e n t e r o f t h e r o om p rov i des h e a t .
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E x h i b i t i o n s o f Rothste in 's works have been d isp layed a t t he

Smi thson ian Institution, the New York Museum of Modern A r t , t h e Roya l

Pho tog raph ic Soc ie ty in London, and t h e B ib l i o theque Nationale in

P a r i s , among o t he r showings. 2° At the t ime of h i s dea th in 1985 at

age s e v e n t y , Ro ths te i n was recogn ized as one o f America's g r e a t e s t

pho tographers , one o f s e v e r a l o f s i m i l a r s t a t u s who began t h e i r

c a r e e r s w i t h S t r y k e r and the RA/FSA.

Be n Shahn, t o o , was assigned to photograph the Sk y l i n e Farms

p r o j e c t . Shahn v i s i t e d the p r o j e c t i n 1937 and e spe c i a l l y was

a t t r a c t e d t o t h e mus ic t r a d i t i o n s o f t h e p a r t i c i p a n t s . One o f

Shahn's b e s t photographs of t h e p r o j e c t was of t h r ee men, t w o p l a y i n g

g u i t a r s and s i n g i n g w h i l e t h e t h i r d s a n g . (See Sk y l i n e P o r t f o l i o ,

Photograph 13 , p . 1 2 3 . ) The men, n e a t l y dressed, appear to be

s i n g i n g en t h u s i a s t i c a l l y. Each was a s so c i a t e dw i t h t h e community

band. 2 1 Years l a t e r a s i s t e r t o two o f the men r e c a l l e d c a r e f u l l y

i r o n i n g h e r b r o t h e r s c l o t hes f o r them be fo re they performed, 22 The

b r o t h e r s always wanted to make a good imp ress i on f o r t h e p r o j e c t , she

sa i d . The photograph c e r t a i n l y b e l i e s what wou ld becomea popu l a r

n o t i o n y e a r s l a t e r t h a t the p a r t i c i p a n t s d i d n o t take p r i d e i n

themselves or t h e p r o j e c t .

Ano the r Shahn photograph shows a woman s i t t i n g in a c h a i r in
f r o n t o f h e r house p l a y i n g a fi d d l e , o r v i o l i n a s i t a l s o was c a l l e d

a t t h e t i m e . (See S k y l i n e P o r t f o l i o , Photograph 14, p . 124 . ) A

c h i c k e n i s pe r ched on t h e s t e p s t o h e r house. The house i s l i t t l e
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more t h a n a shack, and t h e woman has o n a worn , t a t t e r e d dress. With

h i s photograph Shahn caugh t i n s t a n t l y t h e impo r t a n t r o l e of mus i c to

t he Sky l i n e Farms p a r t i c i p a n t s . I t was a p i c t u r e which showed t h a t ,

d e s p i t e t h e bleakness o f t h e i r l i v e s , t h e p a r t i c i p a n t s s t i l l h ad

enough s p i r i t t o p l a y and s i n g mus ic . To the p r o j e c t p a r t i c i p a n t s ,

m u s i c was something t h a t transcended t h e i r p o v e r t y . The woman,

i d e n t i fi e d a s Ms. Mary McCla in b y Shahn, became somewhat o f a m y s t e r y

i n t h e p r o j e c t y e a r s l a t e r . Only one man cou ld r e c a l l h e r . H e

remembered once pa s s i n g h e r house where she s a t “out f r o n t , p l a y i n g

h e r fiddle."23
Othe r Shahn photographs displayed t h e impor tance of mus i c in

the l i v e s o f the p r o j e c t p a r t i c i p a n t s . One photograph shows a young

boy t u n i n g a g u i t a r , a s h e s a t i n t h e bed o f a t r u c k w i t h o t he r boys

and aman. (See Sky l i ne P o r t f o l i o , Photograph 15 , p . 1 2 5 . ) S t i l l

ano the r Shahn photograph shows t h e c omun i t y square dancers

per fo rm ing . (See Sky l i ne P o r t f o l i o , Photograph 1 6 , p . 126 . ) The

m e x t y e a r t h e dancers wou l d p e r f o rm f o r Pres iden t and Mrs . F r a n k l i n

Roosevelt in Washington on the White House g rounds .

Whi le i t was t h e mus i c which fascinated Shahn at t he p r o j e c t ,

he d i d photograph o t h e r s ub j e c t s , such as a p i c t u r e of one of t h e

p r o j e c t ' s s t o n e quarries. (See Sky l i ne P o r t f o l i o , Photograph 17 , p .

127 . ) W i t h i t ' s broad l i n e shapes and shadow c o n t r a s t s , t h e
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photograph r e fl e c t s elements of t h e mura l s and p o s t e r s t h a t Shahn

created. Shahn's a r t i s t i c eye and h i s photographic mind m e t in t h i s

one p i c t u r e .

Shahn had begun work i n t h e S p e c i a l S k i l l s D i v i s i o n o f the R A

a s a p a i n t e r and g r a p h i c a r t i s t . I n 1935 Shahn was loaned t o

S t r y k e r ' s department upon t h e recommendation of Walker Evans. 24

Shahn worked f o r the RA/FSA to 1938. A f t e r l eav i ng the a g e n c y, Shahn

v e e r e d away f r o m photography and t o o k h i s a r t i s t i c s k i l l s to new

areas . Dur ing the 1960s and 1970s, Shahn became known f o r h i s

p a i n t i n g s and p o s t e r a r t c r e a t i o n s . Ye t t h e r e was cons is tency in t h e

s u b j e c t m a t t e r and themes o f Shahn's work , e v e n a f t e r h e t u r n e d t o

p a i n t i n g and away f r o m photography. Shahn always disp layed a s o c i a l

consc ience in h i s work- -as a photographer, m u r a l i s t , g r a p h i c a r t i s t ,

o r painter.2> That s o c i a l consc ience , a l o n g w i t h h i s a r t i s t i c

v i s i o n , e v e n t u a l l y won f o r Shahn r e c o g n i t i o n a s one o f t h e m o s t

i m p o r t a n t American a r t i s t s o f the Twent ie th C e n t u r y.

C a r l Mydans in 1936 a l s o photographed t h e S k y l i n e Farms

p r o j e c t . Mydans t o o k s c h o o l scenes, i n c l u d i n g the project c h i l d r e n

p l a y i n g o u t s i d e t h e tempora ry schoo l as a teacher s t r o v e to m a i n t a i n

some semblance o f o r d e r . (See S k y l i n e P o r t f o l i o , Photograph 18, Pp.

1 2 8 . ) Another Mydans' photograph shows a man teach ing c h i l d r e n at a
blackboard. (See S k y l i n e P o r t f o l i o , Photograph 19, p. 1 2 9 . ) B o t h

photographs l a t e r would be i n c l u d e d in Mydans' book on

photojournalism. 2©
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Mydans worked w i t h t h e RA on l y in 1935 and 1936. He made two

e x t e n s i v e working t o u r s whi le w i t h t h e agency-~-one through t h e South,

i nc lud ing the s t o p a t Sky l ine Farms, and the o the r through New

England, concen t ra t i ng on New Hampshire and Vermont. 27 On h i s

Southern t o u r , Mydans r e p o r t e d tha t he me t some resistance to tak i ng

photographs, because many sub jec t s had never seen a camera before. 28

Mydans l e f t t h e RAand S t r y k e r to work f o r L i f e Magazine, a

new ly -c rea ted p i c t u r e m a g a z i n e established by Time I n c .

Mydans, l i k e Rothste in, w e n t on to become a highly-successful

and honored photographer, one who is perhaps bes t remembered f o r wa r

photography. Mydans s p e n t World War I I in Finland, France, I t a l y ,

Ch ina , and the Phi l ipp ines as a photojournalist f o r Life. Hewas
c a p t u r e d b y the Japanese and s p e n t nea r l y two yea r s a s a p r i s o n e r o f

wa r.2? He was released i n t ime t o see France l i be ra t ed , and was w i t h

E r i c Severeid and o ther war co r r e sponden t s when they "liberated"

w r i t e r Gertrude S t e i n and A l i c e B. Tokas from h i d i n g . 3° Mydans

se rved as a war co r responden t du r ing t h e Korean Con fl i c t and f o r h i s

wo r k , m o s t accompl ished under fi r e , r e c e i v e d t h e U.S. Golden Camera

Gold Achievement Award. Du r i ng h i s ca ree r, Mydans, who d ied in 1988,

photographed such fi g u r e s as Wi l l iam Faulkner, Winston Churchill,
Douglas MacArthur, Ezra Pound, and Charles Lindburgh.

The work o f Roths te in , Shahn, and Mydans p r e s e r v e d f o r f u t u r e

g e n e r a t i o n s images o f S k y l i n e Farms. The i r photographs were made

when the p r o j e c t was young and enthusiasm f o r i t s success was h i g h .
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S t r y k e r l a t e r s a i d t h a t d u r i n g these y e a r s o f t h e New Dea l , h e and

photographers in h i s agency had a g r e a t sense of purpose. He w r o t e :

“ . . . t he r e was e xh i l a r a t i o n i n Washington, a f e e l i n g t h a t t h i n g s

we re b e i n g mended, t h a t g r e a t wrongs we r e b e i n g cor rec ted , t h a t there

were n o prob lems s o b i g they wouldn't y i e l d t o t h e a p p l i c a t i o n o f

good sense and h a r d work. . . There was a u n i f y i n g source o f

i n s p i r a t i o n , a g r e a t i n t e l l i g e n c e a t work . I t was c a l l e d the New

Dea l and we w e r e p roud to be i n on i r ws!
By the t ime Sky l i ne Farms ended, S t r y k e r and h i s photographers

we re i n v o l v e d in a myr iad of i n t e r e s t s f a r removed f r om Cumberland

Moun ta in . S t r y k e r no l onge r headed t h e photography d i v i s i o n , t h e

r em n a n t s o f which du r i n g Wor ld War I I h a d become a p a r t o f t h e O f fi c e

of War In format ion. H i s t o r y is l e f t , t h e n , w i t h o u t a v i s u a l r e co r d

o f t h e end ing o f S k y l i n e Farms. One c a n on ly imag i ne what a n

ou t s t and i ng r e c o r d t h i s would have been i f Ro t h s t e i n , Shahn, and

Mydans, under S t r y ke r ' s p rodd i ng guidance, had been p r e s e n t t o

photograph t h e Sky l i n e Farms in i t s l a s t days .

The photographs t h a t were t a k e n themselves were almost l o s t ,
a c co r d i ng t o S t r y k e r . S t r y ke r s a i d t h a t t he r e was some sent iment i n

g o v e r n m e n t t o des t roy t h e n e g a t i v e s t o t h e 270,000 p i c t u r e s t h a t t h e

RA/FSA and OWI photographers had made. > However, A rch iba ld

MacLe ish , a n o l d f r i e n d o f S t r y k e r ' s , a r r anged t o have t h e

photographs housed in t h e U. S. L i b r a r y of Congress, which MacLeish

headed. S t r y k e r nar rowed t he 270,000 n e g a t i v e s t o 170,000 and 40,000
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p i c t u r e s were developed from these n e g a t i v e s and placed on fi l e in

t h e L i b r a r y of Congress. 33 W i t h t h i s , a n a t i o n a l t r e a s u r y was

p r e s e r v e d . Years l a t e r these photographs would he lp to t e l l t he

s t o r y o f Sky l i n e Farms and i t s peop l e .
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Sky l i n e P o r t f o l i o

The fo l lowing photographs we re made by RA/FSA photographers Ben

Shahn, A r t hu r Roths te in , and C a r l Mydans. The photographs were made

at the p r o j e c t in 1935, 1936, and 1937. The o r i g i n a l photographs a r e

in t h e U. S. L i b r a r y of Congress, P r i n t s and Photographs D i v i s i o n ,

Washington, D. C. The i r i d e n t i f y i n g number is l i s t e d a long w i t h t he

photograph.

The photographs a l s o may be seen in “Sky l ine Farms Rev is i t ed , "

an e x h i b i t sponso red by the Scottsboro-Jackson Her i t age Center,

Nor theas t Alabama S t a t e Jun i o r Co l lege , and suppor ted by a g r a n t f rom

t h e Alabama Humanities Foundation, a s t a t e program of t he Na t i o na l

Endowment f o r t he Humanities. The e x h i b i t is ava i lab le f o r d i s p l a y

upon r e q u e s t . I n q u i r i e s may be made at t h e Scottsboro-Jackson

He r i t a g e Center in Scottsboro, Alabama.

A l l photographs are f rom P&P M i c r o fi l m L o t 1606, n e g a t i v e

number 656M-669M, 6275M-6300M, 25189-25198, e t c . , P r i n t s and

Photographs D i v i s i o n , U. S. L i b r a r y of Congress, Washington, D. C.



Photograph 1

A r t h u r Rothste in , 1935

Orde r # 481-D
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Photograph 2

Fami ly L i v i n g in Temporary Shack

A r t h u r R o t h s t e i n , 1935

°478-DfttO rde r



a r t h u r R o t h s t e i n , 1935

Order #482-D
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A r t h u r R o t h s t e i n , 1935



The W i f e a n d Chi ldren of a Reset t led Farmer

A r t h u r Ro ths te in , 1937

Order #2070-M4



Photograph 7

C lea r i ng Land by Burning Stumps

A r t h u r R o t h s t e i n , 1935

O r d e r  # 2 0 8 2 - M ]
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Pho tog raph  8

A Farmer A f t e r a Shopping T r i p

1937A r t h u r  R o t h s t e i n ,

O r d e r #25196-D
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Photograph 9

Farmers W i t h Wagon a n d Mule

1937A r t h u r  R o t h s t e i n ,

#25483-DOrder



Photograph 10

A r t h u r R o t h s t e i n , 1935

Order #2080-M5
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Photograph 11

l i n e FarmsS t o r e a t Sky

1937A r t h u r R o t h s t e i n ,

O rde r #25194-D
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Photograph 12

Learning to Read

Arthur Rothstein, 1937

Order #25198-p



Photograph 13

Bex Shahn, 1937

Orcger #4785-M9
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Photograph 15

Ben Shahn, 1937

Order #6292-M]
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Photograph 18

Schoo l House and School Ya r d Scene

1936C a r l Mydans,

#6622-DOrder



Teacher W i t h S tuden ts

C a r l Mydans, 1936

Order #
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Chapter  7

S k y l i n e Hitins
One of t h e m o s t unique progzams w i t h i n the RA/FSA was the

S p e c i a l S k i l l s D i v i s i o n , which a t fi r s t was headed b y Grace Fa lke , a n

eeLete a s s i s t a n t i n the R Awho l a t e r m a r r i e d Rexford Tu g w e l l .!

D u r i n g t h e 1930s, the S p e c i a l S k i l l s D i v i s i o n was t h e c u t t i n g edge i n

t h e f e d e r a l government's e f f o r t to improve t h e q u a l i t y of l i f e of

r u r a l Amer ica w i t h " cu l t u ra l enrichment" p r o g r a m s . S p e c i a l S k i l l s

workers p r o v i d e d i n n o v a t i v e programs t o s o l v e t h e problems o f r u r a l

l i f e t h a t academicians had i d e n t i fi e d . At t h e rese t t l emen t

communi t ies, such as S k y l i n e Farms, t h e S p e c i a l S k i l l s D i v i s i o n

conducted programs f o r p r o j e c t p a r t i c i p a n t s i n ce ram ics , weav ing ,

f u r n i t u r e des ign , f o l k m u s i c and danc ing , and p r o d u c t i n g p a g e a n t s and

p l a y s . P r o j e c t d i r e c t o r s and o f fi c i a l s e v e n t o a degree at tempted t o

improve t h e q u a l i t y o f l i f e a t S k y l i n e Farms b y a l t e r i n g people 's

r e l i g i o u s v iews .

The g e n e s i s of such programs l a y in t h e work of r u r a l

s o c i o l o g i s t s i n t h e 1920s and 1930s, who vinie: etnowiwastng t h e

p o s i t i v e a s p e c t s o f r u r a l l i f e , found r u r a l l i f e t o b e o p p r e s s i v e and

l a c k i n g i n s o c i a l o p p o r t u n i t i e s . C a r l Ta y l o r , a s noted, was o n e o f

those s o c i o l o g i s t s . Ta y l o r ' s book o n r u r a l s o c i o l o g y l e d t o a n

a p p o i n t m e n t i n 1933 a s a s t a f f member w i t h t h e D i v i s i o n o f

Subs is tence Homesteads. In 1935 Ta y l o r was appo in ted to head t h e

R u r a l Reset t lement D i v i s i o n (RRD) of t h e RA.
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Tay lo r ' s ideas o n r u r a l l i f e s t r u c t u r e d t h e agenda f o r t h e

R u r a l Resett lement D i v i s i o n in r ega r d to s o c i a l programs. F o r a

s o c i o l o g i s t who ana lyzed the standard o f l i v i n g and prob lems i n r u r a l

Amer ica , no doubt f o r Ta y l o r b e i n g chosen to d i r e c t t he RA's

r e s e t t l eme n t p r o j e c t s was a dream come t r u e . Ta y l o r , and o t he r

academic ians b rough t i n t o g o v e r nmen t by Tu gwe l l and Ro o s e v e l t , c o u l d

a t communi t ies such as Sky l i ne Farms a t t e m p t to so l ve t h e r u r a l

p rob lems they had descr ibed.

A number o f exper iments were conduc ted a t S k y l i n e Farms to

improve the q u a l i t y o f l i f e . A r t s and c r a f t s p rograms were begun,

p a g e a n t s and p l a y s were produced, and a community band and square

dance t e am was formed. The band and square dance t e a m became so

accomp l i shed t h a t t h e y were chosen to pe r f o rm on t h e White House

grounds f o r P r e s i d e n t and M r s . Roosevelt .

The concep t beh ind such a c t i v i t i e s a s t he se was the b e l i e f ,

e xp r essed by Tay l o r and o t h e r s , t h a t r u r a l l i f e should p r o v i d e more

s o c i a l o p p o r t u n i t i e s f o r peop le t o o f f s e t i s o l a t i o n . Mo r eo ve r,

s o c i a l a c t i v i t i e s , i t was t h o ugh t , wou ld c r e a t e a more coope r a t i v e

a t t i t u d e among r u r a l r es iden ts . Cooperat iveness c o u l d be

accompl ished through " p l a y. " In h i s book on r u r a l soc i o l ogy, Ta y l o r

s t r e s s e d t he impo r t an ce o f " p l a y " i n human l i f e . " P l a y, " a s Ta y l o r

desc r i bed i t , i n c l u d ed such a c t i v i t i e s a s s p o r t s , danc i ng , m u s i c ,

p a g e a n t s , and community fi e l d days. To Taylor these t y p e s o f

a c t i v i t i e s he lped develop: ( 1 ) community i n t e r e s t ; ( 2 )
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coope r a t i v e ne s s through t e am p l a y and i n t h e o r g a n i z i n g and p r omo t i n g

p l a y a c t i v i t i e s ; ( 3 ) l eade r sh i p ; ( 4 ) 1eyeity t o community teams; and

( 5 ) a n inc reased i n t e r a c t i o n among people a s a r e s u l t o f t h e

activities.> Tay l o r bel ieved that a l a c k of s o c i a l c o n t a c t s made it
d i f fi c u l t f o r rural people " t o c oope r a t e in economic activities."4
Add i t i o n a l l y, Ta y l o r f e l t t h a t t h i s l a c k o f s o c i a l c o n t a c t caused

r u r a l Americans to have “ f eeb l e imag ina t i on and n a r r o w judgmen t , and

o f t e n l e d t o “ b i t t e r h o s t i l i t i e s " among them.”
Ta y l o r s i n g l e d o u t denominat ional , or fundamental is t r e l i g i o n ,

as a f r e quen t impediment to a r i c h e r q u a l i t y of l i f e in r u r a l

America. Ta y l o r w r o t e t h a t the r u r a l church t o o o f t e n had r e s t r i c t e d

+ + preach ing t o i n d i v i d u a l s a l v a t i o n a l o ng , t h e i n s i s t e n c e o n

denominational c reeds , and t h e encou ragemen t of an undy i ng l o y a l t y to

s e c t a r i a n b e l i e f s and dogmas. . " © t h e r u r a l chu rch , t o Ta y l o r , h a d

n o t expanded people 's “understanding, a p p r e c i a t i o n , and v i s i o n of

l i fe . " ’ The r u r a l church had "frowned upon p l a y , " i n c l u d i n g a l l

forms o f r e c r e a t i o n , b u t p a r t i c u l a r l y s p o r t s , dancing and c a r d

p l a y i n g , and o t h e r s o c i a l activities.® Denom ina t i ona l r e l i g i o n ,

Ta y l o r s a i d , p a r t i c u l a r l y condemned p l a y o n Sundays a s a " v i o l a t i on

of t h e Sabbath."? Ye t as Ta y l o r n o t e d , Sundays were t h e on l y days

t h a t many r u r a l f am i l i e s had f o r l e i s u r e a c t i v i t y .

Remarkably, f e d e r a l o f fi c i a l s a s s o c i a t e d w i t h t h e S k y l i n e Farms

d i d a t t e m p t t o a l t e r r e l i g i o u s v i ews a t t h e p r o j e c t , a l t hough t h e

e f f o r t w a s s u b t l e and d i d n o t impose b e l i e f s o n anyone. O f fi c i a l s
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es tab l i shed a nondenominational C h r i s t i a n “Union" Sunday School at

t h e p r o j e c t and members m e t a t t h e commun i ty center, 10 Th is . Union

c l a s s b rough t i n m i n i s t e r s f r om the more moderate Me t h o d i s t , B a p t i s t ,

a nd P r e s b y t e r i a n churches i n t h e a r e a . This was a n ap p a r e n t e f f o r t

on the p r o j e c t leaders ' p a r t to make r e l i g i o n l e s s denominat ional at

t he p r o j e c t . Howeve r, t h i s U n i o n Sunday Schoo l was a t tended ma in l y

b y p r o j e c t FSA employees and n o t b y t h e p a r t i c i p a n t s themselves.

The government's e f f o r t to b roaden r e l i g i o u s ideas l e d to a

compla in t f r om a B a p t i s t m i n i s t e r who worked w i t h t h e p r o j e c t

p a r t i c i p a n t s . The m i n i s t e r , Frank Moo r e , w r o t e a l e t t e r t o W i l l

A l exande r contending t h a t ". . . there is a f e e l i n g t h a t t h e

go ve r nmen t i s s e e k i n g t o e x e r c i s e t o o much i n fl uen ce o v e r church

matters.'!1 P r i o r t o h i s c omp l a i n t , Moore had s t r o ng l y supported t h e

p r o j e c t a n d had p ra i sed the f e d e r a l gove rnmen t f o r i n i t i a t i n g such a

program as S k y l i n e Farms.!2 Moore l a t e r contended t h a t FSA employees

and o f fi c i a l s a t t h e p r o j e c t h a d "talked a g a i n s t denom ina t i ona l

work."!3 Moore wen t o n t o s a y t h a t i t was n o t h i s i n t e n t i o n t o " fi n d

f a u l t " w i t h t h e p r o j e c t o f fi c i a l s , b u t t h a t h e spoke f o r t h e

s e v e n t y - fi v e p e r c e n t o f the p r o j e c t p a r t i c i p a n t s who were B a p t i s t s . ! 4

" . . . I d o w a n t t o f e e l t h a t n o one i s a l l owed t o b o t h e r w i t h t h e

peoples‘ r e l i g i o u s l i f e , " Moore concluded. ! > I r o n i c a l l y , Moore asked

A l e xande r f o r p e r m i s s i o n t o deve lop a church ad jacen t t o t h e p r o j e c t ,

and i n q u i r e d i f l o a n s we re a v a i l a b l e f r om t h e gove r nmen t t o h e l p

a c c omp l i s h t h i s . 1 6 A l e x a n d e r responded t o Moore b y s a y i n g t h a t t h e
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FSA b e l i e v e d in “complete r e l i g i o u s freedom as w e l l as c i v i l l i b e r t y "

and t h a t “ r e l i g i ous p r e f e r e n ce i s e n t i r e l y a matter o f i nd i v i dua l
cho ice" a t t h e project. ! ? He added t h a t l oans we re n o t a v a i l a b l e f o r

r e l i g i o u s work , b u t that p r o j e c t p a r t i c i p a n t s c o u l d con t r i bu te f r om

their incomes i f t hey so w i s h e d , /8

T h i s m i l d e f f o r t b y t h e FSA t o o f f e r a n a l t e r n a t i v e t o

r e l i g i o u s l i f e a t Sky l i ne Farms obv i ous l y w a s n e v e r success f u l . The

Un i o n Sunday School d i d n o t a t t r a c t more t h a n a few members. B u t the

e f f o r t e xemp l i fi e s the deg ree t o wh i c h r e h ab i l i t a t i o n was a t tempted

a t t h e p r o j e c t . N o t on l y we r e j o b s p r o v i d e d , and o p p o r t u n i t i e s t o

become landowners c r ea t e d , b u t an effort was made to change the b a s i c

r e l i g i o u s and v a l u e o r i e n t a t i o n o f t h e peop le th rough

nondenominational r e l i g i o n . As weak as t h e a t t e m p t was , t h e e f f o r t

was n e w t e r r i t o r y f o r t he American g o v e r n m e n t .

I n r e g a r d t o o t h e r s o c i a l a c t i v i t i e s , Ta y l o r i n h i s book

ma i n t a i n e d t h a t p l a y s and p a g e a n t s also c o u l d e n r i c h communities.

These p r o d u c t i o n s , h e reasoned, i n v o l v e d t h e community i n a common

e f f o r t , p o t e n t i a l l y p o r t r a y e d t h e ou t s t and i ng f a c t s o f t h e people 's

h i s t o r i c a l e x p e r i e n c e , and sugges ted i d e a l s and a s p i r a t i o n s necessary

f o r f u r t h e r development. 1}? Based on t h i s a d v i c e , S p e c i a l S k i l l s

D i v i s i o n workers d i d produce p l a y s and p a g e a n t s a t S k y l i n e Farms.

Ma r g a r e t Va l i a n t o f S p e c i a l S k i l l s p roduced and d i r e c t e d a

Chr is tmas p l a y a t the s c h o o l aud i t o r i um . A c t o r s i n t h i s p r o d u c t i o n

wo re a n i m a l masks t h a t w e r e made a t t h e p r o j e c t , a n d t he s e t was
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des igned in such a way t h a t o n l y t h e heads of t h e a c t o r s were seen.

The p l a y was based on t h e o l d f o l k legend t h a t animals eaquass t h e

a b i l i t y to speak on Christmas Eve. Va l ian t ' s s c r i p t had the animals

d e s c r i b i n g how much b e t t e r o f f t hey were i n t h e i r "new homes," and
~

how men were dearning to show each o t h e r as much cons ide ra t ion as

they had t h e i r l i v e s t o c k i n t he p a s t .29
Ma rga r e t Va l i a n t was one o f many S p e c i a l S k i l l s worke rs who

w e r e a t S k y l i n e Farms. P r i o r t o t h e Dep ress i on , Va l i a n t was a

t r a i n e d o p e r a s i n g e r who h a d l i v e d and worked i n Europe. Ye a r s

l a t e r , s h e wou ld say o f h e r work w i t h Spec i a l S k i l l s : "What we had i n

m i n d I don ' t t h i n k was w r i t t e n o u t p r e c i s e l y , b u t i t was b a s i c a l l y t o

r e s t o r e a sense o f confidence in t h e peop le a t t h a t t i m e who we r e

v e r y f r i g h t e n e d by the changes t h e y d i d n o t anticipate."21 Wh i l e a
Spec i a l S k i l l s worker, V a l i a n t produced many p l a y s and p rog r ams ,

i n c l u d i n g one wh i ch i n vo l v ed Hol lywood a c t o r s a t a m i g r a n t camp i n

C a l i f o r n i a .

On another o c c a s i o n a t S k y l i n e Farms, Spe c i a l S k i l l s worke rs

produced a b l a c k “m ins t re l show." The p r o d u c t i o n inc luded p r o j e c t

p a r t i c i p a n t s , t h e i r f a c e s co lo red b l a c k , pe r f o rm ing s k i t s and s t u n t s ,

t e l l i n g j o k e s , and s i n g i n g such songs a s “L iza Jane, " " D i x i e , " and

"O ld B l a c k Joe."*% Seve r a l key managers a t t h e p r o j e c t , i n c l u d i n g.
H a r r y Ros s , t o o k p a r t i n t h e p r e s e n t a t i o n , wh i c h the community

newspaper desc r i bed as a “ b i g success."23
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Tha t b lacks were p r e s e n t e d i n such a s t e r e o t y p i c a l , p a t r o n i z i n g

manner as a “minstrel show" r e fl e c t s t he r a c i a l c l imate of Aiarica in

the 1930s. The Roosevelt New Deal programs had accep ted t h e r a c i a l

s t a t u s quo o f t h e South and s e g r e g a t i o n was main ta ined i n m o s t

programs, inc lud ing the Sky l i ne Farms p r o j e c t . Stereotypica l r a c i a l

humor was a p a r t o f the p r e j u d i c e t h a t e x i s t e d toward b lacks du r ing

t h e p e r i o d . No doubt , Spec i a l S k i l l s workers considered themselves

P r o g r e s s i v e , l i b e r a l th inkers , and i n a more r a c i a l l y enl ightened

age , t h e would have f e l t uncomfortable w i t h programs tha t sought to

u n i f y a commmi ty by p resen t i ng a r a c i a l group i n demeaning,

meme terms . During t he 1930s, however, such stereotypes

we re v e r y much a p a r t o f American c u l t u r e . P r o j e c t p a r t i c i p a n t s even

would a c c e p t , a t l e a s t o n t h e su r f ace , p a t r o n i z i n g s tereotypes o f

themselves asmou n t a i n “hillbillies."
Families at Sky l i ne Farms were t h e focus of o t h e r s o c i a l

rehabi l i ta t ion e f f o r t s . These programs we re so extens ive t h a t

f ede ra l o f fi c i a l s sometimes c lashed o v e r t e r r i t o r i a l c o n t r o l o f t he

a c t i v i t i e s . F o r example, R. W. Hudgens, t he Southeastern Reg iona l

D i r ec to r of RA, in a l e t t e r to Rexford Tugwe l l complained t h a t two

Spe c i a l S k i l l s D i v i s i on workers had v i s i t e d "Cumberland Mountain

(Sky l ine) Farms w i t hou t t h e knowledge of t h i s office."24 Hudgens

p o i n t e d o u t t h a t enotiuer RAagency, t h e Education and Tra in ing

Sec t ion ,wh i ch a l so conducted s o c i a l rehab i l i ta t ion , already had

workers a t t h e p r o j e c t and had " a v e r y d e fi n i t e l y p lanned program i n
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t h i s Reg i o n , e s p e c i a l l y o n Cumberland Mountain (Sky l i ne ) Farms."*>
Hudgens reminded Tugwe l l t h a t acco rd i ng to p o l i c y , S p e c i a l S k i l l s

S t a f f workers were n o t to v i s i t a p r o j e c t un less they were requested

to do so by the community manager or r e g i o n a l d i r e c t o r . 2° S o c i a l

r e h a b i l i t a t i o n i n Amer ica a a t a c r e s t p o i n t , when a r e g i o n a l

d i r e c t o r cou l d p r o t e s t about hav ing t o o many workers a t a p r o j e c t .

Desp i t e Hudgens’ p r o t e s t , t h e Spec i a l S k i l l s D i v i s i o n was

a c t i v e a t S k y l i n e Farms. Cha r l e s Seeger, a t e c h n i c a l a s s i s t a n t i n

mus ic w i t h the S p e c i a l S k i l l s D i v i s i o n , fi l e d o ne o f t h e fi r s t

r e p o r t s f r om t h e p r o j e c t when o n A p r i l 5 , 1936, Seeger s e n t back a

glowing a c c o u n t of Sky l ine Farms. He described the p r o j e c t as “ t h e

mo s t f a s c i n a t i n g p lace" h e had come i n c o n t a c t w i t h s i n c e j o i n i n g t he

agency.2/ Seeger w r o t e : “A t l a s t I am ' s o l d ' on a community!

There's n o t h i n g l i k e i t - - a t l e a s t in myexperience."28 Seeger went

on to s a y : "The key to unders tand ing o f t h e p lace is in the m o t t o

"Only t h e p u r e i n hear t . ' When y o u fi r s t see t h i s , y o u a r e h e a r t i l y

d i s gus t ed w i t h t h e apparent c a n t and s e n t im e n t a l i t y. B u t when you

r e a l i z e t h a t t h e m o t t o is a s u b t l e j o k e - - a j o k e in the t r u l y Amer ican

s t y l e - - y o u beg i n t o s i t u p . I t passes beyond a sense o f humor: i t

is a sense of seriousness."*? Seeger recommended t h a t t he Spe c i a l

S k i l l s D i v i s i o n develop a f u l l a r r a y o f programs a t Sky l i ne
‘

Fa rms - -mus i c , drama, p a i n t i n g and s cu l p t u r e , wood-working, weav ing ,

landscap ing , a n d even pottery.29
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Seeger, whose son Pete would become a noted American f o l k

s i n g e r , was attracted to Sk y l i n e Farms because it was a p r o j e c t led
by "the sheer f o r c e of a g r e em e n t among t h e ‘subscribers' ( they a r e

n o t ‘homesteaders') upon what t h e i r common good cons i s t s o f , and upon

t h e method o f a t t a i n i n g this good."3! P r o j e c t p a r t i c i p a n t s work ing

f o r t h e “common good" had a n e s p e c i a l a ppea l t o Seeger, f o r h e was

one of t h e members of t h e P i e r r e Degeyter C l ub , a group of American

Communist mus ic ians whose o r g a n i z a t i o n was named a f t e r t h e c o - w r i t e r

of “The Internationale."32 Seeger looked f o r t r u e “pro le ta r ian

music" t h a t workers c o u l d e n j o y a f t e r t h e revolution.2> Fo l k mus i c ,

h e be l i e ved , was t h e mo s t p r o g r e s s i v e o f a l l mus i c because i t was

c r e a t e d and pe r fo rmed by t h e peop le .

The S p e c i a l S k i l l s D i v i s i o n ac ted on Seeger 's r e q u e s t t h a t more

wo r k b e done a t Sky l i n e Farms. A ma i n focus o f a c t i v i t y was i n

r e g a r d t o mus i c and the Spec i a l S k i l l s D i v i s i o n ' s work wou l d leave a

l a s t i n g l egacy. Bascom Lunsford of S p e c i a l S k i l l s was s e n t to t he

p r o j e c t . Luns f o r d had g i v e n u p 4 career a s a lawye r and p o l i t i c i a n

i n No r t h Caro l ina t o become a f o l k song c o l l e c t o r . P r i o r , t o working

a t S k y l i n e Farms, Luns fo rd had o r g an i z e d t h e Mountain Dance and Fo l k

F e s t i v a l i n Ashv i l l e , N . C . In t h e y ea r s f o l l ow i n g h i s Spec ia l

S k i l l s expe r i ences , Luns f o rd would become r e c o g n i z e d as one o f t h e

foremost f o l k mus ic BPeckovs in Appa lach ian . He h imse l f was a

mus i c i an , spec i a l i z i n g i n t h e ban j o , and he composed o r i g i n a l s o n g s ,

w r i t i n g them i n t h e t r a d i t i o n a l Appa lach ian s t y l e . Lunsford 's
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i n i t i a l v i s i t t o the p r o j e c t , a ppa r en t l y, was n o t w e l l r e ce i v ed .

Mz r g a r e t Va l i a n t r e p o r t e d t o t h e agency t h a t p r o j e c t school

o f fi c i a l s , p a r t i c u l a r l y the p r i n c i p a l , had been u n c o o p e r a t i v e w i t h

Luns fo rd , b u t t h a t differences seemed r e s o l v e d , 34 Lun s f o r d ,

a p p a r e n t l y, was caught i n the t e r r i t o r i a l s t r u g g l e between t h e

Spe c i a l S k i l l s D i v i s i o n and t h e RA's Education and Tr a i n i n g Sect ion.

A l so , a l t hough i t was n o t s p e c i fi e d i n Val iant 's r e p o r t , some o f t h e

res is tance to Luns fo rdmay have r e s u l t e d f rom o p p o s i t i o n to mus i c and

f o l k dancing by the more fundamental r e l i g i o u s groups at t he

project.2°
Desp i t e t h e i n i t i a l r e s i s t a n c e t h a t Luns fo rd encountered , a f t e r

a few weeks o f t r a i n i ng h e o r g a n i z e d a program o f what h e c a l l e d

“ f o l k mus ic and dancing."3 OnFebruary 16, 1937, t h e group of f o l k
dancers a n d t r a d i t i o n a l music ians pe r fo rmed o n s t a g e a t the c i t y

schoo l audi tor ium in Scot tsboro. Although Luns fo rd expressedm i l d

disappointment w i t h t h e at tendance at t he performance, he seemed

p leased a n d encouraged by t h e q u a l i t y of t h e dancers and music ians.

I n the program, p r o j e c t p a r t i c i p a n t s pe r fo rmed t r a d i t i o n a l

squa re dance numbers handed down t o them through t h e g e n e r a t i o n s ,

such as "Home," “Right Hands Across and L e f t Back , " “Ladies Docedo,"

and t h e "Grapevine Twist."3/ I r o n i c a l l y , Luns fo rd and the S p e c i a l

S k i l l s workers had re the dancers add i t i ona l square dance

numbers-~‐routines t h a t as Southern moun t a i n peop l e , t h e g o v e r n m e n t

workers f e l t , t hey shou ld know. I t was a n odd bu t i n r e t r o s p e c t
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i n s i g h t f u l t w i s t : gove rnmen t workers teach ing the t e n a n t farmers and

mountain people t h e i r own c u l t u r e . Ye t aga i n t h i s approach was

popu la r a t t h e t ime , f o r r u r a l s o c i o l o g i s t s such a s C a r l Ta y l o r had

mainta ined t h a t much of t he f o l k c u l t u r e was b e i n g l o s t and t h a t i t

should be preserved, f o r such a c t i v i t i e s as danc i ng and mus i c added

to t h e o v e r a l l en joyment of l i f e f o r fa rm peop le . 2®

L a t e r , o n e o f t h e p r o j e c t p a r t i c i p a n t s would r e c a l l t h a t t h e

Spec i a l S k i l l s worke rs d i d teach them squa re dance numbers, b u t added

t h a t “we t a u g h t them a f ew t h i n g s , too."29 Inc luded among the square

dance numbers taugh t by Lunsford and the Spec ia l S k i l l s workers to

the p a r t i c i p a n t s were : " M i l l Wheel," “London Br idge, " “Ladies f o r a

C i r c l e a n d Gen ts t he Same," “Gents Come Through and Make a L i t t l e

Basket , " and “Ladies Come Through and Make a L i t t l e Basket.""40

Luns fo rd repo r t ed t h a t S i l a s S h a v e r s , a p r o j e c t p a r t i c i p a n t , served

a s t he squa re dance c a l l e r . H e a l s o no ted t h a t W . I . " I k e " F l o yd ,

t he t i m b e r resou r ces s u p e r v i s o r a t t h e p r o j e c t , had helped g r e a t l y i n

o r g an i z i n g t h e p r og r am .

L un s f o r d r epo r t ed t h a t w h i l e at Cumberland Mounta in : (Skyl ine)

Farms he had eoliected a number of songs. I ndeed , Luns fo rd had

tapped a go lden seam of Appalachian mus i c . Lunsford w r o t e :

“Fo l low ing a r e the names o f some o f t h e b a l l a d s , o r songs

whichI have ee "The L i t t l e Ye l l ow Hound," (Edward),

"How Come t h e B l o o d on You r S h i r t S leeve , " (Edward), "The

M e r r i e Golden Tree , " “There Was a B r i d e Come Through the Land,"
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(The W i f e o f Usher's W e l l ) . " The above ba l l a d s are v a r i a n t s o f

t h e C h i l d c lass i fica t i ons . Other songs o r select ions a r e the

“Monkey Song," “Jus t Before t he B a t t l e Mo the r, " "The Very L a s t

Time I Saw Him," "Floyd Co l l i n s , " “Seven Yea rs Wi th t he Wrong

Woman," Conversat ion With Death," "The Backward Song," “H i c k ' s

Fa rewe l l , " "Devi l ish Mary, " and "Pot Rack Pole". The l a s t o f

w h i c h is an unusua l t e x t o f t he o l d song “W i l l i e Weaver " which

I g i v e h e r e ( a u t h o r ' s n o t e : L u n s f o r d s e n t a copy o f t h i s song

to Hyning) j u s t as i t was handed to me by Wal ter Murphy, young

s o n of J. H. Murphy, who handed in t he “Merr ie Golden Tr e e "41
Lu n s f o r d had discovered a r i c h mus ica l ‐_‐‐ among t h e s e t t l e r s .

I n d eed , f o u r o f t h e songs c o l l e c t e d b y Luns fo rd a t t h e p r o j e c t w e r e

v a r i a n t s of songs inc luded in F r a n c i s James Chi ld 's benchmark l i s t i n g

o f b a l l a d s o f B r i t i s h o r i g i n . The song "The M e r r i e Go lden Tree,"

c o l l e c t e d b y Luns f o r d a t t h e p r o j e c t , was a v a r i a n t o f the song "The

Golden Va n i t y , " which t o l d o f t h e b e t r a y a l o f a young man who had

agreed to s i n k a “robber sh i p " f o r the c a p t a i n of t h e sh i p t he

“Golden Va n i t y . " I n r e t u r n t he young man wou l d r e c e i v e money and b e

a l lowed to mar ry t h e cap ta in ' s daugh te r, o r so t h e c a p t a i n promised.

The c a p t a i n betrayed t h e young man a f t e r he sank the “robber sh ip "

and l e t h i m drown at sea .

Accord ing to Lunsford, t h e song "There Was a B r i d e come Through

t h e Land" was a v a r i a n t o f t he o l d E n g l i s h b a l l a d “The Wife o f

Usher 's We l l , " a n a r r a t i v e song abou t how t h e t h r e e sons o f t h e W i f e
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o f Usher r e t u r n t o her a s a p p a r i t i o n s a f t e r they had drowned a t sea .

Such s t o r i e s o f ghosts and t h e s u p e r n a t u r a l we r e popu l a r throughout

Appalachia. In h i s co l l e c t i o n , Ch i l d i d e n t i fi e d "The Wife of Usher 's
We l l " a s o f B r i t i s h o r i g i n . The o t h e r t w o songs c o l l e c t e d b y

Lunsford at Sky l i ne Farms, "The L i t t l e Ye l low Hound," and "How Come

the B lood on You r S h i r t S leeve," we re v a r i a n t s of t he B r i t i s h b a l l a d

"Edward," a song of i n t r i g u e and murder t h a t a l s o was l i s t e d in the

C h i l d co l l e c t i o n as o f B r i t i s h o r i g i n . A l though they were n o t l i s t e d

i n t h e C h i l d co l l e c t i on , t he o the r songs i d e n t i fi e d by Luns fo rd i n

h i s r e p o r t to Dornbush a l s o were f o l k songs-‐American f o l k songs.

Thess songs, made in the t r a d i t i o n of t h e Anglo/American ba l l a d s ,

on l y w e r e of more r e c e n t da t e t h a n t h e i r B r i t i s h ancestors.42
Obviously encouraged by h i s work, Lunsford in h i s r e p o r t asked

t h a t he be al lowed to s t a y at Cumberland Mountain (Sky l ine ) Farms f o r

ano the r month. Hewanted to ar range to have the f o l k music/dance
program p r e s e n t e d a t one o t h e r l oca t i on before h e r e t u r n e d t o

Washington. He closed by r e que s t i n g tha t he be al lowed to do some

r e c o r d i n g at t h e p r o j e c t , contending t h a t would "help me g r e a t l y in

c r e a t i n g i n t e r e s t i n t he th i ngs I am t r y i n g t o do."43 Robert Van

Hyn ing responded to Luns fo rd by s a y i n g he c o u l d r ema i n at S k y l i n e

Farms u n t i l mid-March, i f " t h i s i s sa t i s f ac to r y to M r . Ross."44
Hyn ing encouraged Lunsford to teach new songs to t h e ch i l d r en and

"subscribers" in t h e p r o j e c t and n o t to men t i o n r eco rd i ng t h e

s e t t l e r s u n t i l i t was "an assured t h i n g ."45 Hyn ing cau t i o ned



143

Lun s f o r d t h a t people a t the p r o j e c t m i gh t fi n d i t d i f fi c u l tt o
unde r s t and " the p r e s e n t adv i s o r y n a t u r e o f S p e c i a l S k i l l s se r v i c e s t o

communities."46 Obv i ous l y, t h e message t h a t

Hyning was sending to Luns fo rd was to p l a y i t l ow - key. Hyn ing , l i k e

o t h e r S p e c i a l S k i l l s D i v i s i o n officials a t t h e t i m e , was a t t emp t i n g

to s t e e r S p e c i a l S k i l l s th rough t h e t u r b u l e n t bu reauc ra t i c seas as

smoothly a s p o s s i b l e .

L uns f o r d d i d s t a y at t h e p r o j e c t u n t i l mid-March at wh ich t ime

h e was re l eased f r om h i s d u t i e s w i t h t he S p e c i a l S k i l l s D i v i s i o n .

Grace Fa l k e n o t i fi e d Robe r t Hudgens o f t h i s a c t i o n o n March 1 3 ,

1937.47 Ms. Fa l ke exp la ined to Hudgens t h a t t h e dec i s i o n was due to

“an adm i n i s t r a t i v e c u t i n pe r sonne l , "48 Ms. Fa l ke added t h a t

Margare t Va l i a n t would c o n t i n u e t o work a t S k y l i n e Farms, c o n t i n g e n t

u p o n t h e approva l o f Ha r r y Ross.

C h a r a c t e r i s t i c a l l y, Luns fo rd was n o t t o b e de te r red . H e

c o n t i n u e dto c o l l e c t f o l k songs in Appalachia and a f t e r b e i n g

r e l e a s e d b y S p e c i a l S k i l l s , Luns fo rd worked w i t h John L a i r , founder

o f the R e n f r o Barn Dance, f o r WLW Rad io i n C i n c i n n a t i , Oh io .

L un s f o r d was a t a l e n t s c o u t and coord ina to r f o r f o l k p rog rams f o r

WLW. I n t ime Luns f o r d c o l l e c t e d more than 300 songs f o r t he U . S .

L i b r a r y o f Congress and Columbia U n i v e r s i t y . 4 ? H e con t i nued h i s work

in the Appa lac ian Mountains, and hos ted t h e enna Mountain Dance and

F o l k F e s t i v a l , wh ich f ea t u red square dancers , fi d d l e r s , b an j o

p l a y e r s , and mouth ha rp mus i c i ans . I n 1939 Luns fo rd b rough t t h e Soco
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Gap ( N o r t h Ca r o l i n a ) square dance team to Washington to perform at

the Whi te House f o r t he K i n g and Queen of England. °9 Luns fo rd l a t e r

e x p r e s s e d h i s philosophy towa rd moun ta in f o l k mus ic by say i ng : "My

business was t o draw a t t e n t i o n t o t he fi n e c u l t u r a l value o f o u r

t r a d i t i o n a l music and ou r dancing and t h e fi n e honor o f o u r peop le .

I was t r y i n g t o p e r p e t u a t e t h e r e a l , t r u e c u l t u r a l wor th o f t he

moun t a i n peop le . Our s e c t i o n , y o u know, has been slandered. People

had t h e n o t i o n t h a t i t was somehow i n f e r i o r . Now, they 've t u r n e d

a r ound and found the re m i gh t be something in i t . "
Lunsford 's experience at S k y l i n e Farms was on l y a beginning of

h i s e f f o r t t o correct the "slander p e r p e t u a t e d a g a i n s t t he moun ta i n

padpae” a n d he was at t he p r o j e c t f o r o n l y a s h o r t t ime . However,

t he w o r k he accomplished at S k y l i n e Farms would s o o n lead to o t h e r

mo r e far-reaching e v e n t s in r e g a r d to t he c u l t u r a l he r i t age of t h e

p r o j e c t and would show some o f t he p a r t i c i p a n t s a l i f e t h a t on ly a

few y e a r s b e f o r e they had neve r imagined.

Th is expe r i ence was s e t i n m o t i o n when i n t h e summer o f 1937

the p r o j e c t music ians and dancers per fo rmed at Lunsford's three-day

Mounta in Dance and Music F e s t i v a l in Ashville.°? While in A s h v i l l e ,

t h e mus i c i ans played on .a l o c a l r a d i o p rog ram. Although Lunsford was

no l onge r w i t h Spe c i a l S k i l l s , he had n o t forgotten the Sky l i n e

music ians and dancers. “By b r i n g i n g the musicians and dancers to

A sh v i l l e , Luns fo rd had l a i d t h e g roundwo r k f o r t h e b i g per fo rmance

f o r t h e S k y l i n e Farms group t h a t was soon t o occur.
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T h i s per fo rmance took p l a ce in Washington on May 12 , 1938, on

t h e g rounds o f t h e Wh i t e House. The Sky l i n e dancers and mus i c i a n s ,

on t he recommendation of Nicho las Ray and based on t h e i r showing in

A s h v i l l e , we r e asked t o p e r f o rm a t a garden p a r t y ho s t e d b y M r s .

R o o s e v e l t . Ray and Kather ine D i e t z , the r e g i o n a l e d u c a t i o n a l and

community adv i so r f o r RA, planned t h e p rog ram and t r i p to Wash ing ton .

Ray a t t he t i m e was a s p e c i a l i s t i n t hea t r e and drama p roduc t i o n s

w i t h S p e c i a l S k i l l s D i v i s i o n . (See Pho tog raph : N icho las R a y, p .

1 4 6 . ) Ray's work a t Sky l i ne Farms was the beg inn ing to a l o n g and

success f u l c a r e e r . He wou ld l a t e r produce and co-host a n a t i o n a l

r a d i o program f o r CBS w i t h Woody G u t h r i e , t hen move to Hol lywood to

become a h igh l y - r ega rded mov ie d i r e c t o r , i n c l u d i n g i n h i s c a r e e r

c r e d i t s the James Dean e p i c “Rebel Without A Cause."9 Based on
Ray's recommendat ion, Mrs. Rooseve l t asked t h e Sky l i n e dancers and

mus ic ians to p e r f o rm at the Whi te House a t h e r expense. 4 M r s .

Roo s e v e l t had developed a s p e c i a l i n t e r e s t i n t he rese t t l emen t

community p rog rams , e s p e c i a l l y Ar thurda le i n V i r g i n i a .

Ray a r r i v e d a t S k y l i n e Farms i n A p r i l o f 1938 t o produce the

Wash ing ton p r og r am , and a l s o to i n t e r e s t t h e schools and community i n

t h e u s e of t h e a t r e f o r enr ichment and enjoyment.” At t h e p r o j e c t

Ray f o u n d t h e r i c h , mus i ca l he r i t a ge t h a t Luns fo rd had discovered.

The communi ty band t ha t had been organ ized and t h a t wou ld t r a v e l to

Washington was named t he Sk y l i n e Farms Band. The band cons is ted of

C h e s t e r A l l e n , g u i t a r and voca ls ; C l i f f o r d Anderson, dobro; H. L.
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"Hub" G r e e n , fi d d l e ; Thomas H o l t , t e n o r g u i t a r ; Joe Sharp , mandol in

and voca ls ; and Reub in Rousseau, fi d d l e . (See pho t og raph , S k y l i n e

Farms Band, p . 148 . ) The band had honed i t s s k i l l s p l a y i ng a t t he

community dances h e l d at t he p r o j e c t on F r i d a y n i g h t s . A l s o , as was

the t r a d i t i o n , the band o f t e n p layed a t homes i n t h e communi ty,

sometimes u n t i l t he e a r l y h o u r s of t h e mo rn i ng . D u r i n g these l o c a l

pe r fo rmances , o t h e r m u s i c i a n s , such as Wa l t e r H o l t , Lake Weldon, and

G r a d y "Red" Campb e l l , wou l d p l a y w i t h t h e band . O n some occas ions

t h e H o l t s i s t e r s , I r e n e and L u c i l l e , would p l a y w i t h t h e band, w i t h

I r e n e p l a y i n g t he mando l i n and g u i t a r and s i n g i n g , w h i l e L u c i l l e sang

and p l a y e d t he mandol in .

T r a d i t i o n a l mus ic was a p a r t o f the subcu l t u re o f t h e

Appalachian f a rme r s and had been passed f r om gene r a t i o n to

g e n e r a t i o n . Wa l te r H o l t r e c a l l s t h a t h i s f a t h e r p l a y e d a fi d d l e and

bough t h im h i s own i n s t r umen t a s a young boy .>6 H i s f a t h e r p layed

the fi d d l e i n t h e o l d moun ta i n s t y l e , H o l t s a i d , t u n i n g i t i n t h e

s t r a i g h t A cho r d , r a t h e r t han i n t h e G chord used i n t u n i n g b y modern

fiddlers.°’ H o l t admi red t h e s k i l l of t h e o l d s t y l e fi d d l e r s ,

because they were c o n s t a n t l y “moving t h e i r finge rs " when t h e y p layed

to h i t t h e r i g h t notes.°®
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A k e y member o f t h e band was Ches te r A l l e n , a t a l e n t e d ,

humorous e n t e r t a i n e r with a deep, booming v o i c e , who a l ong w i t h h i s

f r i e n d Grady "Red" Campbell had r eco r ded commercia l ly be f o re coming

to S k y l i n e Farms. (See Photographs: Ches te r A l l e n and Grady

“Red"Campbell, p. 1 50 . ) A l l e n and Campbell had recorded in t h e e a r l y

1930s i n A t l a n t a f o r the V i c t o r B l u e b i r d l a b e l , a branch o f RCA

Records.°? A l l e n and Campbell recorded t h e songs "New Hun t s v i l l e

J a i l , " “Fool D r i n k i n g Daddy," "Dr ink ing F o o l , " and "Rai l road

Blues."©9 The songs were re leased r e g i o n a l l y b y RCA and so l d

r e l a t i v e l y w e l l , acco rd ing t o Campbel1. © ! A l l e n and Campbel l w e r e

p a i d $25 each f o r t h e i r r e co rd i ngs and t hey used t h e money t o go t o

Ohio t o v i s i t r e l a t i v e s there.® ?
In Oh i o , A l l e n and Campbe l l p l a y e d at c l u b s and sa loons . Once

w h i l e Campbe l l was i n Alabama, A l l e n appeared o n t h e C i n c i n n a t i B a r n

Dance, a p o p u l a r m u s i c show and r a d i o p r og r am , s i m i l a r t o the Grand

Ole Opry or Lou i s i ana Ha y r i d e . At one of t hese appearances A l l e n

l a t e r c la imed t o have taugh t c o u n t r y mu s i c i a n Grandpaw Jones t h e

t r a d i t i o n a l f o l k song "Old Ra t t l e r " a s t h e y s a t backs tage. "Old

R a t t l e r " w ou l d become t h e song m o s t i d e n t i fi e d w i t h Jones d u r i n g h i s

c a r ee r. A l l e n and Campbell hoboed t r a i n s to and from Oh io and

Alabama, w i t h one jumping on t h e mov ing t r a i n fi r s t , and the o t h e r

w a i t i n g down the t r a c k t o th row t h e i r i n s t r umen t s t o t h e one on

boa r d , t h e n h imse l f c a t c h i n g t h e t r a i n , b y t h e n mov i ng s o f a s t t h a t

i t “would j u s t s t r a i g h t e n y o u o u t i n t h e a i r when you grabbed i r , "63





Campbel l worked f o r h i s f a t h e r a s a w e l l - d r i l l e r a t S k y l i n e

Farms a n d h e h a d g o t t e n h i s f r i e n d A l l e n a j o b a t t h e p r o j e c t a s a

p a i n t e r . Campbell l a t e r wou ld r e c a l l t h a t a “misunderstanding w i t h a

l o c a l po l iceman" caused h im n o t to be at t h e p r o j e c t in 1938 when the

band w e n t to Washington. .

The m u s i c i a n s , t h e n , t h a t Seeger, L u n s f o r d , and Ray found a t

S k y l i n e Farms w e r e n o t s t r i c t l y a m a t e u r s and A l l e n and Campbell even

had some commerc ia l mus ic e x p e r i e n c e . A l s o , t h e m u s i c i a n s a t t h e

p r o j e c t h a d been i n fl u e n c e d to a degree by t h e con tempora ry mus ic

t h e y heard on t h e r a d i o d u r i n g t h e l a t e 1920s and 1930s.°4 ‘the band

p layed many of t h e Jimmie Rodgers' "blue y o d e l s " t h a t were popu la r at

the  t ime .

Ray cont inued t h e w o r k done by S e e g e r, Luns fo rd , and o t h e r

S p e c i a l S k i l l s mus i c s p e c i a l i s t s , such a s R . W . Hampton and Leonard

K i r k . H e , t o o , threaded ne through t h e bureaucracy at S k y l i n e

Farms. He w r o t e Dornbush t h a t Miss D i e t z , the RA r e g i o n a l

educa t iona l and community s p e c i a l i s t a t t h e p r o j e c t , h a d a t fi r s t

q u e s t i o n e d him about h i s i n t e n t t o i n c l u d e "some f o r e i g n f o l k tune"

in t h e m u s i c program “which was n o t ind igenous to t h e m o u n t a i n

p e o p l e , "65 A f t e r a s s u r i n g h e r t h i s was n o t h i s i n t e n t and a f t e r

a g r e e i n g to h e r r e q u e s t t h a t he t r a v e l to t h e Birmingham a r e a to

adv ise o f fi c i a l s t h e r e ‐ drama p r o d u c t i o n s , Ray s a i d t h a t h i s

wo rk ing r e l a t i o n s h i p w i t h M i s s D i e t z was “ d e fi n i t e l y o n t h e

u p - g r a d e . "66
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Ray workedw i t h D i e t z , Ross, and W. I . " I k e " F loyd in p lanning

t h e Washington pe r f o rmance . He p a r t i c u l a r l y r e l i e d on F l o yd , t h e

p r o j e c t ' s t imbe r resource M a n a g e r and manager a n d d i r e c t o r o f t he

square dancers and band. Whi le work ing with t h e dancers and

mus ic ians , Ray a t t h e same t ime e n t r a v e l a r r a n g em e n t s and

the p e r f o rma n c e i n Washington w i t h t h e FSA o f fi c e . Ray was

met i cu lous in h i s app r oach , s p e c i f y i n g t h e e x a c t s t a g e dimensions the

band and dancers wou ld need . Ray soon p r o du ced an o u t l i n e f o r t h e

program and he described it to Dornbush:

“When the group is announced t h e o r ches t r a w i l l p l a y o n e number

o u t o f which a n i n d i v i d u a l w i l l "cut ou t " a so l o fi d d l e t u n e . A

homesteader w i l l address t h e audience b r i e fl y g i v i n g e x a c t

l o c a t i o n , e t c . o f Sk y l i n e Farms. T h i s w i l l b e fol lowed b y h i s

c a l l i n g o n one o r t w o members o f t h e g roup . ( A l l o f wh ich,

o r ches t r a , dance team, e t c . w i l l b e sea t ed on t he s t a g e f r om

beg inn ing . ) The fi r s t w i l l te l l o f t h e fi r s t day on the

mounta in . The second w i l l f o l l ow w i t h background and

e x p l a n a t i o n o f t he t e r m "scu l l ing" a s i t a p p l i e s t o community

l i f e , i . e . Oftentimes, when a man on t h e m o u n t a i n came in

p o s s e s s i o n o f a n a r t i c l e badly needed and was q u e s t i o n e d about

i t , h e would r e p l y , " I s c u l l e d i t . " Th is was a s s a t i s f a c t o r y

a n e x p l a n a t i o n a s h e had s a i d , "ask m e n o q u e s t i o n s , I ' l l

t e l l y o u n o l i e s . " I thought t he i n c i d e n t we m i g h t use i s when

o n e of t h e men asked h i s foreman to be l e t o f f wo r k an hou r
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e a r l y and t h e foreman a s k ed , "What f o r ? " John r e p l i e d , " I w a n t

t o go t o a ne i g hbo r s and torrow a s e t t i n g o f eggs." Two days

l a t e r John a g a i n asked l e a v e f r om work a n hour e a r l y and when

asked t o exp l a i n s a i d , " I w a n t t o go bo r r ow a s e t t i n g hen t o

h a t c h the eggs I borrowed t h e o t h e r any.” That 's s c u l l i n g ,

t o o .©?
Ray n o t i fi e d Dornbush t h a t a f t e r the “humor" p a r t o f t h e program, t h e

" o r c h e s t r a , " as he c a l l e d the band, would p l a y ano t h e r number-‐"out

o f wh i ch w i l l s t e p Ches te r A l l e n who w i l l g i v e h i s r e n d i t i o n o f a Fox

chase."©8 ye f u r t h e r s t a t e d t h a t A l l e n ' s per fo rmance wou ld be

f o l l o w e d b y a square dance, and t h e n t w o moun ta i n b a l l a d s t o conc lude

t h e p r og r am . © ? Ray s t a t ed t h a t t h e p rog ram was t h i r t y - n i n e m inu tes

l o n g w i t h t i m e l e f t f o r e n co r e s . Impo r t a n t l y, Ray w r o t e : " I f the re

i s to be a n y emphasis on i dea wha tsoeve r, i t w i l l be this--"We

s t a r t e d o u t a s r e l i e f c l i e n t s and the g o v e r nm e n t gave u s a chance t o

own our own homes and make o u r own way. And t h a t ' s what we're d o i n g .

And in t h e n a t u r a l c ou r s e of o u r own community l i f e , a community

wh i ch w e gove r n ou r s e l v e s , w e have t o p r o v i d e o u r own e n t e r t a i n m e n t .

What w e have done today j u s t happens t o b e the way w e e n t e r t a i n

ou r se l ves . W e hope i t i s e n t e r t a i n i n g t o y o u , too."/0
A s w e l l - i n t e n t i o n e d a s Ray and t h e Spe c i a l S k i l l s D i v i s i o n we r e

in b r i n g i n g t h e daneuee and mus i c i ans to Washington, o b v i o u s l y they

had n o t q u i t e b r o ken t h r ough t o a complete u n d e r s t a t i n g o f t h e

mo u n t a i n p e o p l e and t he t e n a n t s u b c u l t u r e , a s e v i d e n t i n Ray's
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op e n i n g h e had w r i t t e n f o r t h e p e r f o rman c e . The open ing p o r t r a y e d

t h e p r o j e c t p a r t i c i p a n t s i n s t e r e o t y p i c a l terms. I n some r e s p e c t s

the d i a l ogue open ing was l i k e a wh i t e Appalachian m i n s t r e l show. In

fa i rness, however, se l f -e ffac ing, "rube" humor was and is a s t a p l e

among r u r a l Americans, and Ray was in t h i s sense only fo l lowing a

s t y l e t h a t he d i d n o t c r e a t e . Moreover, in look ing back t h e p r o j e c t

p a r t i c i p a n t s fondly wou ld r e c a l l t h e i r t r i p t o Washington and speak

w e l l o f Nicholas Ray bo th a s a p e r s o n and o r g a n i z e r . / !

Ray rece i ved o f fi c i a l n o t i c e f rom Washington t ha t t he group was

t o p e r f o r m o n May 12, 1938, O n May 1 0 a group o f t w e n t y - n i n e S k y l i n e

Farms r e s i d e n t s began the 750-mile t r i p to Washington by c a r ,

c r o s s i n g through East Tennessee and on i n t o t h e Shenandoah Va l l e y of

V i r g i n i a . They s t a y e d at a “tourist camp" o u t s i d e of Washington. In

add i t ion t o t h e band members, t h e group con s i s t e d o f Mr. and Mrs. W.

I. " I k e " F l o y d , W i l l i e Rodgers, Opal Holsonback, M r s . A. Walker,

P r i n c e Whorton, Mrs. E. E. Wi lson, John L indsey, J. W. Holmand, Ed i t h

Green, M r . a n d Mrs. E l t o n Kennamer, M r . and Mrs . N. E . , Waldrop,

Wa l t e r Freeman, Juanita Ja rnag in , Jane F l o y d , M. L . Lands, Mr. a nd

Mrs. O t i s Sharpe, and M r. and Mrs. W. N. Ross. (See Photograph: The

S k y l i n e Farms Group in Washington, D. C. May 1938, p. 155 . )

The group p e r f o r m e d a t a garden p a r t y hosted b y Mrs. Roosevelt

f o r women execu t i v e s of t he g o v e r n m e n t departments, w i t h Mrs.

Roosevelt s e r v i n g as t h e hostess, a s s i s t e d by Cabinet member w i v e s ,72



Skyline Farms musical group visits Washington, D.C.., in 1938. Photograph provided
y Ms. Pluma Sparks.
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Some 2,323 peop le a t tended t h e g a r d e n p a r t y , i n c l ud i ng President

Roosevelt, and by a l l r e p o r t s the performance was aresound i ng
success. Hope Rid ings M i l l e r , the Washington Post s o c i e t y e d i t o r ,

c a l l e d t h e pe r f o rmance "a h i g h l i g h to f t h e afternoon's

entertainment,"/3 Mrs . Roosevelt introduced the group by s a y i n g t h a t

they had come 750 m i l e s by automobile to "p lay" j u s t l i k e t hey d i d

every F r i day n i g h t at t h e i r community house on a p la teau in the lower
Cumberland Mountains. (See Photograph: M rs . Roosevelt Introduces

the Sky l i ne Group, p. 1 57 . ) A f t e r Mrs. Roosevelt's int roduct ion

“ I k e " F l o yd served as m a s t e r of ceremonies. The band began by

p lay ing “Alabama Jub i lee . " Then t he e i g h t couples who were the

squa re dancers per fo rmed t h e i r numbers. According to news re leases

i n t h e i r r o u t i n e s t h e pe r f o rme r s “opened and shu t t h e garden g a t e ,

“ocean waved," and "broad sashshayed," “threaded t h e needle," and

“rang up four.'74 Among o t h e r numbers the band p layed were "Old Hen

Cack led , " "Old R a t t l e r , " and "Over t h e Mountain," t h e concluding

song. / > Chester A l l en l e d t h e voca l s o n "Old R a t t l e r , " and dur ing

the song im i ta ted a hound dog chasing a r a b b i t , and as always he

p r o v i d e d h i s own sound e f f ec t s . According to those present,
President Roosevelt r o a r e d w i t h l a u gh t e r when A l l en per fo rmed h i s

number. Roosevelt h imse l f was a f a n of “authentic moun ta in music,"/6
Ms. M i l l e r concluded h e r r e p o r t on t h e program in t h e Washington Pos t
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May 12 , 1938

Pho tog raph c o u r t e s y o f Joe Sharp and Jean H i l l .
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b y w r i t i n g : "Judging b y t h e thunder o f applause f o l l ow i n g each |

performance t h e g ingham-c lad g i r l s and coa t l ess boys were highly

success fu l asentertainers."// .
Obv ious l y, t he p r o j e c t p a r t i c i p a n t s had come a l o n g way and n o t

j u s t geograph ica l l y. Only a f ew y e a r s be f o r e they had been

unemployed or marginally-~employed farm t e n a n t s , d e s t i t u t e , w i t h

l i t t l e hope f o r the f u t u r e . For a day, however, they had performed

f o r P res i den t and Mrs . Roosevelt i n a c i t y f a r removed f rom the

moun ta i n t h a t was t h e i r home. I n t h a t c i t y t hey had been t r e a t e d as

s p e c i a l g u e s t s . It was a remarkable j ou r ney.

L a t e r , Mrs . Roosevel t gave the group a pe r s o na l t o u r of t h e

White House, where each me t t h e President in h i s o f fi c e . Chester

A l l e n wou l d r e c a l l : "When h e spoke t o y o u , there was a wake beh ind

him. . . y o u cou l d f e e l i t . It wasn't j u s t p u t - o n or make-up. He

m e a n t wha t h e s a i d . And t h a t sm i l e o n h i s face. H e d i d n ' t a c t l i k e

he was w o r r i e d about a t h i n g in t he world."’8 wh i l e in Washington,

the band would a g a i n p e r f o rm f o r Roosevelt and h i s g u e s t s aboard t h e

P res i den t i a l Yacht on the Potomac River.7? They tou red the c i t y ,

v i s i t i n g the Washington Monument, the C a p i t o l , t he Supreme Cour t

B u i l d i n g , t h e L i n c o l n Memor i a l , and drove ‘ u p Connecticut Avenue to

t h e Na t i o n a l Zoo.
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A f t e r i t s per fo rmances f o r Pres ident and Mrs . Rooseve l t , t h e

band had y e t a n o t h e r engagemen t , f o r a r r a n g emen t s h a d been made f o r

A l an Lomax to r e c o r d t h e g roup f o r the U . S . L i b r a r y o f Cong ress .

Lomax h a d begun work f o r t he L i b r a r y o f Congress i n 1937, f o l l o w i n g

i n h i s f a t h e r John's f oo t s t eps a s a t r a d i t i o n a l m u s i c c o l l e c t o r .

Both f a t h e r and son wou ld in t ime become renowned ethnomusicologists,

I n t h e i r c o l l a b o r a t i o n Our Singing Country A lan Lomax and h i s f a t h e r

c l e a r l y s t a t e d how f o l k mus i c was to them an unapp rec i a t ed American

a r t f o r m when they w r o t e : "We have known c o u n t r y fi d d l e r s who

cou ldn ' t r e a d o r w r i t e , b u t c o u l d p l a y t w o , t h r e e , o r f o u r hundred

t u n e s . We have known w h i t e b a l l a d sremnes who remembered one , t w o ,

t h r e e hundred ba l lads . Wehave known Negroes who c o u l d s i n g s e v e r a l

hundred s p i r i t u a l s . W e have shaken hands w i t h a Mexican

share-c ropper who c a r r i e d in h i s head the t e x t , t u n e s , and s t a t e

d i r e c t i o n s f o r a M i r a c l e p l a y r e q u i r i n g f o u r hours and t w e n t y

actors."89 The Lomaxes w e r e i n t e n t onr ede fin i n g a r t to i n c l ude t h e

mus ic a n d f o l k s t o r i e s of r u r a l America. To t h e Lomaxes, standards

of judgment we re r e l a t i v e and t h e f o l k i d i o m should on l y be judged on

i t s own m e r i t .

In Washington Lomax r e c o r d ed t h e S k y l i n e Farms Band pe r f o rm i ng

seven s o n g s : "John Henry, " “Cumberland Moun ta in Farms," “Cotton M i l l

C o l i c , " "Cack l in ' Hen, " “Here R a t t l e r Here , " “Le t Me.Be You r S a l t y

Dog," a n d " R o l l on Buddy .""8! Three o f t he s o n g s , "John Hen r y, " " R o l l

On, Buddy, " a n d "Cot ton M i l l Co l i c " w e r e work/laborer s o n g s ,
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a p p r o p r i a t e enough t o b e sung b y t e n a n t farmers who were c a r v i n g o u t

a new community on an uncleared moun ta in top . “John Henry, " o f c ou r se ,

th rough t h e y e a r s has been one of t h e m o s t popu la r American f o l k

b a l l a d s , and t e l l s o f John Hen r y, a b l a c k s t e e l d r i v e r who worked i n

t h e B i g Bend Tunne l l on t h e C & O Ra i l r oad in t h e West V i r g i n i a

moun t a i n s abou t 1870, 8 2 I n t he song John Henry beats t h e

new l y - i n v e n t e d s t e am d r i v e r i n a head-to-head c o n t e s t o f man a g a i n s t

machine, t h en he d i e s f r om the ph y s i c a l s t r a i n of t h e c o n t e s t ,

a l though t h e r e a l - l i f e John Henry d i e d f r om n a t u r a l causes un re l a t ed

to t h e e v e n t accord ing to Lomax. The S k y l i n e Farms Band per formed a

sho r t v e r s i o n o f one o f the more than fi f t y v a r i a t i o n s o f t h e song ,

w i t h John Henry making a l a s t , d y i n g r e q u e s t t o take h i s s t e e l - d i v i n g

hammer and “wrap it in g o l d and g i v e it to t h e g i r l I love."83 Ip
the song John Henry t e l l s t h e g i r l , Pau l i e Ann, t o "do t h e b e s t you

c a n , "84 F o r the Sky l i n e Farms Band and t h e peop l e f o r whom t h e y

u s u a l l y sang, t h e song was p e r f e c t : i t t o l d o f t h e s p i r i t and

hardship of a "working man" and how humans were b e t t e r t h a n machines.

" R o l l On, Buddy" was another r a i l r o a d s o ng . Lomax r e co r ded t he

S k y l i n e Farms Band members a cappe l l a and they haunt ing ly sang of the

“n ine pound hammer" be i ng “ j u s t a l i t t l e t o o heavy.""85 They sang o f :

“Going c r o s s the moun t a i n

g o i n g c r o s s che moun t a i n

Go ing t o see m y d a r l i n g

s e e m y d a r l i n g
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A i n ' t a gonna come back

' 186a i n ' t a genna come back

Accord ing to Lomax, "Ro l l On Buddy" was a “white mounta in cousin" to

t h e f am i l y o f b l a c k and wh i t e songs t h a t c rossed the r a c i a l l i n e in

t h e Appa lach i an moun ta i ns , as b o t h groups sang about s i m i l a r work

e xpe r i e n ce s . 8/7

The o t h e r work song, “Cot ton M i l l C o l i c , " was of more r e c e n t

v i n t a g e than "John Henry. " The song was w r i t t e n i n 1926 b y Dave

McCarn a Gas ton County, N o r t h Ca ro l i na t e x t i l e worker. McCarn

r e co r ded the song f o r t h e V i c t o r Company i n 1930 and i t s o l d w e l l and

was p layed b y r a d i o s t a t i o n s , p r i m a r i l y i n t h e South.88 t p

Washington Lomax r e co r ded Joe Sharp of t h e Sky l i n e Farms Band s i n g i n g

"Cot ton M i l l Colic."®9 Sharp y e a r s l a t e r wou ld s a y he had l ea r ned

t h e song “ o f f t h e radio."99 In t h e song Sharp sang of t h e p l i g h t of
t h e c o t t o n m i l l wo rke r :

“When you buy c l o t h e s o n t h e easy t e r m

And t h e c o l l e c t o r t r e a t s y o u l i k e mealy worms

One d o l l a r down, t h e n L o r d knows if y o u don ' t make a payment,
t h e y ' l l t a k e y o u r c l o t h e s .

When y o u go to b e d

You c a n ' t s l eep

Owe so much at t h e end of t h e week.
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I ' m gonna s t a r v e

Everybody w i l l

Can ' t make a l i v i n g at a c o t t o n mi11."91
Fo r m o s t o f t he p r o j e c t p a r t i c i p a n t s , wo r k i ng i n t h e c o t t o n m i l l s o f

t h e Sou t h was equa l l y a s ha r d and impove r i s h i n g a s wo r k i n g a s a

t e n a n t f a rm e r . Ye t many t e n a n t farmers, i n c l u d i n g t ho se a t S k y l i n e

Farms, e v en t u a l l y wou ld become t e x t i l e workers .

O f a l l t h e songs r e co r ded by Alan Lomax o f the S k y l i n e Farms

Band , "These O l d Cumberland Mounta in Farms" is perhaps t h e m o s t

r e v e a l i n g as f a r as l i f e at t he p r o j e c t is concerned. The song was

w r i t t e n by Grady “Red" Campbe l l , who y e a r s l a t e r would r e c a l l t h a t

whenever t h e band p layed audiences always reques ted t h e song . 22 In

t h e song Campbell and the Band p u t the f e e l i n g s and exper iences of

the S k y l i n e Farms p a r t i c i p a n t s i n t o words . Those words a s r e c o r d e d

by Lomax in Washington s t a t e d :

I t i s h a r d t o b e bound down i n p r i s o n

B u t i t ' s worse on these Cumber land Moun ta i n farms

Dru t he r b e i n some o l d p e n i t e n t i a r y

Or up in o l d i r o n Tennessee.

Now hear me I ' v e c l imbed them o l e moun t a i n s

Through t h e r a i n and t h e s l e e t and the snow
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If y ou ' r e h i r e d when y o u m e e t M r . Richards

Bow y o u r head when you mee t Cap t a i n Ross.

Young he r u n a commissary

M i s t e r , y o u b e h e was a t h i e f ,

He s o l d app l e s a t fi f t y c e n t s a dozen

And p o t a t o e s was s t r i c t l y t e n c e n t s each .

When t h e Co f fee County boys came to t h e moun ta in

They expec ted to g e t l o t s to e a t

B u t when they c a l l e d them i n t o d inne r

They g o t salmon, c o r n doggers and m e a t .

It is s e v e n t y m i l e s to Chattanooga

I t ' s a o n e hundred and t w e n t y t o Nashv i l l e

I t ' s a thousand m i l e s f rom he re t o c i v i l i z a t i o n

B u t i t ' s o n l y a few s t e p s f r om he re t o h e l l .

Young people you 've a l l heard my s t o r y

And I hope you don ' t t h i n k i t a l l wrong

If y o u doubt t h e words I have t o l d y o u

See Red Campbel l f o r he composed t h i s song.''?3
Campbell/Sharp's ‐ of t he p r o j e c t to a p r i s o n , "on ly a f ew

s t e p s f r om h e l l , " d i d n o t ma t c h t h e g low ing r e p o r t s of t h e community

go i ng back to FSA headquar ters in Washington at t h e t ime t h e S k y l i n e
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Band p e r f o r m e d in Washington. Soon, however, t h e r e p o r t s of what was

happening at t h e p ro jec t wou ld change to more c lose ly ma tch t h e song,

a nd suddenly the song became much less humorous.

Lomax, Woody Gu th r i e , and Pe te Seeger l a t e r inc luded "These Old

Cumberland Mountain Farms" in t h e i r book Hard H i t t i ng Songs f o r Ha r d ‑

H i t People. 74 Gu t h r i e , obviously n o t knowing t h a t S k y l i n e Farms was

@ g o v e r n m e n t p r o j e c t , w r o t e : "Some landlords make i t s o hard o n u s

t h a t we c a n ' t s t and i t any l o n g e r . Won't l e t y o u l i v e , won't l e t y o u

d i e . Won't l e t y o u e a t , won't l e t y o u s t a r v e , won't l e t y o u wo r k ,

won' t l e t y o u r e s t . I t ' s a s o r r y p l a ce to l i v e in,"?9>

. Lomax recorded th ree o t h e r songs by the Sky l ine Farms Band.

One was "Cacklin Hen , " a l i v e l y square dance, instrumental number,

w i t h t h e band p r o v i d i n g t he hen "cackling" sound e f f e c t s . "Sa l t y

Dog" was ano ther fast-paced number about a man “looking f o r a woman

( t h a t ) a i n ' t g o t no man,"96 The song, one of t h e m o s t r i s q u e t u n e s

o f t h e 1920s, o r i g i n a l l y was recorded b y b l a c k blues s i n g e r Papa

Char l i e Johnson as "Sal ty Dog Blues."9/ L a t e r , t he song was r e c o r d e d

by t h e A l l e n Brothers from Chattanooga, Tennessee, t w o of t h e more

p o p u l a r c o u n t r y r e co r d i n g a r t i s t s o f the l a t e 1920s and e a r l y

1930s, 9 8 “Here, Ra t t l e r , Here" was a dance t u n e i n which t h e

s i n g e r , Chester A l l e n , c a l l e d h i s p r i z e hound dog. 2 9 A s a t t h e White

House c o n c e r t , A l l e n provided the sound e f f e c t s o f a dog ba r k i ng ,

wh ich had so captivated President Roosevelt.
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The n e x t y e a r (1939) He r b e r t Ha lpe r t came t o S k y l i n e Farms w i t h

h i s m o b i l e u n i t t o r e c o r d t h e band and o t h e r s i n g e r s . Ha lpe r t was o n

h i s “Southern Recording Exped i t i on , " a fi e l d t r i p sponsored j o i n t l y

by t h e U. S. L i b r a r y of Congress and the Works P rog r e s s

Adm in i s t r a t i o n . Ha lpe r t and h i s assistant, Abbott F e r r i s , t r a ve l ed

the Sou t h in t h e i r “sound wagon," a conve r t ed U . S . Army ambulance,

and they concen t r a t ed on r e c o r d i n g Anglo-American fi d d l e mus i c . 100

I n a b r i e f v i s i t t o S k y l i n e Farms, H a l p e r t used a p o r t a b l e ,

ba t te ry -powered recorder to r e c o r d v a r i o u s Sky l i ne mu s i c i a n s ,

i n c l u d i n g t h e Sky l i n e Farms Ba r d , a t t he community school. 19!
Ha l p e r t r e - r e c o r d e d a number o f t h e songs t h a t Lomax r e co r ded o f t h e

S k y l i n e Farms Band in Washington, a l though in some cases t h e

mus i c i a n s had changed t he song t i t l e s s l i g h t l y . H a l p e r t l i s t e d t h e

members of t h e "Sky l ine Farms S t r i n g Band" a s : Ches t e r A l l e n , g u i t a r

and v i o l i n ; Joe Sharp, mandol in; Thomas H o i t , g u i t a r ; and He rbe r t

Green , v i o l i n . A l l e n , Sha rp , and H o l t s ang t he v o c a l s w i t h A l l e n

a g a i n p r o v i d i n g t h e sound e f f e c t s o n "Old Hen Cack le " and "Ol1'

R a t t l e r , "102 Ha l pe r t r e co r ded t h e Band p l a y i n g “John Henry, "

"Sky l i ne S a l t y Dog," "Old Hen Cack l e , " "Cumberland Mounta in B l u e s , "

and “O1' R a t t l e r - - t h e songs reco rded b y Lomax i n Washington. 193

However, Ha l pe r t w e n t beyond the commercial mus ic t h e S k y l i n e

Farms Band had l ea rned ‐_ t h e r a d i o and r e c o r d s t o t r y t o t r a c e the

o r i g i n s o f t h e m u s i c . H a l p e r t asked t h e pe r f o rme r s t o e x p l a i n t h e

background to a number of t h e s o n g s . In t h e i r an swe r s members of the
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S k y l i n e Farms Band, p a r t i c u l a r l y A l l e n , seemed t o sense t h a t t h e i r

m u s i c was supposedly r e p r e s e n t a t i v e o f Appalach ia , and t hey responded

a c c o r d i n g l y. A l l e n c o n s i s t e n t l y answered t h a t the Band had learned a

song f rom t h e i r "forefathers" or “we j u s t p i c ked it up on t h e

moun ta i n here" i n response to Ha lpe r t ' s q u e s t i o n s about song o r i g i n s .

In t r u t h , A l l e n a t t h i s p o i n t already had been recorded commerc ia l l y,

and t h e band members had access t o r a d i o and r e c o r d s , f rom which they

had learned many songs .

A t one p o i n t Ha l p e r t and A l l e n had t h i s conve r s a t i o n i n r ega r d

to the o r i g i n o f t h e song “Old Ra t t l e r " :

H a l p e r t : We l l , suppose y o u t e l l m e t h e name o f t h i s p i e c e .

A l l e n : O ld R a t t l e r

H a l p e r t : Where'd y o u p i c k i t up?

A l l e n : We l l , I p i c k e d u p m o s t o f i t f rom a hound dog.

H a l p e r t : And t h e r e s t o f i t ?

A l l e n : From, w e l l , j u s t t h e moun t a i n peop le ‘round through

he re .

H a l p e r t : D i d y o u add any th ing t o i t ?

A l l e n : Ohyeah . I added myp a r t t o i t .

H a l p e r t : What was y o u r p a r t ?

A l l e n : The ba rk i ng p a r t , o f course .

H a l p e r t : A l l r ight . Ba r k away 104

A l l e n ' s q u i c k w i t made an i n t e r e s t i n g , a l though sometimes

f r u s t r a t i n g , i n t e r v i ew f o r H a l p e r t .
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L a t e r A l l e n wou ld d e s c r i b e t o Ha l p e r t a song t h a t h e had

w r i t t e n . The song was "C inc i nna t i B lues , " and i n c l u d e d t h e s t a n z a :

I l o v e C i n c i n n a t i . L o r d I always l o ved t h i s t o w n .

B u t t h e wind and snow done g o t so c o l d I ' m f o r Alaban.

I c an hea r Alabama ca l l i n ' and I know I ' m go i n g back.

I ' l l s e t t l e down upon t h e f a rm in a Cumberland moun ta in

shack . 195

A l l e n exp l a i ned to Ha l pe r t he had w r i t t e n t h e song once when he was

“ j u s t s i t t i n g u p t h e r e a t t he Ren f r o Va l l e y Ba rn Dance. . . and j u s t

g o t b l u e and w e n t to making up t h i s song."106
A t Sky l i n e H a l p e r t sough t o u t t h e o l d e r , t r a d i t i o n a l f o l k

b a l l a d s . He reco rdedf o u r young g i r l s s i n g i n g t he “p l a y - pa r t y " song

"Green C o f f e e Grows on a Wh i t e Oak Stump." 107 snd he a l s o recorded

"The M i l l e r , " sung b y a bo y and t h r e e g i r l s . The song inc luded t he

v e r s e :

Happy wa s a m i l l e r b o y , l i v e d o n the h i l l

A l l t h e c o r n h e had come a r o l l i n ' down the h i l l .

Hand on the hopper and a f o o t on t h e s l a t ,

Eve r y t i m e t h e whee l t u r n e d

The boys t u rned b a c k , 108

Ha l p e r t ' s fi n a l r e c o r d i n ga t t h e Sky l i n e schoo l was o f s i s t e r s I r e n e

and L u c i l l e H o l t , who sane a r e l i g i o u s song they had w r i t t e n , i n

wh i ch t h e y warned t h a t on t h e “ r e su r r e c t i on morning" y o u w i l l w i s h
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“ t h a t you was o n e of us."199 Wi t h t h a t Ha l pe r t and F e r r i s in t h e i r

"sound wagon" con t inued t h e i r j o u r n e y a c r o s s t h e Sou t h , r e co r d i ng

n e x t r a i l r o a d “ s t e e l c a l l e r s " and sac red harp s i n g e r s .

Seege r, L un s f o r d , Lomax, and Ha l p e r t a l l b rought i n t o f o c u s t h e

r o l e mus i c p l a y ed in the subcultural l i f e s t y l e of t h e Southern t e n a n t

f a rmer. M u s i c was imp o r t a n t i n t h a t l i f e s t y l e : t h e people looked t o

mus ic n o t j u s t t o escape f rom d a i l y d r u d g e r y, a l t hough c e r t a i n l y t h e

m u s i c d i d p e r m i t them t h i s . B u t t h e mus i c , a s i t does u n i v e r s a l l y

r e g a r d l e s s o f t he f o r m , d e fi n e d l i f e f o r t h e t e n a n t s and c l a r i fi e d

t h e i r emo t ions and f e e l i n g s . F o r t h e t e n a n t s t h e mus i c i a n s p layed

and spoke a language and conveyed f e e l i n g s f o r wh i ch they themselves

o f t e n d i d n o t have wo rds , as i s t r u e w i t h any mus i c . To t h e i r

c r e d i t , S e e g e r , L u n s f o r d , Lomax, and Ha l p e r t worked w i t h i n t he

parameters of t h i s mus i c and t r i e d to p r e s e r v e it w i t h ou t chang ing it

t o what m o s t o f t h e modern w o r l d would have cons i de red a more

a c cep t a b l e fo rm. Th i s was no sma l l i n s i g h t , f o r i n y e a r s t o come,

t h e c h i l d r e n of t h e t e n a n t s themselves o f t e n would d i s soc i a t e

themselves f r om t h e i r pa ren ts ' mu s i c , as if i t somehow bound them to

t h e r u r a l p o v e r t y t h e i r f a m i l i e s had known and f rom which they were

t r y i n g to escape .

A s f o r t h e S k y l i n e Farms Band members, f o l l o w i n g t h e i r g rand

pe r fo rmance f o r t h e Président, they con t i nued to p l a y as a band in

t he Cumberland Moun ta i n a r e a d u r i n g t h e n e x t s e v e r a l y e a r s . The

Band, howeve r, began to b r e a k up in the e a r l y and m idd l e f o r t i e s , as
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members l e f t t he p r o j e c t f o r one r e a s on or another. However, a l l

c o n t i n u e d i n mus i c i n some c a pa c i t y through the y e a r s , although none

became p r o f e s s i o n a l mus ic ians . They d i d p l a y w i t h v a r i o u s bands and

groups in t h e a r e a , per fo rm ing c o u n t r y and gospe l mus ic . Chester

A l l e n waa offered a reco rd i ng c o n t r a c t , b u t he never pursued a

p r o f e s s i o n a l ca ree r. I n s t e a d , A l l e n per fo rmed a t l o c a l shows i n t h e

a r e a , or made appearances on AM r a d i o . Whenever he per formed, he

sang "O l ' R a t t l e r , " t h e song t h a t had made t h e Pres iden t l augh

d u r i n g a t r o u b l e d t ime i n America and the w o r l d . A f t e r l eav ing t h e

p r o j e c t , A l l e n worked a t v a r i o u s j o b s , i n c l u d i n g c a r salesman, a n

o c c u p a t i o n f o r wh i ch n o doubt h i s abundant charm was a n a s s e t . O f

t h e o r i g i n a l Sk y l i n e Farms Band members t h a t pe r fo rmed in Washington,

a s o f t h e summer o f 1991, o n l y C l i f f o r d Anderson and Joe Sharp were

s t i l l l i v i n g . "Sometimes" band members Wa l t e r H o l t and Grady “Red"

Campbel l a l s o were a l i v e .

The per fo rmance f o r t h e Pres iden t rema ined a h i g h p o i n t in t h e

l i v e s of t he Sky l i n e Band members. When one of t h e band members,

Thomas H o l t , d i ed in t h e s p r i n g of 1991, i t was announced in h i s

o b i t u a r y t h a t h e had been o n e o f t h e members o f t h e S k y l i n e Farms

Band t h a t had p layed a t the Wh i te House f o r Pres iden t and Mrs .

Roosevelt . F o r those f r om t h e p r o j e c t who per fo rmed at t he White

House t h a t May day, t h e memory o f t h e e v e n t l a s t e d a l i f e t i m e .
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Chapter  8

The Dream Beg ins to Fade

In many ways the S k y l i n e group's t r i p to Washington and t h e i r

performance at t h e W h i t e House was t h e p i n n a c l e of t h e S k y l i n e Farms

p r o j e c t . F o r b e g i n n i n g i n l a t e 1938 and i n t o 1939, problems

i n t e n s i fi e d a t t h e p r o j e c t . F laws i n t h e a g r i c u l t u r a l p l a n f o r the

p r o j e c t emerged and i n t e r n a l c o n fl i c t s developed. By t h e end of t h e

1930s decade, t h e g r e a t en thus iasmwhich had so charac te r i zed the

p r o j e c t i n the fi r s t y e a r s had waned.

A d d i t i o n a l l y , b y t h e l a t e 1930s the p r o j e c t had become i n some

ways a v i c t i m of i t s own success. More peop le a p p l i e d to become

p a r t i c i p a n t s i n the p r o j e c t t h a n cou ld b e accepted. The r e j e c t i o n o f

some o f these a p p l i c a n t s c rea ted c o n t r o v e r s y , n o t j u s t a t t h e p r o j e c t

b u t s t a t e - w i d e and n a t i o n a l l y . I n t h e d i s t a n t background t o a l l

t h e s e p rob lems were t h e v o i c e s o f t h e p e r s i s t e n t c r i t i c s o f t h e

R o o s e v e l t A d m i n i s t r a t i o n , who compla ined t h a t t h e New Dea l programs,

such p r o g r a m s a s S k y l i n e Fa rms , were w a s t e f u l and i n t e r f e r e d w i t h t h e

f r e e e n t e r p r i s e s y s t e m . These c r i t i c s e a g e r l y m a g n i fi e dany l o c a l

prob lems t h a t a r o s e at t h e rese t t l emen t p r o g r a m s . Consequent ly, FSA

and S k y l i n e Farms o f fi c i a l s h a d t o m a i n t a i n a d e l i c a t e b a l a n c i n g a c t

i n h a n d l i n g problems t o p r e v e n t them f r o m becoming n a t i o n a l i s s u e s

t h a t m i g h t undermine the Roosevelt Admin i s t ra t i on ' s rese t t l emen t

p r o g r a m s ,
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From t h e beg inn ing , t h e success o f t h e p r o j e c t depended on

mak ing t h e f a rm u n i t s p r o fi t a b l e . Much o f t he p r o fi t was t o come

f r om r a i s i n g and s e l l i n g c o t t o n . Accord ing t o i n i t i a l p r o j e c t i o n s ,

t h i r t y - n i n e p e r c e n t o f t h e farmers' y ea r l y cash income a t Sky l i n e

Farms was to come f rom cotton. ! Farmers were to u s e t h i s income to
b u y t h e i r house and l and . By e a r l y 1938 it was obvious it would take

l onge r t h a n a n t i c i p a t e d t o ready t h e p r o j e c t l and f o r c o t t o n . The

t h i c k f o r e s t was d i f fi c u l t t o c l e a r . Even when c lea red , t h i s "new

g round , " a s p r o j e c t p a r t i c i p a n t s c a l l e d i t , was n o t f e r t i l e c o t t o n

l a n d .

T ha t i t was t a k i ng l o nge r to prepare t h e l a n d to grow c o t t o n

was ev i den t as e a r l y as December of 1937 when Robe r t Hudgens w r o t e

W i l l Alexander r e q u e s t i n g money des i gna t ed t o c o n s t r u c t a p r o j e c t

c o t t o n g i n be p l a ced in a bank sa v i n g s account.“ Hudgens requested

t h i s on b e h a l f o f the Sk y l i n e Farms Homestead Assoc ia t ion , wh ich had

r e c e i v e d a l o a n o f $27,300 f rom t h e Un i t e d S ta tes g o v e r n m e n t t o b u i l d

t h e community s t o r e , a g e n e r a l warehouse, a p o t a t o c u r i n g house, a

syrup p l a n t , and t h e c o t t o n gin.> In exp la in ing h i s r e q u e s t , Hudgens

no t e d t h a t “ a g r i c u l t u r a l o p e r a t i o n s had n o t advanced s u f fi c i e n t l y t o

j u s t i f y t h e immediate development of a c o t t o n gin."4 Hudgens s a i d

t h a t n o t enough l a n d had been c lea red and r e a d i e d f o r c u l t i v a t i o n t o

j u s t i f y b u i l d i n g t h e a g i n , and because o f hie, some $12,000

was n o t needed f o r “immediate expenditure." FSA reco rds show t h a t

i n June o f 1939, $10,000 be long ing to t h e S k y l i n e Homestead
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Assoc ia t i on was p laced in a r e a banks: $5,000 each g o i n g to the F i r s t

Federa l Sav ings and Loan Assoc ia t ion o f F lo rence and t h e F i r s t

Federa l Savings and Loan Association of Gadsden. ©

The a c t i o n taken b y the FSA w i t h S k y l i n e Farms funds was

s t r a nge indeed . Here , a f t e r a l l , was a s o c i a l ‐ p l a c i n g money

des igna ted f o r r e h a b i l i t a t i o n i n t o a bank sav ings a c c o u n t because

the re was no need to spend t h e money, even though t he n a t i o n was

a t t em p t i n g t o recover f r om i t ' s w o r s t economic depress ion i n h i s t o r y .

Even tua l l y, the money wou ld be s p e n t , b u t f o r ope ra t i ng c o s t s o f t h e

Homestead Assoc ia t ion , and n o t f o r c o n s t r u c t i n g the c o t t o n g i n , a

f a c i l i t y t h a t was ne v e r built.’
The p r o d u c t i o n problems a t S k y l i n e Farms were compounded b y

u n a n t i c i p a t e d l ow c o t t o n p r i c e s i n the l a t e 1930s and e a r l y 1940s.

New De a l c o t t o n p rog rams , w i t h t h e i r emphasis o n c rop r e d u c t i o n , we re

n o t a f f e c t i n g g r e a t l y t h e p r i c e o f c o t t o n i n Alabama. These programs

had ope r a t e d o n the p rem i se t h a t b y t a k i n g l a n d o u t o f c u l t i v a t i o n ,

l e s s c o t t o n wou ld be p roduced , and t h e p r i c e wou ld i n c r e a s e . As wa s

i n t e n ded , t h e amou n t o f c o t t o n p l a n t e d d i d decrease i n Alabama:

f a l l i n g some one m i l l i o n a c r e s - - f r o m 3,019,000 a c r e s p l an ted i n 1932,

t he l a s t y e a r o f t h e Hoover Pres idency, to 2,058,000 a c r e s p l a n t e d in

1938.8 I n i t i a l l y , c o t t o n p r i c e s d i d respond t o t he Roosevelt c r o p

r e d u c t i o n p rog ram , r i s i n g f r om 6.83 c e n t s p e r pound i n 1932 t o mo r e

a c c e p t a b l e 12.10 i n 1934. Bu t b y 1937 and 1938 c o t t o n p r i c e s dropped

a g a i n , f a l l i n g t o 8 .53 and 8.50 c e n t s p e r pound f o r t hose y e a r s
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a g a i n , f a l l i n g t o 8.53 and 8.50 c e n t s p e r pound f o r those y ea r s

r e s p e c t i v e l y . (See Tab l e I . ) I t w a s n o t u n t i l t h e war y e a r s t h a t

c o t t o n p r i c e s i n c r eased s u b s t a n t i a l l y , r each i ng 22.59 c e n t s p e r pound

i n 1945, t h e y e a r t h a t S k y l i n e Farms was end ing . I t was n o t u n t i l

a f t e r t h e p r o j e c t had ended t h a t c o t t o n p r i c e s w e n t u p

cons i de rab l y - - r i s i ng t o 33.66 and 32.21 c e n t s p e r pound i n 1946 and

1947. (See Tab l e I . )

As n o t e d , the p r o j e c t g r e a t l y depended on t h e success fu l

p r o d u c t i o n and s a l e of cotton.” P r o j e c t farmers were economica l ly

dependent on s e l l i n g c o t t o n acco rd ing to t h e f a rm p l a n t h a t had been

dev ised f o r them. Bu t t h a t farm p l a n f o r t h e p r o j e c t had l e f t l i t t l e

room f o r e r r o r . Farmers y e a r l y h a d to pay f o r t h e i r house and l a n d ,

f o r l i v i n g expenses, and f o r t h e i r RA/FSA fa rm loan. These paymen ts

l e f t t h e t y p i c a l f am i l y w i t h on l y n i n e d o l l a r s a t t he end o f t h e

y e a r , / 0 The f a i l u r e o f c o t t o n t o m a t e r i a l i z e a s a p r o fi t a b l e c r o p ,

whe t he r due t o low p r i c e s o r i n f e r t i l e l a n d , mean t d i s a s t e r a s f a r a s

t he farmers were concerned. By 1938 and 1939 i t appeared t h a t c o t t o n

was n o t g o i n g to be t h e economic ma i n s t a y of t h e p r o j e c t .

Another p rob lem a r o s e a s p r o j e c t o f fi c i a l s fina l i z ed t h e i r l i s t

o f f am i l i e s t o be accepted i n t o t h e p r o j e c t . I n May o f 1939, E . S .

Morgan, FSA Reg i o na l F i v e d i r e c t o r , n o t i fi e d FSA d i r e c t o r W i l l

Alexander t h a t t h e Pires f a m i l i e s had been se l e c t e d f o r t h e p r o j e c t .

H e p r o v i d e d Alexander w i t h a l i s t o f one hundred and f o r t y - fi v e

f a m i l i e s who had at t h i s p o i n t been chosen to participate.!1
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1928
1929
1930
1931
1932
1933
1934
1935
1936
1937
1938
1939
1940
1941
1942
1943
1944
1945
1946
1947
1948
1949

3,437,000
3,556,000
3,582,000
3,271,000
3,019,000
2,318,000
2,133,000
2,243,000
2,321,000
2,694,000
2,058,000
2,020,000
1,961,000
1,746,000
1,702,000
1,620,000
1,393,000
1,379,000
1,530,000
1,500,000
1,630,000
1,890,000

154
180
196
207
150
200
213
226
226
290
251
186
190
217
261
285
347
324
258
298
353
216

1,107,000
1,337,000
1,467,000
1,415,000
947,000
969,000
950,000

1,059,000
1,145,000
1,631,000
1,081,000
785,000
779,000
790,000
925,000
959,000

1,006,000
931,000
822,000
931,000

1,197,000
851,000

18.04
16.55
9.06
5.64
6.83
10.60
12.10
10.70
12.21
8.53
8.50
9 .21
GAIT
17.37
19.00
20.06
20.96
22.59
33.66
32.21
30.86
29.98
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The u n i t s t hese f am i l i e s occup ied v a r i e d i n s i z e and pu rpose ,

depending upon t h e number of f am i l y members and t h e g e n e r a l q u a l i t y

of t he l and . Some of the u n i t s consiunsil of more than the s t anda r d

f o r t y ac res . In f a c t , t h e r e were t h i r t y u n i t s which conta ined a

house a n d s u p p o r t i n g farm bu i l d i ngs and 5 6 t o 124 a c r e s o f l a n d . ! 2

In a l l , approx imate ly n i n e t y u n i t s c o n s i s t e d of a house, farm

bu i l d i n g s , and f o r t y a c r e s . A l s o , t h e r e were u n i t s c o n s i s t i n g o f

o n l y a house and t w o to twelve a c r e s of l a n d . These were c a l l e d

“subsistence u n i t s " and they were f o r non - f a rm workers at t h e

p r o j e c t , such a s t r u c k d r i v e r s , c a r p e n t e r s , o r p a i n t e r s , 1 3

Add i t i ona l l y, t e n o the r u n i t s were o c c u p i e d by p r o j e c t pe r s onne l ,

i n c l u d i n g Har ry Ross, t h e p r o j e c t manager, B . J . E a s t , t h e

c o n s t r u c t i o n foreman, W. D . Lucus, farm manager and h i s a s s i s t a n t ,

John J. Vandiver, p h y s i c i a n D r . A. Zimmerman and n u r s e Mary Sharp

Ba r k l e y. 14 One of these u n i t s , c a l l e d t h e “teacherage," was occup ied

by t h e female teachers at t h e p r o j e c t schoo l .

In t he e a r l y s t a g e s , f am i l i es had come to Cumberland Mounta in

hop ing t h a t t h e y wou l d be accep ted i n t o t h e p r o j e c t . Once on the

moun ta i n , a number o f t h e men had been h i r e d as laborers. They

he l ped b u i l d t h e community s t o r e and s c hoo l , or worked b u i l d i n g t h e

r o a d up Cumberland Mountain t h a t l e d to t he p r o j e c t . These j o b s were

w i t h t h e WPA and n o t the FSA, and when c o n s t r u c t i o n ended, t h e r e we r e

no more j o b s and t h e men we re o u t o f work . Add i t i ona l l y, t he re we r e

a l s o some f am i l i e s who had t a ken c o n s t r u c t i o n j o b s , t hen been
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accep ted f o r t h e p r o j e c t , b u t f o r v a r i o u s r e a s o n s , had been

d ismissed . A number o f these people c on t i n u ed to s t a y a t t h e

p r o j e c t . R . W . Hudgens, a n FSA a s s i s t a n t d i r e c t o r a t t h e t i m e ,

e s t ima t e d t h e r e we r e n i n e t y f am i l i e s who were o n t h e p r o j e c t w i t h o u t

authorization. !>
Many of these “squatter" f a m i l i e s , as t h e FSA descr ibed t h e n ,

l i v e d a t wha t was c a l l e d B l u f f C i t y . Here f am i l i e s had been

p e rm i t t e d t o b u i l d t empo r a r y houses i n which t o l i v e u n t i l t h e i r

c o n s t r u c t i o n j o b s were complete. These houses we r e , a s one FSA

r e p o r t d e s c r i b e d them, "hovels." ' Most we r e one- room shacks , thrown

toge the r w i t h s c r a p wood and tin.!® t h i s “shanty-town," as it a l s o

was c a l l e d , was an embarrassment to o f fi c i a l s , who had , a f t e r a l l ,

begun t h e p r o j e c t t o e l im i na t e such hous i ng problems as these.

B y t h e s p r i n g o f 1939 c o n s t r u c t i o n jobs a t S k y l i n e Farms were

e n d i n g . Consequen t l y, d u r i n g Februa ry and March o f 1939 the

"squa t te r " f am i l i e s were t o l d i n f o rm a l l y t h a t t hey shou l d move f rom

B l u f f C i t y by A p r i l 15 , 1939. At t h i s p o i n t a member of t h e B l u f f

C i t y r e s i d e n t s t r i e d t o g e t t h e e v i c t i o n o rde r pos tponed t o a l a t e r

d a t e . A t fi r s t , twen ty - th ree men rep resen t i ng t h e i r f am i l i e s

p e t i t i o n e d J u n i o r Thomas, the FSA o f fi c i a l a t S k y l i n e who was

r e s p o n s i b l e f o r removing t h e families,!/ They asked t h a t they a t

l e a s t be a l l owed to s t a y i n t h e i r homes u n t i l t h e WPA r o a d p r o j e c t

was comp le ted or permanent ly abandoned. As l o n g as t h e r o a d p r o j e c t

remained uncomple ted , t hey m a i n t a i n e d , t hey wou ld be needed as
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wo r ke r s , and as i t was, they we re l o c a t ed n e a r t h e i r j o b s . They

p o i n t e d o u t t h a t i t wou ld b e d i f fi c u l t f o r them t o fi n d o t h e r houses

i n which t o live.18 The men c losed t h e i r p e t i t i o n b y wa rn i ng :

“Another considerat ion is t h e f a c t t h a t to d r a s t i c a l l y and needlessly

move a l a r g e number of f am i l i e s who a r e considered unab l e to he lp

themselves wou ld more than l i k e l y a t t r a c t unfavorable p u b l i c i t y to

t h e Farm Secu r i t y Administration or to i t s of ficials,"19 The s i g n e r s

o f t he p e t i t i o n were aware o f t he s en s i t i v e p o s i t i o n t h e FSA was i n

r e ga r d i n g t h e p u b l i c ' s p e r c e p t i o n of t he reset t lement p rog rams .

These resett lement communi t ies were c o n t r o v e r s i a l a s i t was, and t h e y

d i d n o t need any more n e g a t i v e p u b l i c i t y .

When t h e men g o t no response, one of t hem a g a i n w r o t e Thomas,

r e q u e s t i n g a r e p l y . The man was Rubin Rousseau, a WPA c o n s t r u c t i o n

t imekeeper who p r ev i ous l y had been a p a r t of t h e S k y l i n e p r o j e c t .

Rousseau played the v i o l i n in t he Sky l i n e Farms Band and had been

w i t h the g roup du r i ng t h e i r Washington pe r f o rmance . He was p o i n t e d

i n c r i t i c i z i n g the FSA. H ew r o t e t o Thomas: " I n exp r e s s i ng m y

o p i n i o n o f t h i s a f f a i r , I w i l l say t h a t I d o n o t blame you f o r you r

e f f o r t s t o c a r r y o u t t h e orders o f a s u p e r i o r , b u t w i l l s a y ,

r e g a r d l e s s o f i t s au t ho r, t h a t any p r o c e d u r e which i s des igned t o

r u t h l e s s l y and needlessly move a co lony o f people who a r e considered

he l p l e s s and who have ae p l a c e to move is thoroughly undemocratic,

inhumanitarian and t o t a l l y o u t of harmony w i t h t he p o l i c i e s of t h i s

p r e s e n t Administration. Furthermore, such a p r o cedu r e is bound to



178

become l i a b l e to p u b l i c d i sapprova l sooner o r later."29 Rousseau

added t h a t t h e u n s i g h t l y appearance of t he houses was no r e a s o n to

t e a r them down and f o r c e t h e r es i den t s t o move. Those who found them

“unpleasant and repu ls ive" cou ld s imp ly n o t look at them, he wrote.*!
Rousseau gave Thomas l i t t l e t i m e to r e p l y , f o r two days l a t e r ,

he t o o k h i s comp la in t l i t e r a l l y to t h e t o p and w r o t e Mrs . E leanor

Rooseve l t . M r s . Rooseve l t had impressed t h e S k y l i n e group w i t h h e r

f r i e n d l i n e s s d u r i n g t h e group 's t r i p t o Washington. Rousseau a g a i n

appea led o n b e h a l f o f t he B l u f f C i t y r e s i d e n t s f o r M r s . Roosevelt t o

ask P r e s i d e n t Rooseve l t t o i n fl u e n c e FSA o f fi c i a l s t o p o s t p o n e t h e i r

o r d e r to v a c a t e B l u f f City.2? In h i s l e t t e r Rousseau once more

inpilibed t h a t t h e s i t u a t i o n at t h e p r o j e c t cou l d be damaging p u b l i c i t y

f o r t h e FSA and Rooseve l t Adm in i s t r a t i on . He warned t h a t he and t h e

p e t i t i o n s i g n e r s c o u l d go to the newspapers w i t h t h e i r s t o r y .

Howeve r, he s a i d t h a t t hey we re t a k i n g another r o u t e , wh i ch was to

a s k Rooseve l t h i m s e l f f o r h e l p . Rousseau w e n t on to w r i t e : "By way

o f i n t r o d u c i n g m y s e l f , I p l a y e d t h e v i o l i n a t y o u r Whi te House Lawn

Pa r t y l a s t s p r i n g , and I a l s o w r o t e t h e l e t t e r o f a p p r e c i a t i o n w h i c h

was addressed to y o u f r om t h e e n t i r e Sky l i n e Farms g r oup . I s t i l l

f e e l t h e same way about t he Rooseve l t s as I d i d when I w r o t e t h i s

letter."23 Rousseau's l e t t e r to M r s . Rooseve l t h a d taken t h e B l u f f

C i t y r e s i d e n t s ’ complaint t o a new l e v e l . A f t e r h a v i n g w r i t t e n M r s .

Roosevelt, Rousseau w r o t e S e c r e t a r y o f A g r i c u l t u r e Henry Wa l l a ce and

4j F 2 .c o n t i n u e d h i s comp la in t a g a i n s t t h e FSA.~ I n t h i s l e t t e r Rousseau
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b r o u g h t up ano the r charge a g a i n s t t he agency. He inc luded

photographs of a house on the p r o j e c t t h a t was n o t l o ca t ed in B l u f f

C i t y . The house, he s a i d , belonged to a former r e s i d e n t of

B l u f f C i t y who was be ing pe rm i t t e d t o l i v e a t ano the r l o c a t i o n on the

p r o j e c t . To Rousseau, t h i s was u n f a i r , s i n c e o t h e r B l u f f C i t y

r e s i d e n t s were be i ng fo r ced t o move w i t h o u t b e i n g p rov ided w i t h

rep lacemen t housing on t h e project.2°
In Washington the comp l a i n t s to M r s . Roosevelt and Sec r e t a r y

Wa l l a ce fi l t e r e d through t h e f e d e r a l bureaucracy. R. W. Hudgens, t h e

FSA a s s i s t a n t a dm i n i s t r a t o r , s e n t cop i e s o f Rousseau's l e t t e r s t o

E . S . Morgan, FSA Region F i v e d i r e c t o r . Hudgens supported t h e p l a n s

to have t h e B l u f f C i t y houses removed f r om t h e p r o j e c t , and suggested

t h a t Morgan have someone e x p l a i n to Rousseau “why i t is imposs ib le

f o r these peop le to r em a i n on t h e p r o j e c t a f t e r complet ion of

c o n s t r u c t i o n w o r k , "26 L a t e r , J . O . Wa l k e r, d i r e c t o r o f t h e FSA's

Reset t lement D i v i s i o n , responded to Rousseau. 2 / Walker in formed

Rousseau t h a t h i s l e t t e r s had been r e f e r r e d to h im. He thanked

Rousseau f o r h i s “ in te res t in t h i s " and assu red h im " t h a t the m a t t e r s

b rough t upby you a r e b e i n g g i v e n consideration."28
When i t became a p p a r e n t t o t h e p e t i t i o n e r s t h a t t h e d e c i s i o n t o

have them moved f r om B l u f f C i t y had n o t changed, they proceeded w i t h

t h e i r i m p l i e d t h r e a t 18: ened t h e s i t u a t i o n to t h e newspapers.

Acco rd ing t o W i l l i am Den t , FSA Reg iona l I n f o rma t i o n A d v i s o r , G r o v e r

P h i l l i p s , ano t he r B l u f f C i t y r e s i d e n t , s e n t l e t t e r s c r i t i c a l o f t h e
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S k y l i n e P r o j e c t t o “wire s e r v i c e s , newspapers , I n v e s t i g a t i o n Sec t ion ,

G-Man Hoover, Mrs . Roosevelt and o t h e r s . .."29 p e n t s t a t e d t h a t t h e

c o m p l a i n t s t h a t reached t h e newspapers were “ q u i t e sensational."'29
The c o m p l a i n t s inc luded " t a l e s of misappropr ia t ion of funds and

m a t e r i a l s t o f o r c e f u l e v i c t i o n s and a case o f e r n b i r t h because

of these f o r c e f u l evictions.">+ Dent s a i d h i s o f fi c e ' s i n v e s t i g a t i o n

o f t h e s t o r i e s found n o t r u t h i n them, and t h a t there had been n o

e v i c t i o n s o r t h r e a t s o f e v i c t i o n s , e x c e p t i n t h e c a s e o f o n e f a m i l y

t h a t had moved o n t o t h e l a n d o f one o f the f a m i l i e s chosen f o r t h e

project. >
I n a weekly fi e l d r e p o r t , Dent s t a t e d t h a t r e s i d e n t s o f t h e

B l u f f C i t y community were b e i n g “influenced to leav>, " and a few

“d isg run t led r e s i d e n t s " were t r y i n g to “create a l l t h e disturbance

they c a n a n d b r i n g as much unfavorable p u b l i c i t y to t h e p r o j e c t as

possible."33 Hebel ieved t h e i r mo t i ve in c r e a t i n g t h e disturbances

was t o p r e v e n t t h e FSA from c o n t i n u i n g p l a n s t o remove the f a m i l i e s

and houses a t B l u f f C i t y . D e n t w r o t e t h a t h e h a d r e c e i v e d a t i p f rom

the Associated Press t h a t t h e m o r n i n g newspaper in Birmingham was to

c a r r y a s t o r y headlined: "Farm Family E j e c t e d f rom FSA

Commnunity-Skyline Farms."34 Den t s a i d t h a t "by t h e u s e of s e v e r a l

phone c a l l s a n d e x p l a n a t i o n s t h i s s t o r y has been headed o f f . . ."3>
Dent n o t e d t h a t as a r e s u l t o f t h e In format ion O f fi c e ' s wo rk , t h e

B l u f f C i t y c o n t r o v e r s y w o u l d b e c o n fi n e d t o a n i n s e r t i o n i n a n

o v e r a l l s t o r y on S k y l i n e Farms.2© In o r d e r to c o u n t e r a "barrage of
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unfavorable l e t t e r s " f rom t h e B l u f f C i t y dissidents t h a t had reached

s t a t e newspapers, Dent and the Information O f fi c e asked r e p o r t e r s

from v a r i o u s newspapers in t he s t a t e to v i s i t the p r o j e c t . The

i n t e n t was to show the "various successes and accomplishments of t h e

p r o j e c t " and to "take the l i d off". the complaints by having t h e

r e p o r t e r s i n ves t i ga te the p rob lem and in te rv iew t he compla inan ts

personally.?/
The e f f o r t a t “damage con t ro l " on the p a r t o f Dent and the

Information O f fi c e seemingly d i d work. The a r t i c l e s tha t appeared in

r e g i o n a l newspapers on t h e p r o j e c tas a r e s u l t o f t he controversy

were gene r a l l y favorable. Repor te r Gould Beech in an a r t i c l e in t h e

Birmingham News described t h e B l u f f C i t y cont roversy as a "slum

clearance" problem.38 Beech w r o t e t h a t about h a l f of t h e

t w e n t y - e i g h t fami l ies a t B l u f f C i t y o r i g i n a l l y had been a p a r t o f t h e

p r o j e c t as farmers, b u t they had been dismissed because they were n o t

in good enough hea l t h to do t h e work to purchase a fa rm, or they we r e

unsu i t ab l e f o r farming, or they had n o t "cooperated."39 In h i s

a r t i c l e Beech interviewed bo t h Grover P h i l l i p s and Rubin.Rousseau.

P h i l l i p s was described as the fa the r of seven ch i ld ren who had been a

“homesteader" and had been asked to move by t h e p r o j e c t manager. He
was a t t h e t ime o f t h e con t rove rsy work ing w i t h the WPA and l i v i n g in

B l u f f C i t y . Beech stated t h a t PhLLups had fi l e d a c l a im w i t h t he

FSA s t a t i n g h e was owed $2,500 f o r h i s work a t the p r o j e c t .
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Beech a l so described Rousseau as a B l u f f C i t y r e s i d en t who had

been dismissed f rom the Sky l i n e Farms p r o j e c t . In t h e a r t i c l e

Rousseau s a i d he had no Splatt about h i s dismissal. However, he

s a i d t h a t the p r o j e c t had n o t been “properly managed" and t h a t t h e

g o v e r n m e n t was “morally ob l i ga ted " t o take care o f t he r e s i d en t s o f

B l u f f C i t y s ince t h e p r o j e c t was designed to help low-income

farmers, 40 Among the newspaper photographs taken at Sky l i n e Farms

was one which p i c t u r e d P h i l l i p s and Rousseau standing t o g e t h e r a n d

they were described a s "not s a t i s fi e d " w i t h the p r o j e c t .

The a r t i c l e d i d p e r m i t project p e r s o n n e l t o p r e s e n t t h e i r s i d e

o f t h e s t o r y . Ha r r y Ross s t a t e d o f fi c i a l s were help ing t h e fami l ies

fi n d j o b s or to re loca te . Ross w e n t on to say t h a t t h e f am i l i e s

would g e t subsistence loans if funds were available. P h i l l i p s

himsel f s a i d t h a t he had g o t t e n a $50 g r a n t to be used to p e r m i t h im

t o g e t a j o b o n another f a rm o f f t h e p r o j e c t . Ross f u r t h e r s t a t e d

t h a t t h e r e had been no fo r c i b l e e v i c t i o n s a t B l u f f C i t y and t h a t n o

formal n o t i c e s o f ev ic t ions had been s e n t . 41

The e n t i r e B l u f f C i t y e p i s o d e revea l s b o t h the v e r y s e n s i t i v e

and de l i c a t e environment in which the FSA l i v e d . Obviously, t h e

p r o j e c t c o u l d n o t a c c e p t a l l t h e fami l ies who wanted f a rms , Ye t

r e j e c t i o n o f some fam i l i e s was bound to c r e a t e some resentment .

C r i t i c s of t h e FSA and the resett lement communities were eager to u s e

such p r o b l em s as t h e B l u f f C i t y con t r ove r sy to show how

rehab i l i ta t ion was f a i l i n g , and FSAo f fi c i a l s r e a l i z e d t h i s .



183

Consequently, FSA o f fi c i a l s , through the agency's Information O f fi ce ,

fough t a c o n s t a n t b a t t l e t o maintain a p o s i t i v e image o f

rese t t lement , wh i l e a t the same time st rugg l ing w i t h the very r e a l

p r ob l ems of rehabilitation. In t ime, t he b a t t l e would take i t s t o l l ,

and the foundation on which the FSA re s t e d became increasingly

uns tab le .

As f o r t h e B l u f f C i t y res idents , some d i d ask a young

Scottsboro a t t o r n e y, Robert E . Jones, to inves t iga te t h e i r case.

Jones l a t e r wou ld become an U. S. Congressman from t h e E i gh t Alabama

D i s t r i c t and serve f o r t h i r t y y e a r s . Jones considered handling the

) case b u t decided tha t t he FSA was w i t h i n i t s j u r i s d i c t i o n and had the

au t ho r i t y t o se lec t t h e f am i l i e s i t wanted f o r the p r o j e c t , 4 2 L i t t l e

by l i t t l e the fami l ies then l e f t B l u f f C i t y and the p r o j e c t as t h e

WPA j o b s ended. In t ime , the hovels t ha t were t h e i r homes were

removed, a s t h e p r o j e c t o f fi c i a l s had intended. The FSA had

p r e v a i l e d , b u t c l e a r l y t h e r o a d t o bu i l d ing a c o o p e r a t i v e , harmonious

community on Cumberland Mountain had become rocky and treacherous.

It perhaps was n a t u r a l t h a t those people n o t selected f o r t h e

p r o j e c t m i g h t be discontented. Indeed, seve ra l of tie key leaders in

t h e B l u f f C i t y controversy were those who had i n i t i a l l y been accep ted

i n t o t he p r o j e c t , then f o r va r i o us reasons, dismissed. However, what

is even more ind icat ive of deep-rooted dissension at the p r o j e c t is

t h a t a number o f t h e fam i l i es who were se lec ted a s p a r t i c i p a n t s a l s o

were d issat isfied and r e g i s t e r e d t h e i r p r o t e s t .
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‘This i s ev iden t i n what fo l lowed t h e B l u f f C i t y con t r ove r sy.

I n September o f 1939, s i x t y - f o u r peop le assoc ia ted w i t h t h e S k y l i n e

Farms p r o j e c t s i g ned a p e t i t i o n they s e n t t o U . S . Attorney J im Smi th

in Birmingham in which they charged P r o j e c t Manager Harry Ross w i t h

diversion of l a b o r and ma t e r i a l s at the p r o j e c t . 43 Among the

comp l a i n t s was t h a t Ross had d i rec ted t h a t chimney rocks on

g o v e r n m e n t p r o p e r t y b e moved t o p r i v a t e p r o p e r t y and t h a t l a b o r f o r

t h i s was p a i d f o r w i t h g o v e r n m e n t funds. 4 4 The p e t i t i o n a l s o a l l e g e d

t ha t lumber f rom the p r o j e c t s awm i l l had been used t o b u i l d a p r i v a t e

home and t h a t workers who c o n s t r u c t e d t h e home had been p a i d w i t h

g o v e r n m e n t money .45 In o t h e r charges , t h e compla inan ts contended

t h a t a worker had n o t been p a i d money t h a t had been p r om i s ed h im , and

t h a t ano the r r e s i d e n t had cleared n i n e and one h a l f acres o f l a n d o n

h i s u n i t , o n l y to be t o l d he would have to move,46 Perhaps t h e m o s t

t e l l i n g remark o f a l l i n t he p e t i t i o n was: "Mr. H . M . Ross ( i s )

t ak i ng ove r l i b e r t y away f r om peop le o f S k y l i n e Farms because peop le

don' t do j u s t l i k e he wanted them to do."47 The sta tement ind i ca tes

t h a t t h e p a r t i c i p a n t s were having d i f fi c u l t y i n fo l low ing t he r u l e s ,

o r de r s , and r e g u l a t i o n s inherent i n the g o v e r n m e n t a l bureaucracy o f

the p r o j e c t , They were, a f t e r a l l , Americans, and had been r a i s e d to

be independent individuals. Adapting to a community based on mutua l

c o o p e r a t i o n was f o r t he p a r t i c i p a n t s a d i f fi c u l t undertaking,
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Several o f t h e peop le who s i gned the p e t i t i o n charging Ross

w i t h t h e va r i o u s a l l e ga t i o n s were those who had s i gned t he e a r l i e r

B l u f f C i t y comp la in t , i nc lud ing among these Grover Ph i l l i p s and Rub in

Rousseau. However, some twen t y - t h r e e o f t h e compla inan ts who s i g ned

the p e t i t i o n a g a i n s t Ross were o r i g i n a l subscribers to the p r o j e c t - ‑

those selected in 1938, These included n o t j u s t workers on t h e

p r o j e c t , b u t individuals rep resen t i ng fami l ies who were work ing farm

u n i t s . That these indiv iduals s igned t h e p e t i t i o n r e flec t ed a deep

l e v e l o f f rustrat ion among t h e p a r t i c i p a n t s .

Kee rece i v i ng the p e t i t i o n , U . § . Attorney Smith s e n t i t t o

the Works Progress Administration in Washington. Smi th assumed t h a t

WPA headquarters was the a p p r o p r i a t e p l a ce f o r a n i n ve s t i g a t i o n o f

the charges to beg i n . The WPA Divis ion o f Inves t iga t ion , in t u r n ,

r e p o r t e d t h a t t he WPA d i d n o t o p e r a t e t h e S k y l i n e Farms p r o j e c t ,

which, they exp la ined , was under t h e j u r i s d i c t i o n o f the Fsa.48
Smith , consequen t l y, s e n t t h e comp l a i n t to t h e Fsa ,49 Then t h e FSA

invest iga ted the charges,

The FSA Inves t iga t ion D i v i s i on cleared Ross o f a l l

allegations.°° E. S. Morgan, t h e FSA Region F i ve d i rec to r, w r o t e to

W i l l Alexander t h a t " the charges e i t h e r f a i l e d to s t and up under

i nves t i ga t i on o r tha t t he a c t i o n complained o f was just ifiea,">1

Morgan concluded t h a t in v i ew of the f a c t s , "we bel ieve t h a t no

fur ther a c t i o n i s necessary ,""52 With t ha t t he i n ves t i ga t i on was

end e d ,
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The ep i sode was bound t o have had a t l e a s t a psycho l og i c a l

e f f e c t on Ross , however. Only a few yea r s be f o r e , Ross was be i n g

widely lauded as the key founder of t he p r o j e c t . One newspaper

a c c o u n t even descr ibed h im as a "Moses" who had l e a d " t he Dep ress i on

v i c t im s f rom t h e s lough o f o p p r e s s i o n t o t he p rom i sed l and . . 193
Ye t a s i z a b l e number o f those v e r y people who h e l e d had accused h im

o f d i ve r s i on o f l abo r and ma t e r i a l . I t i s a p p a r e n t t h e i r mo t i v e s

were to undermine Ross in o rde r to have h i m removed as p r o j e c t

manager.

P a r t o f t h e i r d i s sa t i s f a c t i o n stemmed, no doub t , f r om the

morass o f r u l e s and r e gu l a t i o n s t h a t were inherent i n t he p r o j e c t a n d

which Ross enforced. However, Ross' p e r s o n a l i t y, t o o , may have

con t r i b u t e d t o t h e r e sen tmen t . From a l l a c coun t s , h e wa s a s t e r n ,

a u t h o r i t a r i a n l e ade r, a l though h e was a t t h e same t ime a f r i e n d l y ,

o u t - g o i n g , and compassionate man. H i s p e r s o n a l i t y , however, was

p robab l y o u t of s t e p w i t h t h e fi e r c e l y independent moun ta i n people,

who q u i t e o f t e n had d i f fi c u l t y i n r ecogn i z i ng t h a t t h e r u l e s ,

r e g u l a t i o n s , and the c o o p e r a t i v e approach a t t he p r o j e c t were

i n t ended f o r t h e i r b e ne fi t .

Mo reove r, as e a r l y as 1936 workers w i t h t he Spec i a l S k i l l s

D i v i s i o n had n o t i c e d t h a t a "c lass" s p l i t seemed to be developing in

t he p r o j e c t . I n letters t o Cha r l es Seege r, b o t h R . W . Hampton and

Leonard K i r k s a i d t h a t t h i s d i v i s i o n was a l ong the l i n e s o f t h e

"sa la r i ed " p e r s o n n e l at t h e p r o j e c t and t h e “homesteaders," or
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participants.°4 "They speak of o u r group and the o t h e r g roup , " K i r k

wrote,>> The p e t i t i o n a g a i n s t Ross was in a l l l ikelihood an

o u t g r o w t h o f t he group c o n fl i c t t h a t had emerged a t the p r o j e c t .

Whatever t h e cause o f t h e c o n fl i c t , Ross wou l d n o t rema in a t t h e

Sk y l i n e Farms p r o j e c t l ong a f t e r the B l u f f C i t y and a l l e g ed

nismanagement con t rove rs ies , al though nowhere in t h e FSA reco rds i s

the re a n y ind ica t ion t h a t he was ever g u i l t y o f p o l i c y v i o l a t i o n s or

divers ion of funds.

There were y e t o t h e r cases o f dissent and c o n fl i c t i n what was

p lanned to be t h e harmonious, c o o p e r a t i v e community of Sk y l i n e Farms.

Ear l y i n t he p r o j e c t , one fami ly was e v i c t e d l e ga l l y because they

were determined to be “undesirable and a menace" to the community .>®

On at l e a s t t w o o t h e r occasions federa l o f fi c i a l s had t h e r e g i o n a l

a t t o r n e y e v i c t fami l ies who were determined to be “undesirable.")/

On s t i l l ano ther occasion, John Vandiver, one of t h e p r o j e c t f a rm

managemen t s p e c i a l i s t s , r e c a l l e d having t o e v i c t a p r o j e c t

part icipant.8 Vandiver s a i d t h e inc iden t occu r r ed when one of t h e
tenants claimed he should have been p a i d f o r work t h a t t h e p r o j e c t

mangers s a i d he had n o t done. The t enan t demanded p a yme n t f r om

another farm s p e c i a l i s t who worked w i t h Vandiver, and when h e re fused

to pay h im , the tenan t s t r u c k h i m w i t h t h e handle of a heavy knife.>?
L a t e r , t h e Genene cote o the rs in t h e p r o j e c t he intended to

phys ica l l y h u r t Vandiver. When t h e statement was r e p e a t e d to h i n ,

Vandiver t o o k t he th rea t s e r i o u s l y, and armed h imse l f w i t h a g u n .
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Vand iver t hen w e n t t o the pa r t i c i p an t ' s house, and when he fi r s t

app r oached t h e man, Vandiver t o l d h im t h a t "he had come p repa r ed , "60

H e then crdered the tenan t t o leave the p r o j e c t w i t h i n t w e n t y - f o u r

hours and t o l d him he had found a house f o r h im on a f a rm in the

v a l l e y . The man moved h i s f am i l y o f f the p r o j e c t w i t h o u t i n c i den t ,© !
Such e v e n t s a s these, o f c ou r se , were i s o l a t e d , and i t would b e

erroneous to characterize t h e e n t i r e p r o j e c t by such confrontations.

As w i t h so many occurrences, it is the a t y p i c a l wh ich is remembered,

and c e r t a i n l y t h i s i s t r u e i n r e g a r d t o Sky l i ne Farms. I n r e a l i t y

m o s t o f the p r o j e c t p a r t i c i p a n t s l i v e d t h e i r l i v e s q u i e t l y and d i d

what was r e q u i r e d o f them. Ty p i c a l o f these se t t l e r s was Talmadge

Hooper, who in 1939 t o l d a r e p o r t e r w i t h t h e Birmingham News:

“Before I came here I had been a share-cropper s i n c e I was mar r i ed .

I d i d n ' t have anyth ing b u t my h a t and a f am i l y when I came here , and

now y o u can see f o r y o u r s e l f what I ' v e g o t - - e i g h t hogs, and they were

bought w i t h o u t a loan; 180 young chickens coming a l ong ; t h e fi n e s t

l i t t l e mule i n t h e c o u n t y , s h e ' l l b e p a i d f o r soon; p l ows , t o o l s , and

f u r n i t u r e i n t h e house , "62

Hoope r ' s s ta temen t r e fl e c t e d t h e o v e r a l l a t t i t u d eo f t h e

S k y l i n e Farms p a r t i c i p a n t s . While they m i g h t p r i v a t e l y have r e s e n t e d

the bar rage o f r u l e s and r e g u l a t i o n s they faced and m i gh t sometimes

have f e l t t h e i r i nd i v i dua l i t y was threatened by t h e p r o j e c t o f fi c i a l s

who c o n s t a n t l y t o l d chan what t o do , they f o r t he m o s t p a r t r e a l i z e d

they h a d a n Op p o r t u n i t y t o own t h e i r own house and f a r n . Sky l i ne
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Farms was t h e i r chance to break through the w a l l of p o v e r t y t h a t had

h e l d them. A t t h e same t ime , the i so la ted con t rove rs i es and

c o n fl i c t s which oc cu r r e d r e vea l how formidably d i f fi c u l t was the

RA/FSA t a s k o f c r e a t i n g a c o o p e r a t i v e community i n a c omp e t i t i v e ,

ind iv idual is t ic s o c i e t y .
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Image Three: L i f e a t t h e P r o j e c t

A f t e r mov ing i n , V i r g i l and Ven t r i c e Brewer had a g r e a t d e a l

o f work rema in ing to complete t h e i r house. The c e i l i n g , walls, and

window and door frames a l l had to be added. Bu t t h e work to t h e

Brewers was wo r t h i t , f o r they bel ieved t h a t one day they would own

t h e house and farm. At fi r s t they had understood t h a t they would be

p e r m i t t e d to “homestead" the unit.! Then they we re t o l d , they s a i d ,

t h a t t h e wo r k they d i d on t h e house wou ld go towa rd t h e purchase.”

The Brewers "finished o u t " t h e i r house a n d r e a d i e d it f o r t h e i r

f a m i l y . The house i t s e l f c on t a i n ed t w o bedrooms--one f o r t h e Brewers

and one f o r t h e i r t w o ch i ld ren a n d t h e t h i r d c h i l d who l a t e r wou ld be

bo r n a t t he p r o j e c t . A t fi r s t t h e house had n o e l e c t r i c i t y . The

house was l i g h t e d a t n i g h t b y c o a l o i l lamps. A fi r e p l a c e warmed t he

house d u r i n g t h e w i n t e r . The Brewers d i d ob t a i n e l e c t r i c i t y i n 1939,

when e l e c t r i c i t y was p r o v i d e d a t t h e p r o j e c t f o r t h e fac to r y.

The m o s t demanding wo r k at t h e p r o j e c t f o r t h e Brewers was in

c l e a r i n g t h e i r land. Bien though m o s t o f t h e i r l a n d had been

r o u gh ‐ c l e a r e d , t h e r e were s t i l l s t umps , r o o t s , a n d rocks t h a t had t o

be moved be fo re farming cou l d beg i n . When n o t t e n d i n g to h e r

c h i l d r e n and household d u t i e s , Mrs. Brewer worked alongside h e r

husband in the fi e l d s . She helped d i g and move r o c k s f rom the

n ew l y ‐ c l e a r e d g r o u n d . When the l a n d fi n a l l y was ready f o r planting,

Mr. Brewer plowed the fi e l d w i t h mules.
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The Brewers r e c e i v e d a y e a r l y l o an from FSA o f fi c i a l s t o p l a n t

t h e i r crops and O p e r a t e t h e i r farm. How much they obtained depended

on the fa rm p l a n tha t was devised each y e a r f o r them by one of the

farm s p e c i a l i s t s . Most y e a r s , t he loan was f o r about $400 d o l l a r s ,

A t fi r s t , the Brewers r a i s e d p o t a t o e s and co rn and l a t e r p l a n t e d a

few acres o f c o t t o n , a l l under t he s u p e r v i s i o n o f t h e fa rm

s p e c i a l i s t .

Dur ing the summer, Mrs. Brewer s p e n t hour a f t e r hour canning

v e g e t a b l e s from t h e i r g a r d e n . The canned v e g e t a b l e s were saved f o r

t h e winters. " I canned f o u r to fi v e hundred q u a r t j a r s about every

y e a r , " she l a t e r said.3 Mrs. Brewer was m y s t i fi e d t h a t t h e home

econom is t a t t h e p r o j e c t gave cann ing lessons to the f a rm women,

"They wanted to t each us th ings we already knew how to d o , " she wou ld

l a t e r s a y . "Sometimes they a c t e d l i k e we d i d n ' t know any th ing ."4
The w in t e r s were c o l d on t h e moun ta i n . The w i n t e r o f 1940 was

the worse. Snow and i c e cove red t he g r o u n d f rom January to

mid-February and t h e roads up a n d down the mounta in were impassable.

The roads were s o s l i c k t h a t a c a t e r p i l l a r t r a c t o r had t o p u l l

vehicles up the mountain. Few p e o p l e , inc lud ing the Brewers, owned

automobiles anyway. In t h e w i n t e r of 1940 Cumberland Mountain

v i r t u a l l y was shut o f f f r om t h e world. The res iden ts o n l y c o n t a c t

w i t h t h e o u t s i d e wo r l d were r a d i o broadcasts,
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The Brewers' l i v e s were f u l l and demanding. They had l i t t l e

t i m e t o a t t e n d such e v e n t s a s the square dances h e l d o n Fr iday

n i g h t s , or t he movies t ha t were sometimes shown at t he p r o j e c t

school . They d i d know a few of t h e music ians and t o o k p r i d e in t h e i r

p e r f o rm a n c e f o r t he President and Mrs. Roosevelt in Washington.” The

Brewers knew almost everyone at the p r o j e c t . Years l a t e r , when asked

about c e r t a i n indiv iduals who were there , M r . Brewer migh t r e c a l l :

"Yes. I remember h i n . He had epilepsy and he wou ld go i n t o s o r t of

a daze. I remember sometimes he wou ld be plowing in h i s fi e l d and he

wou ld f o r g e t what he was do ing and he would j u s t be s tand ing the re

and h i s mule would j u s t b e go i n g a round i n c i r c l e s . I would t a l k t o

h im a n d a f t e r awhile he ' d g e t o v e r i t and he ' d ca tch h i s mu le and go

back t o p lowing. " ® The Brewers knew many p r o j e c t p a r t i c i p a n t s from

t h e i r involvement in t h e B a p t i s t Church they a t t e n d e d each Sunday.

The church ad jo ined the p r o j e c t . The Brewers were what o t h e r p r o j e c t

members would describe as "good neighbors"--people who worked h a r d

and we re devoted to t h e i r chi ldren. They were the t y p e of f am i l y f o r

wh ich s u c h a p r o j e c t as Sky l i n e Farms was intended. As p r o j e c t

p a r t i c i p a n t s t hey eage r l y p u r s u e d the Sky l ine Dream.
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Chapte r  9

The Years Refo re t h e F a l l

D e s p i t e the problems o c c u r r i n g a t S k y l i n e Farms, t h e FSA

c o n t i n u e d t o develop t h e p r o j e c t , and b y t h e l a t e 1930s and e a r l y

1940s, t h e s t r u c t u r e of t h e community was establ ished. Farmers

worked t h e i r l a n d under t h e s u p e r v i s i o n o f t h e p r o j e c t fa rm

s p e c i a l i s t s . Famil ies bought supp l i es a t the commissary and ch i l d ren

a t tended t h e commmnity schoo l . S o c i a l a c t i v i t i e s c o n t i n u e d a t t h e

p r o j e c t . The S k y l i n e Farms Band r e g u l a r l y pe r f o rmed a n d played f o r

s q u a r e dances a t t h e community schoo l , o r a t t h e p l a t f o r m e s p e c i a l l y

b u i l t f o r t h e square dancers n e a r t h e commissary. A basebal l ‑

was skgaiieed a n d p layed a g a i n s t teams f rom t o w n s and communi t ies

throughout t h e a r e a . The baseba l l t e a m was a g r e a t source of p r i d e

to t h e communi ty. A r t s a n d c r a f t s programs w e r e conducted f o r

c h i l d r e n a n d adul ts at t h e community s c h o o l . Important ly, a f a c t o r y,

b u i l t b y t h e g o v e r n m e n t , was operating a n d p r o v i d e d jobs f o r t h e

community.

B y t h e summer o f 1940 t h e FSA r e p o r t e d t h a t a t o t a l o f 155

u n i t s h a d been completed a t S k y l i n e Farms a n d t w e n t y - s i x more u n i t s

w e r e planned.1 The FSA s t a t e d t h a t by August of 1940 lease and

p u r c h a s e c o n t r a c t s had been g i v e n t o t h i r t y - t w o farmers a t the

2 ‘
project. These "lease a n d purchase" c o n t r a c t s w e r e e s s e n t i a l l y

p r o m i s e s o f f u t u r e s a l e s . The a g r e e m e n t s were o n l y between t h e

farmer a n d t h e FSA, w h i c h s t i l l h e l d t i t l e t o p r o p e r t y . Under t h e
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"lease a n d pu r chase p r o cedu r e " a s e t p r i c e f o r the p r o j e c t u n i t was

s e t , a n d once t h e farmer had p a i d twenty-five p e r c e n t of t h a t va lue ,

h e wou ld r ece i ve a q u i t c l a i m deed t o t h e property. The farmer t h e n

ag reed to pay o f f t h e rema in i ng debt ove r f o r t y y e a r s a t t h ree

p e r c e n t interest.4 According to the FSA r e p o r t , t h e Sky l i ne Farms

u n i t s f o r which t h e p r o j e c t farmers ob ta ined t h e “lease and purchase"

c on t r a c t s v a r i e d i n s i z e f rom 56 t o 124 aces and had an average

a s s e s sme n t p r i c e o f $2,662.° The average annua l p a y m e n t o f fami l ies

came to $129.78 p e r mon th , excluding t a x e s and insurance.© None of
these "lease and pu rchase " c o n t r a c t s we re l e g a l l y reco rded in p r o ba t e

and no t i t l e s were g r a n t e d to any of t he farm fami l ies. Even a f t e r a

“lease and p u r c h a s e " c o n t r a c t was s i g n e d , t h e FSA h e l d n e a r comple te

c o n t r o l o v e r t h e p r o p e r t y .

According to the FSA r e p o r t , another ninety-five famil ies

r e n t e d farm u n i t s from the FSA, b u t d i d n o t have "lease and purchase

contracts,"*/ These fami l ies had farms averag ing about f o r t y ac res .

The i r a n n u a l cash r e n t was f rom $40 t o $150.8 I n a c t u a l i t y , the re

was n o t a g r e a t dea l o f d i f f e rence between those farmers who had t h e

"lease a n d p u r c h a s e " c o n t r a c t s and those who were r e n t i n g . Nei ther

had l e g a l t i t l e and no deeds had been p r oba t e d t o anyone. Bo t h

groups we r e e s s e n t i a l l y " t r i a l " farmers and the FSA was t o decide

whether or n o t 1eaNedEt. in e i t h e r ca t ego r y would beg i v e n t h e

chance to buy t h e i r u n i t s .
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Many of the farmers were now confused by t h e procedure th rough

wh i ch t h e y we re t o a c q u i r e l e g a l t i t l e . They had been t o l d they

cou ld homestead t h e i r l a n d . Then, they s a i d , they were t o l d t hey

c o u l d pu rchase t h e l a n d th rough i n - k i n d work . Now the re was a new

p r o c e d u r e - - t h e “lease and purchase" c o n t r a c t . The m a t t e r o f i n - k i n d

work was reso lved when t h e FSA g i v e each f am i l y a lump sum of money

(abou t $300) t o c ompensa t e them f o r t h e i r p r e v i o u s work. One o f t h e

fa rme rs l a t e r s t a t e d t h a t t h e p r o j e c t manage r, H a r r y Ross , had n o t

wanted t h e farmers to be p a i d in t h i s manner, f o r by the l a t e 1930s

h e r e a l i z e d t h e o n l y way t h e y c o u l d o b t a i n t h e i r u n i t s was t h r o ugh

i n - k i n d work . The p r o j e c t fa rmer s a i d : "He (Harry Ross) came b a c k

f r om mee t i n g w i t h t h e FSA a f t e r t h e y t o l d h i m about g i v i n g u s t h e one

p a y m e n t , and h e s a i d ' Tha t ' s i t . Nobody i s g o i n g t o b e a b l e t o buy

t h e i r place.'"9 A d d i t i o n a l l y , farmers who had been assigned u n i t s

cou l d n o t work a t o t h e r j o b s . They were t o b e f u l l - t i m e farmers.1 !
I n a d d i t i o n t o t h e f a r m u n i t s a t t h e p r o j e c t , t he re a l so we r e

u l l These were u n i t s f o r those who hade i g h t e en "subsistence u n i t s .

j o b s a t t h e p r o j e c t , s u ch a s t r u c k d r i v e r s o r c a r p e n t e r s , :but d i d n o t

fa rm. These u n i t s c o n s i s t e d o f f r om t w o t o twe l v e a c r e s and r en t ed

f o r $4 to $10 p e r month.!2 Houses a l s o we re p r o v i d e d f o r t e n of the

p r o j e c t p e r s o n n e l , who p a i d mon th l y r e n t ( $10 t o $15 ) t o l i v e i n
.

them.
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By the e a r l y 1940s more than one thousand people l i v e d at t h e

project.!3 Ana c t i v e , t h r i v i n g community had been b u i l t at S k y l i n e
Farms. The p r o j e c t had a commissary, hea l th c l i n i c , schoo l , c e n t r a l

o f fi c e , warehouses, a p o t a t o p r o c e s s i n g f a c i l i t y , f o u r sawmi l l s , a

r o c k q u a r r y, roads, va r i ous sma l l canner ies , and a sy rup p l a n t .

There was a basebal l fi e l d , and a square dance platforn.

Additionally, e l e c t r i c i t y was brought to the p r o j e c t in 1939, and t he

p r o j e c t p a r t i c i p a n t s , u s u a l l y th rough loans a t t h e commissary, began

t o p u r c h a s e r e f r i g e r a t o r s and r a d i o s . Although t h e work a t the

p r o j e c t was ha rd , c e r t a i n l y t h e q u a l i t y o f l i f e f o r t h e p a r t i c i p a n t s

had improved and a s t r u c t u r a l l y wel l -organized community had been

c r e a t e d f r om t h e moun ta i n wilderness.

I n the l a t e 1930s and e a r l y 1940s the m o s t s i g n i fi c a n t

a d d i t i o n t o t h e p r o j e c t was a hos ie ry m i l l . The hosiery m i l l was one

o f the m o s t i n te res t ing a s p e c t s o f t he e n t i r e p r o j e c t . I t had

o r i g i n a t e d when RAo f fi c i a l s r e a l i z e d t h a t in mo s t r u r a l resett lement

communi t ies a g r e a t e r economic base was needed than j u s t a g r i c u l t u r e .

Consequently, these o f fi c i a l s became in te res ted in secu r ing sma l l

i n dus t r i e s f o r t h e r u r a l resett lement communities. Bu t there had

been g r e a t o p p o s i t i o n i n Congress t o t h i s i dea , because i t was

contended t h a t federa l funds shou ld n o t b e used b y a g o v e r n m e n t

agency to d i r e c t l y subsidize i n d u s t r y. T h i s , in t he opponents ’

minds, wou ld be soc ia l i sm. A c t i n g on t h i s Congressional p e r s p e c t i v e ,

t h e U . S . Comp t r o l l e r Genera l had re fused t o a l l ow t h e RA t o u s e
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g o v e r n m e n t funds f o r i n d u s t r i a l g rowth in t h e r u r a l rese t t lement

commnities.!4 However, in t h e summer of 1937 t he FSA o f fi c i a l s

found a way t o c i r c umven t t h i s b a r r i e r : c oope r a t i v e assoc i a t i o n s

made u p o f p a r t i c i p a n t s a t t h e p r o j e c t s we r e o r gan i zed . Then the

FSA, now i n charge o f t h e p r o j e c t s , made loans d i r e c t l y t o t he

c o o p e r a t i v e s t o b u i l d i n d u s t r y .!> The U . S . Comptroller Gene ra l

approved t h i s approach , and t h e FSA cou ld expand t h e economic base o f

s e v e r a l o f i t s commmi t i es th rough i n d u s t r i a l g rowth .

On June 21 , 1937, M. L. W i l son , t h e Undersecretary of

A g r i c u l t u r e , announced t h a t l o a n a g r e eme n t s had been made t o

seve ra l r u r a l r e se t t l emen t community cooperatives. These

i n d u s t r i a l e n t e r p r i s e s i nc l uded : a wood dimension m i l l a t Ty g a r t

Va l l e y ; a t r a c t o r assembly p l a n t at Arthurdale; a p a n t s f a c t o r y at

Westmoreland; and ho s i e r y m i l l s at Cumberland Homesteads, Penderlea

Homesteads, Bankhead Farms, Red House, and Sky l i ne Farms. 1? As bad l y

needed as t h e econom i c g r ow t h m i g h t have been , t h e dec i s i on by RA/FSA

t o b u i l d i n d u s t r y a t t h e r e s e t t l eme n t communit ies opened u p new

avenues o f c r i t i c i s m . A l l e g a t i o n s o f “communism o r "socialism"

i n c r ea sed a s g o v e r n m e n t agenc i e s en t e r ed i n t o what many saw a s a

taboo a r e a : t h e p r i v a t e i n d u s t r i a l economy.

To RA/FSA o f fi c i a l s , however, add ing i n d u s t r y t o t h e r u r a l

communi t ies was necessary to c r e a t e a s o l i d economic base f o r t he
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p r o j e c t s . Ha r r y Ross expressed t h i s p o i n t o f v i e w when i n a 1939

i n t e r v i e w h e stated: "Land he re i s l i m i t e d , and un less some

l i v e l i h o o d i s p r o v i d e d f o r t h e c h i l d r e n a s they come o f a g e , t hey

w i l l d r i f t i n t o teen -age ma r r i a g e w i t h the choice o f g o i n g back to

share-cropping or crowding i n t o t h e c i t i e s . If o u r e x pe r imen t is to

a t t em p t t o g e t t o t h e bo t tom o f t h e prob lem i n t h e Sou th , i t was

necessary f o r us to seek a combination of a g r i c u l t u r e and

i n d u s t r y .""18 Sk y l i n e Farms thus became one o f t he fi r s t

r e se t t l emen t communities na t ionwide t o be i n c l uded i n t h e

c o n t r o v e r s i a l i n d u s t r i a l e x p a n s i o n p l a n .

A t Sky l i n e Farms a n i n d u s t r i a l c o o p e r a t i v e was c r e a t e d . Th is

o r g a n i z a t i o n was i nco rpo ra ted August 1 , 1938, and was named t h e

S k y l i n e I n d u s t r i a l Company. 19 As s t a t e d in the incorpora t ion papers,
t h e pu r p o se s o f t h e S k y l i n e I n d u s t r i a l Company were t o : " . . .

c a r r y on any l a w f u l a g r i c u l t u r a l , mercantile, m i n i n g manufac tu r ing ,

mechanical o r b u i l d i n g bus iness , i n c l ud i ng t h e c o n s t r u c t i o n ,

equipment and o p e r a t i o n o f s t o r e s , b u i l d i n g s , p l a n t s , m i l l s , g i n s ,

warehouses, f a c t o r i e s , i ndus t r i e s , and o t h e r improvements and

f a c i l i t i e s o r any o t h e r e n t e r p r i s e s o r a c t i v i t i e s o f any k i n d , " 2 9

The company, a t l e a s t t echn i ca l l y, was owned by one hundred

members o f t he Sk y l i n e Farms p r o j e c t . These members, n o more t han.
o n e p e r f am i l y , subscr ibed to s t o c k in t h e company at $10 p e r

21s h a r e , A board o f d i r e c t o r s was chosen t h a t cons i s t ed o f p r o j e c t

p a r t i c i p a n t s Bus t e r Has t i ngs , M . L . Lands , W . D . Holsanback, Osca r
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Penn ing ton , and W. M. Holman. W i t h t h i s coope ra t i ve i nco rpo ra t ed ,

t he FSA aow had t h e mechanism through which t o i n i t i a t e i n d u s t r i a l

expans i on a t S k y l i n e Farms.

The Dexda le Hos ie ry M i l l of Lansda le , Pennsylvania was t he

second i n g r e d i e n t i n t h i s FSA i n d u s t r i a l expans ion e f f o r t . I n

September of 1937 t h e Dexda le Company reached an a g r e e m e n t w i t h t he

FSA to o p e r a t e and -manage fi v e s i l k - t h r ow i ng and hos ie ry m i l l s a t

r e s e t t l emen t communi t ies , i n c l u d i n g o n e a t S k y l i n e Farms. Accord ing

t o t h i s a g r e em e n t , t he FSA would, through the c o o p e r a t i v e s , b u i l d and

e q u i p t h e p l a n t s and Dexdale wou ld o p e r a t e them. In r e t u r n , Dexdale

wou ld r e c e i v e a sha re o f t h e annua l e a r n i n g s , b u t g o t no gua ran t eed

fee.22
To o p e r a t e i n Alabama, Dexdale o f fi c i a l s , t o o , h a d t o fi l e

i n c o r p o r a t i o n pape r s and d i d s o August 4 , 1938, naming t h e i r

c o r p o r a t i o n the S k y l i n e Manufactur ing Company, I n c . 23 The pu rposes

of t h i s company we re to "manufacture, k n i t , p r o c e s s , d i s t r i b u t e , b u y,

s e l l a n d gene r a l l y d e a l i n h o s i e r y, k n i t t e d wear and t e x t i l e s o f

e v e r y k i n d , t y p e , m a t e r i a l and de s c r i p t i o n . . 124 t h e company was

owned byt h r e e Dexdale o f fi c i a l s - - L udw i g Schierenbeck, A r t h u r P a u l ,

and E m i l J. Be rge r. The Sk y l i n e Manufactur ing Company began bus iness

w i t h $25,000, t h e am o u n t o f c a p i t o l s t o c k purchased by t h e t h r e e

Pennsy l van i a men.
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Dexdale and the shyitee Manufacturing Company then formed an

o p e r a t i n g company t o s u p e r v i s e t h e c o n s t r u c t i o n and o p e r a t i o n o f t h e

p l a n t .26 The assoc ia t i on and Dexdale each subscr ibed to $50,000 o f

s t o c k i n t h e ope ra t i ng company, w i t h Dexdale owning ma j o r i t y c o n t r o l

at 51 percent.2/ Dexdale was then g i v e n a forty-five y e a r lease on
t h e p l a n t and equipment and was to pay r e n t a l s on t h e p l a n t to cover

p a y m e n t s to t h e g o v e r n m e n t , p l u s a l l t a x e s , t h e c o s t of maintenance,
and dep r e c i a t i o n and insurance.28

In exp la in ing why Dexda le was chosen to manage and o p e r a t e t h e

p l a n t , FSA o f fi c i a l s n o t e d t h a t Dexdale a l ready had an establ ished

o u t l e t f o r i t s p r oduc t s and en joyed a good r e p u t a t i o n f o r p r o d u c t i o n

and merchandis ing. 2? The FSA, e v e r s e n s i t i v e to c r i t i c i s m of

i n t r u s i o n i n t o the p r i v a t e economy, a l s o n o t e d t h a t t he p l a n t was a

new i n d u s t r y, and therefore wou ld n o t t ake away f rom any indus t r i es

l o c a l l y .39 Furthermore, FSA o f fi c i a l s s a i d , Dexdale had assured them

t h a t t h e Sk y l i n e Farms p l a n t wou l d n o t a f f e c t i t s o p e r a t i o n i n

Lansdale, and t h a t e s t ab l i s h i ng new m i l l s on g o v e r n m e n t p r o j e c t s was

n o t h i n g mo re than a no rma l expans ion of t h e company's opérations.>2
In 1938 t h e FSA made a l o a n of $490,000 to t h e Sky l i n e

I ndus t r i a l Company t o c o n s t r u c t t h e p l a n t and pu r chase o p e r a t i n g

equ ipmen t . O f t h i s , $139,700 was f o r t h e purchase o f t h e f a c t o r y

s i t e and t he en o f t he f a c t o r y, i n c l ud i ng a l l p e r m a n e n t

32fi x t u r e s . Another $248,000 was f o r t h e pu r chase o f t h e m i l l

k n i t t i n g and throwing equ ipmen t . 22 The l o a n made to t h e S k y l i n e
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I n d u s t r i a l Company was t o b e r e p a i d o v e r a f o r t y year p e r i o d a t t h r e e

p e r c e n t i n t e r e s t w i t h p r i n c i p a l payments d e f e r r e d f o r t h e fi r s t t h r e e

y e a r s and t h e i n t e r e s t amort ized o v e r t h e l a s t t h i r t y - s e v e n years.>4
I n c o n s t r u c t i n g the p l a n t , t h e FSA s e t p o l i c y wh ich attempted

t o p r o v i d e jobs f o r p r o j e c t p a r t i c i p a n t s . Max E g l o f f o f t h e FSA

L a b o r R e l a t i o n s D i v i s i o n s t a t e d t h a t p r o j e c t p a r t i c i p a n t s w e r e t o b e

g i v e n p r e f e r e n c e in h i r i n g f o r construction.2> B u t E g l o f f n o t e d t h a t

t h e r e w o u l d n o t b e many j o b s a t t h e p l a n t f o r w h i c h t h e p a r t i c i p a n t s

wou ld b e s u i t e d , such a s common l a b o r , c a r p e n t r y , o r c o n c r e t e w o r k e r .

M o s t w o r k , h e n o t e d , w o u l d b e done b y s k i l l e d u n i o n l a b o r e r s . ° °

However, h e s a i d t h a t Labor R e l a t i o n s d i d a n t i c i p a t e t h a t some

"homesteaders" c o u l d be employed in some c a p a c i t y , i n c l u d i n g t h e

f o l l o w i n g : common l a b o r and watchmen ( t h i r t y - fi v e c e n t s p e r h o u r ) ;

r o u g h c a r p e n t e r s and p a i n t e r s ( fi f t y - fi v e c e n t s p e r h o u r ) ; r o o f e r s ,

b r i c k l a y e r s ' h e l p e r s , and t r u c k d r i v e r s ( fi f t y c e n t s p e r h o u r ) ;

c o n c r e t e workers ( fi f t y c e n t s p e r h o u r ) ; a n d c o n c r e t e m i x o p e r a t o r s

( f o r t y - fi v e c e n t s p e r hou r ) .2/ Some j o b s , t h e n , were c r e a t e d f o r

p r o j e c t p a r t i c i p a n t s d u r i n g t h e c o n s t r u c t i o n phase o f t h e h o s i e r y

m i l l . However, t h e jobs were a v a i l a b l e o n l y t o f a m i l y members o f the

f a r m e r s , o r t o those l i v i n g i n t h e s u b s i s t e n c e houses. A s n o t e d

p r e v i o u s l y , t h e farmers themselves w e r e expected t o devote a l l t h e i r

e f f o r t s t o t h e i r fa rming a c t i v i t i e s , and c o u l d n o t b e employed i n any

o t h e r  c a p a c i t y .
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The p l a n t wen t i n t o o p e r a t i o n o n September 11 , 1939, and

p r o d u c e d women's hosiery. Although t h e r e w a s n o b i n d i n g a g r e e m e n t

between Dexdale and t h e FSA on t h i s , S k y l i n e Farms fami l ies were

g i v e n p r e f e r e n c e f o r work a t t h e hosiery m i l l . S ince many o f t h e

p r o j e c t res idents d i d n o t know how to o p e r a t e the p l a n t equ ipment , a

number o f them wen t i n s m a l l groups f o r t r a i n i n g t o t h e Dexdale

headquarters in Lansdale, Pennsylvania. When they r e t u r n e d , they

i ns t r uc ted o t h e r p r o j e c t p a r t i c i p a n t s how t o o p e r a t e t h e p l a n t

equipment. 28

I n i t i a l l y , approximately f o r t y p e o p l e w e r e h i r e d at t h e p l a n t

at an average monthly wage of $74.50.39 The monthly p a y at t h e p l a n t

ranged f rom $40 p e r month f o r a p p r e n t i c e workers t o $120 p e r month

f o r e x p e r i e n c e d workers,4 0 B y March o f 1941 t h e p l a n t had expanded

to o n e hundred and twelve employees, m o s t of whom were young peop le

from t h e p r o j e c t farm f a m i l i e s , a l though o t h e r s l i v e d i n t h e

“subsistence u n i t s " on t h e p r o j e c t , a n d some w e r e even heads of
fami l ies on farm u n i t s which d i d n o t have enough acreage to be

s u c c e s s f u l operat ions,4 ! The income from t h e p l a n t p e r m i t t e d the

p r o j e c t fami l ies to supplement t h e i r e a r n i n g s and elevate t h e i r

S tandard of l i v i n g . E,. S, Morgan w r o t e : "Probably t h e reason the

income f rom o u r m i l l has m e a n t somuch to o u r families is because t h e

standards of l i v i n g were former ly so l o w t h a t even a sa la ry of

$40.00. . . means more to these people than a much l a r g e r s a l a r y
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would mean to peop le l i v i n g i n sec t i ons where l i v i n g expenses a r e

higher."42 Morgan n o t e d t h a t o f t e n workers used t h e i r wages to b u y

f o o d , c l o t h i n g and medica l supp l i es f o r t h e e n t i r e f a m i l y .43
B e c a u s e of t h e success of t h e h o s i e r y m i l l in supplementing t h e

i n c o m e s o f t h e p r o j e c t p a r t i c i p a n t s , t h e a m o u n t o f FSA l o a n s t o

f a m i l i e s at t h e p r o j e c t decreased by $7,000 to $8,000 f r o m 1939 to

1940.44 At fi r s t , the h o s i e r y m i l l seemed to be the added economic

boos t t h e p r o j e c t needed t o p u t t h e p a r t i c i p a n t s o n a s t a b l e

fi n a n c i a l foundat ion . B u t t h e r e would be problems to deve lop .

B y the e a r l y 1940s, t h e r e a g a i n were m a j o r changes o c c u r r i n g a t

S k y l i n e Farms. F i r s t , H a r r y Ross gave u p h i s p o s i t i o n a s p r o j e c t

m a n a g e r. R o s s was s h i f t e d to another FSA pro ject - -Cahaba, n e a r

B i rm ingham. From a l l a c c o u n t s t h e change was a m u t u a l agreement

be tween Ross and the FSA. Ross h a d se rved as p r o j e c t manager f o r

more than fi v e v e r y demanding y e a r s . The p e t i t i o n s igned by t h e

S k y l i n e Farms p a r t i c i p a n t s i n w h i c h they accused Ross o f d i v e r s i o n o f

l a b o r a n d f u n d s , n o d o u b t , was a b l o w t o h i m , a l t h o u g h the FSA

comp le te l y h a d exonerated h i m o f 2 7 7 - * * tons. A u d i t r e p o r t s in

‘ e s show n o i n d i c a t i o n o f

ked w i t h h i m , was

J e r  D da‘ ~ e ~ 1 S _ ‐ _ 7 F l o w e r s , a

~ j o s e “ a ~ > s ‐ _>> ‐ : i t s e n t i r e t y , s t a t e d :

= z s e e e i yP e e s n gt h a th edid. H e
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oe ye



204

t r e a t e d e v e r y one w i t h d i g n i t y . I never s aw any th i ng t h a t wasn't o n

t he u p and u p w i t h H a r r y Ross . H e was a l e a d e r . H e came f r om the

s t e e l m i l l s . H ewas tough. Bu t h e was always f a i r t o a l l who worked

t h e r e . "46 Mrs . Flowers added t h a t a s a " l e a d e r , " Ross would

accompl ish whatever he s e t o u t to d o . She no t ed t h a t he had l i t t l e

u s e o f bookkeep ing and b u r e a u c r a c y, b u t t he r e we re o t h e r personnel a t

t he p r o j e c t who were met i cu lous and beyond reproach in h a n d l i n g the

p r o j e c t ' s paperwork. 47

A f t e r be i ng t rans fe r red to the Cahaba P r o j e c t , Ross soon l e f t

t h e FSA. F o r a t ime he worked f o r t h e Corps o f Eng i nee r s , t r a v e l i n g

e x t e n s i v e l y t o i n s p e c t f a c i l i t i e s f o r them. 48 L a t e r , h e wen t i n t o

bus iness f o r h i m s e l f , and sometimes worked f o r p r i v a t e manu f a c t u r i n g

companies. 4 ? Whatever f r u s t r a t i o n Ross exper ienced a t t h e p r o j e c t

seemed to have been tempered by t h e yea r s . H i s n i e c e , Ms. M a r i l y n

Hancock , r e c a l l e d t h a t Ross and h i s w i f e , B e l l e G u t h r i e Ross , “had

v e r y f o n d memories of t h e i r t i m e at S k y l i n e Farms."°9 The Ross’

k e p t a Cokesbury Hymnal t h e y had used at S k y l i n e Farms as a memento

f r om t h e i r y e a r s there.>! In h i s l a t e r y e a r s , Ross en te r t a i ned h i s

f a m i l y w i t h s t o r i e s abou t h i s expe r i ences a t t h e p r o j e c t . Ross d i e d

i n 1971 and h i s w i f e d i ed e i g h t years l a t e r . “He was a good man,"

o n e o f t h e p r o j e c t p a r t i c i p a n t s , Dav id C lay Pa r ad i s e , s a i d years

l a t e r . paveated s t a t e d : "I remember one t i m e how he gave a l l t he

men who were work ing ou tdoo rs c o a t s when we were abou t to f r e e z e to

d e a t h d u r i n g t he w i n t e r . H e s a i d , ‘ I w a n t y o u a l l t o come i n he r e , '



205

and wewe n t in to h i s o f fi c e and he gave each one of us a coat."">2
To ma n y, H a r r y Ross was the S k y l i n e Farms p r o j e c t . H i s depar ture

s i g n a l e d a g r e a t change.

The FSA chose Thomas C. “Tommy" Dav id to r e p l a c e Ross as

p r o j e c t manager. David was a young , we l l - r e spec ted a dm i n i s t r a t o r

f r o m Geo r g i a . P r i o r t o j o i n i n g t h e FSA, Dav id had c o - w r i t t e n a book

w i t h Ra lph M cG i l l o n educa t i ona l and a g r i c u l t u r a l p r a c t i c e s i n

S c a n d i n a v i a . M c G i l l was j u s t s t a r t i n g h i s newspaper career when he

was se lec ted f o r a f e l l o w s h i p f r om the Rosenwald Fund t o s u ppo r t t h e

s t u d y . Dav i d and M cG i l l r o d e b i c y c l e s t h r oughou t t he Scandinavian

c o u n t r i e s and observed fi r s t - h a n d a g r i c u l t u r a l p r a c t i c e s and l i f e i n

t hese countries.°> S i n c e t h e Sk y l i n e Farms p r o j e c t was s t r u g g l i n g

fi n a n c i a l l y m a i n l y because o f a g r i c u l t u r a l p rob l ems , t h e FSA hoped

t h a t Dav id m i gh t r e v i t a l i z e t h e p r o j e c t w i t h h i s knowledge o f

S cand i n a v i a n a g r i c u l t u r a l p r a c t i c e s . F rom a l l a c c oun t s , Dav id t o o k a

mo re a dm i n i s t r a t i v e t h a n pe rsona l approach t o t h e p r o j e c t t h a n had

Ross , a l t h o ugh David was respec ted and w e l l - l i k e d b y the p r o j e c t

p a r t i c i p a n t s .

A t t h e n a t i o n a l l e v e l , ano the r change t o o k p l a c e i n 1940 when

W i l l A l e xande r r e s i gned as FSA d i r e c t o r t o become v i ce - p r e s i den t o f

t h e Rosenwald Fund. A l e xande r, Edwin Embree, and Char les Johnson had

been suppor ted fi n a n c i a l l y b y t he Rosenwald Fund when they w r o t e The

Collapse of C o t t o n Tenancy, a work wh ich h a d helped b r i n g t h e p l i g h t

o f t h e Sou t he r n t e n a n t f a rme r i n t o n a t i o n a l f o c u s , 2 ? I r o n i c a l l y ,
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upon h i s r e s i g na t i o n f rom FSA, Alexander w e n t t o work f o r t h e

oxgenieatren t h a t had through i t s fi n an c i a l s u p p o r t helped c a l l

a t t e n t i o n t o t he p r ob l em o f fa rm tenancy.

By 1940 Alexander, a man of i d e a s and v i s i o n , was ready to

l eave g o v e r n m e n t work. He, l i k e Ross, had n e v e r been comfortable in

t h e f e de r a l bureaucracy and l a t e r wou l d s a y : "I n e v e r l i k e d the

housekeeping in the Department of A g r i c u l t u r e . I l i k e to t a l k t h i n g s

o v e r and t r y t o see where w e g o n e x t . I t seemed l o g i c a l f o r m e t o

leave Farm Secur i t y and go to t h e Rosenwald Fund."”
A f t e r leav ing FSA, Alexander became mo r e a c t i v e in e f f o r t s to

so l ve American r a c i a l p rob lems. Du r i ng World War I I , he se r ved as a

s p e c i a l consu l tan t to t h e O f fi c e of War In format ion on d i s p e l l i n g

what some considered p o t e n t i a l l y dangerous r a c i a l rumors t h a t

c i r c u l a t e d i n t h e c o u n t r y .>6 Fo l l ow i ng World War I I a n d u n t i l h i s

death in 1956, Alexander he lped e s t a b l i s h b i r a c i a l committees in a

number of American c i t i e s .

C a l v i n Benham (C. B . ) Baldwin was chosen to r e p l a c e W i l l

Alexander as the FSA d i r e c t o r . Ba l dw i n , l i k e Alexander, had been o n e

of t h e fi r s t administrators Rex Tugwe l l had chosen f o r RA.’ Baldwin

had been an RAass i s t a n t administrator and con t i n ued in t h a t c a p a c i t y

in t h e FSA under Alexander. Baldwin's emergence ashead of t h e FSA

b rough t about no dramatic ‐ i n t h e o v e r a l l goa l s and d i r ec t i on

of t h e o r g a n i z a t i o n , f o r phi losophical ly he was in l i n e w i t h Tu gwe l l ,

Alexander, and o t h e r New Dea l t h i n ke r s as f a r as s o c i a l p o l i c y was
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c o n c e r n e d , I t would b e Baldwin who wou ld b e asked t o defend t h i s

s o c i a l p o l i c y a n d the FSA programs in 1942 and 1943 when some members

o f Congress intensely and re len t less ly a t t acked the o r g a n i z a t i o n ,

By the e a r l y 1940s, the p l a n to r a i s e c o t t o n as t h e economic

foundation o f the p r o j e c t s t i l l had n o t m a t e r i a l i z e d , Some c o t t o n

was r a i s e d , b u t t h e "new ground ' a t t h e p r o j e c t was p r o v i n g d i f fi c u l t

f o r g r ow i n g c o t t o n . The g r ound had n o t been worked enough t o have

the p r o p e r s o i l mix tures needed f o r c o t t o n to flou r i sh . Moreover,

t h e c o o l a i r on t he moun ta i n caused t h e farmers t o delay p l an t i n g the

c o t t o n u n t i l l a t e s p r i n g . I n t h e summer and e a r l y f a l l , t h e c o o l

n i g h t a i r on the moun ta i n caused t h e c o t t o n to develop slowly.

U s u a l l y , t h e c o t t o n b o l l s wou ld n o t open u n t i l l a t e i n t o t h e f a l l .

When t he b o l l s opened t h i s l a t e in t h e season, e a r l y f r o s t o f t e n

s t a i n e d the c o t t o n , r e s u l t i n g i n a low-grade q u a l i t y and

subs tan t i a l l y reducing the co t ton ' s market value.>8
S ince by the e a r l y 1940s it had become obvious t h a t c o t t o n was

n o t t h e money crop o n which t h e p r o j e c t c o u l d depend, o t h e r crops

we r e developed. I n p a r t i c u l a r , p r o j e c t o f fi c i a l s t u r n e d t o p roduc ing

p o t a t o e s . Potatoes grew w e l l i n t he sandy loam s o i l o f t h e p r o j e c t

farms and t he r a i n f a l l and c l imate o f the moun ta i n were we l l -su i ted

f o r t h e c r o p . "We used t o b e ab le t o j u s t scoop p o t a t o e s u p f rom t h e

g r o u n d w i t h o u r hands, " one p r o j e c t p a r t i c i p a n t l a t e r recalled.°?
Po t a t o h o t beds, a p r o ce s s i n g p l a n t , and c u r i n g b u i l d i n g were b u i l t

o n t h e p r o j e c t t o maximize t h e c r op ' s p o t e n t i a l . Farmers r a i s e d
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I r i s h p o t a t o e s and Pue r t o R i c a n swee t p o t a t o e s , and soon p r o j e c t

managers were ma r ke t i n g "S k y l i n e Farms Brand" p o t a t o e s th roughou t t h e

Sou theas t . (See Photograph, Fa rme r s Un load P o t a t o e s , p. 209 . ) The

p o t a t o e s , marketed th rough t h e Farms Cooperat ive A s s o c i a t i o n , were

s o l d a s f a r away a s Ch i cago , I l l i n o i s , and C i n c i n n a t i , Oh io , where

they w e r e shipped b y t r a i n . A d d i t i o n a l l y , potatoes were t rucked t o

s t o r e s i n A t l a n t a , Geo r g i a , and Birmingham and H u n t s v i l l e , Alabama.

D e s p i t e t h e farmers' success i n r a i s i n g p o t a t o e s , t he c r o p

n e v e r became h i g h l y p r o fi t a b l e f o r the f a rme r s because o f a l ow

marke t p r i c e . P o t a t o p r i c e s had increased d r am a t i c a l l y i n 1936--the

yea r t h e Paras ware b e i n g prepared at Sky l i ne Fa rms . Howeve r, t h e

market p r i c e o f p o t a t o e s dropped j u s t a s d r am a t i c a l l y i n 1937. (See

Ta b l e I I , p . 210 . ) F o r t h e yea rs 1937, 1938, 1939, 1940, and 1941,

p o t a t o p r i c e s f e l l t o r e c o r d l ow s i n Alabama, a v e r a g i n g 9 5 c e n t s p e r

hundred pounds these yea r s . D u r i n g t h i s fi v e - y e a r p e r i o d , a t ime

t h a t was c r i t i c a l t o t h e success o f the p r o j e c t , p o t a t o market p r i c e s

we re l o w e r than they had been i n Alabama d u r i n g any fi v e - y e a r p e r i o d

s i n c e 1910. The low ma r ke t p r i c e s were due t o s imp l e supp ly and

demand economics : more t o n s of p o t a t o e s were produced in Alabama

d u r i n g t h i s p e r i o d than e v e r b e f o r e , and s i n c e the supp ly was h i g h ,

t h e ma r ke t demand was l o w , r e s u l t i n g i n depressed p r i c e s . (See Tab le

I I , p . 2 1 0 . )
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Ta b l e  I I
P o t a t o P r i c e s in Alabama: 1934-1949

Ye a r To t a l Produc t ion : P e r P r i c e P e r
Thousands 100 Weight 100 Weight

1934 1,897 .90
1935 1,683 95
1936 1,827 2.17
1937 2,397 85
1938 2,565 ~92
1939 2,851 1.00
1940 2,632 1.08
1941 3,370 93
1942 2,371 1.50
1943 2,876 2¢59
1944 1,879 2.03
1945 2,926 2.95
1946 2,754 2.43
1947 1 , 9 11 2.17
1948 2,054 2.85
1949 1,867 3.00

S o u r c e : Department o f A g r i c u l t u r a l Economics and R u r a l S o c i o l o g y,
Auburn U n i v e r s i t y , 100 Ye a r s : Alabama Crop, L i v e s t o c k and Income
D a t a , A g r i c u l t u r a l Exper iment S t a t i o n , Auburn U n i v e r s i t y , Auburn, A l .
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E l t o n Kennamer, t he purchas ing a g e n t a t the p r o j e c t , l a t e r

r e c a l l e d what happened when t h e market f o r p o t a t o e s co l l apsed : "We'd

pack those p o t a t o e s and take them down to Scottsboro and load them in

a r e f r i g e r a t e d c a r ( t r a i n ) and send them t o C inc i nna t i . They'd g e t

up t h e r e , and they had been sending up so many f r om o v e r t he

Southeast . . . t h e market was flooded and no o n e wou l d b u y o u r

p o t a t o e s . They wou ld j u s t s i t the re u n t i l t hey s t a r t e d r o t t e n i n g . .

- W eg o t one b roke r t o take a c a r t h a t had been s i t t i n g o n the t r a c k

s e v e r a l days . H e took a c a r j u s t f o r the f r e i g h t . S o w e l o s t a l l

t h e p o t a t o e s and t h e c o s t o f p roduc ing them and packaging t hem . . .

That p r o ved a b i g l o ss . . . and a l o t ( o f f a rm p a r t i c i p a n t s )

w e n t i n t o debt."60
Po ta t oes , t h e n , had n o t become t h e money crop to r e p l a c e c o t t o n

a s t h e a g r i c u l t u r a l l i f e b l o o d o f t h e p r o j e c t . Farmers suc cess f u l l y

r a i s e d p o t a t o e s , b u t cou l d n o t s e l l them f o r enough t o buy t h e i r

u n i t s . By t h e e a r l y 1940s, t he p r o j e c t had s t a b i l i z e d economica l ly

and t h e FSA was f o r c ed t o c on t i n ue t o l o a n farmers money. A t t h e end

of ea ch y e a r , farmers had no p r o fi t s w i t h which to pay on t h e i r

u n i t s . They we r e go ing f u r t h e r and f u r t h e r i n d e b t , a s they had done

as t e n a n t farmers. Only t h i s t i m e , t he farmers owed the f e d e r a l

g o v e r n m e n t , i n s t e a d o f p r i v a t e landowners and bus i nesses ,

Co t t on and p o t a t o e s were stressed a s the money c rops a t S k y l i n e

Farms, b u t o t h e r c r ops a l s o we r e r a i s e d . Farmers grew c o r n , mo s t l y

f o r f e d f o r t h e i r l i v es t ock . They a l s o e xpe r imen t e d w i t h “ t r uck farm
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c rops , " such a s p e a s , cabbage, c a r r o t s , and t oma t o e s . These c r o p s

we r e u s e d by t h e p r o j e c t pavexegents themse lves , or sometimes s o l d

at s t r e e t markets in nearby c i t i e s . To b e t t e r u t i l i z e t hese

vege t ab l e s , i n 1938 each f a rm fam i l y was p rov ided w i t h pressure

cooke r s f o r cann i ng and gene ra l u s e . Vege tab l e s and f r u i t s were

canned f o r t h e w i n t e r months and s o o n f am i l i e s we r e ave r ag i ng cann i ng

fi v e hund red q u a r t s a y e a r . Some suga r cane was r a i s e d on t h e

p r o j e c t t o make s y r u p and a sma l l p l a n t was b u i l t t o p r o ce s s t he

s y r u p . App le t r e e s a l s o were p l an ted : i t was b e l i e v e d t h e c o o l

c l i ma t e o f t h e moun ta i n would h e l p y i e l d a b o u n t i f u l app le c r o p . The

app le t r e e s i n t i m e were p r o d u c t i v e , b u t m o s t S k y l i n e Farms f a m i l i e s

w e r e gone be f o r e t h e s low-matur ing t r e e s bore f r u i t .

P r o j e c t farmers a l s o r a i s e d hogs, p i g s , and ch ickens . A t

fi r s t , t h e y r a i s e d t h i s l i v e s t o c k f o r t h e i r own u s e , b u t l a t e r some

l i v e s t o c k was s o l d commerc ia l l y. (See Photograph, Ch i l d r e n Observe

L i v e s t o c k Ope ra t i on , p . 213 . ) Some f a m i l i e s f o r a t i m e r a i s ed

b r o i l e r s wh i c h were s o l d f o r t he e a r l y s p r i n g ma r ke t . However, t h e

l i v e s t o c k o pe r a t i o n s were o n such a sma l l s c a l e , and market p r i c e s

u s u a l l y we r e s o l o w , t h a t l i t t l e income was der i ved f r o m these

e f f o r t s .

I n t h e e a r l y days o f t h e p r o j e c t , some o x e n w e r e used t o work

t h e f a rms , b u t soon a f t e rwa rd p r o j e c t o f fi c i a l s p rov i ded mules f o r

t h e fa rmers as workstock. The o x e n had been u s e f u l in d r a gg i n g huge

l o g s f r om t he f o r e s t a f t e r t r e e s we re c u t , b u t t h e mules proved more
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a g i l e i n p l ow i ng t h e "new ground" on t he moun ta i n . John Vand i ve r,

one of t h e f a rm managemen t specialists at t h e p r o j e c t , r e c a l l s buying

mules f o r t h e p r o j e c t i n Sco t t sboro , Alabama, and Winchester,

Tennessee. ©! Vandiver remembers buy i ng t w o hundred mules f o r t h e

p r o j e c t o v e r a t w o y ea r p e r i o d . A f t e r i d e n t i f y i n g t he age o f some

mules t h a t he was buy ing , he r e c a l l s b e i n g t o l d by a mule- t rader t h a t

“ y o u ' r e t he fi r s t g o v e r n m e n t man t h a t I e v e r saw t h a t knew about

mules.""©2 H i s t r i c k in buy i ng mu les , Vandiver s a i d , was t h a t he knew

t h a t mules shed t h e i r corner t o o t h when they a r e fi v e y ea r s o l d , and

t h a t o n e w i t h o u t t h e t o o t h was a n o l d e r mule .

Each farm fam i l y r e c e i v e d one or t w o mules, depending on t h e

s i z e of t h e i r farm. The c o s t of t he mu les was charged to t h e

fa rmer 's a c c o u n t to be r e p a i d w i t h money made f rom the crops and

l i v e s t o c k . P r o j e c t o f fi c i a l s formed an a s s o c i a t i o n f o r farmers t h a t

p r o v i d e d f o r v e t e r i n a r i a n se rv i ces f o r t h e mules and o t h e r l i v e s t o c k ,

charg ing members $5 per y e a r . A farmer wou l d r e p o r t a p rob lem, then

t h e fa rm managemen t s p e c i a l i s t s and p r o j e c t d i r e c t o r decided i f t h e

ve t e r i na r i an ' s s e r v i c e s we r e needed,°3 Th i s t y p e ve t e r i na r i an

s e r v i c e was a n i d e a t h a t had been p r oposed b y r u r a l s o c i o l o g i s t s

d u r i n g the 1920s and e a r l y 1930s as a way t h a t farmers m i g h t u s e

c o o p e r a t i v e s t o reduce c o s t s through shar ing expenses .

Every y e a r t h e f a rm s p e c i a l i s t s dev ised a managemen t p l a n f o r

each p r o j e c t fa rmer. The p l a n s p e c i fi e d what t y p e s o f c rops t h e

fa rmer wou l d r a i s e and t h e i r ac reage . I f t h e fa rmer was i n v o l v e d in
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l i v e s t o c k o p e r a t i o n s , t hese p l a n s , t o o , were determined. Based on

the i n d i v i d u a l p l a n s , the FSA then made o p e r a t i n g l o a n s t o t h e

farmers. The l o a n s , u s ua l l y o f $300 t o $400, e s s e n t i a l l y were t h e

s tanda rd r u r a l r e h a b i l i t a t i o n loans the FSA gave t o f a rm f am i l i e s

n a t i o n a l l y . The loans wou l d i n c l u de payments f o r such i t em s a s seed ,

f e r t i l i z e r , l i v e s t o c k f e e d , and o t h e r f a rm ing expenses. The l o a n s

were a l l c r e d i t e d t o the farmers a c c o u n t and were t o b e repa i d a t the

end o f t h e y e a r based o n income f r om s e l l i n g the c r o p s . I n a d d i t i o n

to t h e l o a n s , t he FSA made d i r e c t money g r a n t s to the farmers t h a t

d i d n o t have t o b e r epa i d . 4 These g r a n t s we re d i s t r i b u t e d a t t h e

discretion of the p r o j e c t manager and the farm managemen t

s p e c i a l i s t s , and u sua l l y wou l d b e w r i t t e n i n t o t h e yea r l y f a rm p l a n ,

a l t hough t h e y, t o o , sometimes were d i s t r i b u t e d d u r i n g t h e yea r f o r

v a r i o u s emergenc ies a f a rm f am i l y m i g h t e xpe r i e n ce . These g r a n t s

were p r o v i d e d t o f a rm f am i l i e s t o c o ve r fi n a n c i a l s h o r t f a l l s t h a t

o c c u r r e d d u r i n g t he y e a r .

The g r a n t s a l s o served as a k i n d of bonus to t h e farmers as an

i n c e n t i v e f o r ha rd work and f o r h a v i n g a coope r a t i v e a t t i t u d e . These

p a y m e n t s , ave rag ing about $20 each , a l s o we r e a p a r t o f t h e FSA

n a t i o n a l g r a n t p rog ram and b y 1943 g r a n t s had been g i v e n t o some

500,000 d e s t i t u t e f a rm f am i l i e s f o r such purposes as subs is tence

needs , m e d i c a l c a r e , h o s p i t a l i z a t i o n , p a r t i c i p a t i o n i n h e a l t h

a s s o c i a t i o n s , s a n i t a r y f a c i l i t i e s , and househo ld equipment. ° >
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I n l o o k i n g back , c e r t a i n l y p r o j e c t o f fi c i a l s made a

r e s o u r c e f u l , imag i n a t i v e ettort t o make t h e sma l l p r o j e c t farms a s

p r o d u c t i v e a s poss i b l e . Farm s p e c i a l i s t s , wo rk ing w i t h FSA adv i so rs

and o f fi c i a l s f rom Alabama's l and -g r an t c o l l e g e , Alabama Po ly techn ic

I n s t i t u t e (now Auburn Un i v e r s i t y ) , a pp l i e d what were t h en modern-day

a g r i c u l t u r a l techniques a t t h e p r o j e c t , and t hey experimented w i t h

many d i f f e r e n t c rops . De sp i t e t h i s , p r o j e c t o f fi c i a l s c o u l d n e v e r

compensa te f o r t he u n a n t i c i p a t e d l o s s i n what was t o b e t h e p r o j e c t ' s

money c r o p - - c o t t o n . Income from o t h e r f a r m ope r a t i o n s were m i n im a l ,

as t hey we re at t he t i m e f o r o t h e r Amer ican fa rmers .

De s p i t e t h e economic problems e x p e r i e n c e d a t t h e p r o j e c t , o t he r

a s p e c t s of t h e community c on t i n u ed to deve lop , acco rd ing to RA/FSA

p l a n s . Ch i l d r en a t t e nded the Sky l i n e Farms schoo l . A t empo r a r y

s c h o o l had been b u i l t when the p r o j e c t fi r s t opened. Desks and

c h a i r s were fashioned o u t of t r e e s tumps and t h e rooms: were hea ted

d u r i n g t h e w i n t e r t i m e by c o a l b u r n i n g s t o v e s . (See Photograph,

Ch i l d r e n a t Schoo l , p . 2 1 7 . ) A new schoo l b u i l d i n g opened i n 1938.

The new s c h o o l b u i l d i n g was the p r i d e of t h e community: i t was

c o n s t r u c t e d o u t o f n a t i v e sands tone rock f rom Cumberland Mounta in .

Dogwood t r e e s were p l a n t e d around the b u i l d i n g , based o n landscape

a r c h i t e c t W . H . Kessler 's p l a n and des ign . 6 The schoo l c o n s i s t e d o f

e l e v e n classrooms and an audi tor ium. When the new schoo l opened f o r

i t s fi r s t f u l l y e a r , some 420 s tuden t s e n r o l l e d , r e s u l t i n g i n a n
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average of 47 s tuden t s p e r classroom.°’ The Jackson County School

Sys tem fu rn i shed the t eache r s , b u t received f e d e r a l funds to o f f s e t

t h e i r s a l a r i e s and the expense o f o p e r a t i n g t h e schoo l . © 8

S ince t h e schoo l was o n a f e d e r a l p r o j e c t , i t opera ted somewhat

d i f f e r e n t l y t h a n d i d a r e a schoo ls . A t fi r s t t eache r s t a ugh t o n a n

i n d i v i d u a l i z e d b a s i s , depending o n t h e s tudent ' s l e v e l and n o t t h e i r

a g e .©? Us i n g t h i s approach , a t e n - y e a r - o l d s t uden t m igh t b e i n t h e

same c l a s s w i t h an e i gh t een - yea r - o l d . D u r i n g t h e 1960s and 1970s,

t h i s t y p e o f i n d i v i d u a l i z e d i n s t r u c t i o n became popu l a r i n Amer ican

educa t ion d u r i n g .

As f a r as teach ing methods we re concerned, t h e s c hoo l s y s t em at

t h e p r o j e c t was ahead o f i t s t ime i n o t h e r ways . P r o j e c t o f fi c i a l s

r e j e c t e d t h e t r a d i t i o n a l A , B , C , D , F s y s t em o f g r ad i n g , and i n s t e a d

used a g r a d i n g s y s t em t h a t was a n i n v e n t o r y o f each ch i l d ' s p r o g r e s s

based o n t h e i r t e s t e d l e v e l o f a b i l i t y . P r o j e c t o f fi c i a l s be l i eved

the t r a d i t i o n a l s ys t em o f g r ad i ng "d id n o t d o t h e c h i l d j u s t i c e when

t h e ph i l o sophy back o f such a s y s t e m r a t e d o r graded each c h i l d

a c c o r d i n g t o h i s s tand ing compared t o t h e b e s t member o f t h e

class."/9 t h e g rad ing s y s t e m at t h e S k y l i n e Farms s c hoo l r e fl e c t s

how t h e c o o p e r a t i v e a t t i t u d e t h a t was b e i n g f o s t e r e d a t t h e p r o j e c t

had s p i l l e d i n t o t h e educa t i ona l s y s t em .

L a t e r , t h e s choo l o f fi c i a l s t u r n e d t o age - g r oup i ng o f s t uden t s :

a l l twe l ve and t h i r t een - yea r - o l d s were i n a c lassroom, o r a l l seven

and e i g h t - y e a r - o l d s , f o r example. P r o j e c t o f fi c i a l s f e l t t h a t
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age - g r o up i n g benefi t e d t h e s tudents s o c i a l l y and emo t i o na l l y. A t t h e

same t i m e , s t u den t s s t i l l r ece i ved ‘aanwtaualawea i n s t r u c t i o n w i t h i n

t h e i r age group . / !

An advantage f o r t h e schoo l was t h a t s i n c e it was f ede ra l l y

suppo r t ed , i t was b e t t e r financed than m o s t a r e a schoo ls . Because o f

i t s r e l a t i v e a f fl u e n c e , t h e schoo l was t h e on l y one i n Alabama t h a t

t augh t home economics and a g r i c u l t u r e t o j u n i o r h i g h schoo l

students./ 2 Students i n t he Vo c a t i o n a l Educat ion Program a t t he

s c h o o l we re t a u g h t s k i l l s by work ing on va r i ous p r o j e c t j o b s . One

yea r s tuden ts b u i l t ch icken b r oode r s and p o u l t r y houses and

c o n s t r u c t e d wagon beds and f u r n i t u r e f o r p r o j e c t homes.7 3
The schoo l a l s o h a d the advantage of hav i ng the s e r v i c e s of t h e

v a r i o u s e d u c a t i o n a l and c u l t u r a l workers w i t h FSA's Spec i a l S k i l l s

D i v i s i o n and the Reg i o na l Educat ion and T r a i n i n g D i v i s i o n . Few

schoo ls i n Alabama, o r Amer ica f o r t h a t m a t t e r , had such i n d i v i d u a l s

a s Ma r g a r e t Va l i a n t , N i c h o l a s R a y, o r Bascom Lu n s f o r d work ing w i t h

t h e i r s t u d e n t s . T h i s r e s u l t e d i n some h i g h l y c r e a t i v e schoo l

p r og r ams and p r o j e c t s . (See Photograph, C i r c u s Parade at Schoo l , p .

2 2 0 . ) Teache rs a t the schoo l a l s o were a s s i s t e d by a consu l t an t who

came on ce a month f r om Florence S t a t e Teacher's Co l l ege (now t h e

U n i v e r s i t y o f No r t h Alabama.) The consu l t an t observed teachers i n

t h e c lassroom then m e t with them to d i s c u s s methods t h a t m i gh t be

used t o improve i n s t r u c t i o n r e l a t i n g t o p r o g r e s s i v e educa t ion

ideas,/4
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Another advantage was t h a t t h e Sky l i n e School was open more

weeks p e r y e a r than mo s t schools in t he a r e a and in Alabama at t he

t i m e . Due t o a l a c k o f f u nd i n g , many a r e a schools were open on l y

fi v e months p e r y e a r . However, o n e y e a r t he Sky l i n e School was open

e leven months as teachers worked to ca t c h s tudents up on sub j e c t s

t h e y had m issed f rom p r e v i o u s years.’ P r o j e c t p a r e n t s we re r e q u i r e d

t o see t o i t t h a t t h e i r c h i l d r en at tended schoo l . Pa ren t s were t o l d

t h a t i f t h e y d i d n o t send t h e i r c h i l d r e n t o s c h o o l , t h e y would b e

expe l l e d f r om the p r o j e c t .

D u r i n g the fi r s t y e a r s o f t h e p r o j e c t , t h e schoo l p r o v i d e d a n

o p p o r t u n i t y f o r many o f t h e c h i l d r e n t o a t t e n d schoo l f o r t he fi r s t

t i m e . Many p r o j e c t c h i l d r e n had f a l l e n b e h i n d educat ional ly. S t i l l

o t h e r s had n o t a t tended schoo l because of the economic hardships of

t h e i r f am i l i e s , o r s imp ly because t he r e had been no t r a d i t i o n o f

f o rma l educa t ion w i t h i n t h e i r f am i l i e s in the p a s t . A f t e r a l l ,

c h i l d r e n began work ing a t young ages i n t h e t e n a n t wo r l d and f o r many

o f t hem t h i s depr ived them o f educat ional o p p o r t u n i t i e s , o r l e d them

to b e l i e v e education was unnecessary s i n c e t h e y wou l d be do i ng fa rm

work anyway. As a t o t h e r s choo l s , when they d i d beg i n t o a t t e n d

s c h o o l , t h e students were sometimes r e l u c t a n t and d e fi a n t . One of

t h e t e a c h e r s , Agee S t r i c k l a n d , would l a t e r r e c a l l :

"Many o f t h e k i d s had ne v e r been in schoo l t o any e x t e n t and

they d i d n ' t always t a ke k i n d l y t o i t . I had a c l a s s o f

t h i r t e e n and fourteen~year-olds. I remember t h a t t h e r e w e r e
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these b i g mounta in acorns t h a t used to be o u t t h e r e , and t h e

boys wou ld g e t them before schoo l Oeduiiting recess , and s t u f f

them in t h e i r p o c k e t s . When they g o t back in the classroon,

e ve r y t ime I would t u r n my back , one o f them would t a ke one o f

those acorns o u t o f h i s p o c k e t , and throw i t a g a i n s t t h e w a l l .

When the acorn would h i t t he w a l l , it sounded l i k e a g u n go ing

o f f . I fi n a l l y caught one o f the boys doing i t and gave him a

p r e t t y good padd l ing , al though the g o v e r n m e n t s a i d w e weren't

S u p p o s e t o whip t he k i d s . A f t e r t h a t , t h e boys a l l emp t i e d o u t

t h e i r p o c k e t s dur ing recess. There were these l i t t l e p i l e s o f

‘acorns a l l in the schoolyard."/6
St r i ck land worked a t t h e schoo l f o r o n l y a s ho r t t ime and then became

a p r i n c i p a l a t another Jackson County school nea r h i s home. H e s a i d

t h a t d u r i n g the few months h e was a t t he p r o j e c t , h e c o u l d see the

ch i ld ren making progress educationally. // A f t e r a few y e a r s ,

a t t e nd i ng schoo l became a norma l p a r t o f community l i f e f o r t h e

ch i ld ren at Sky l ine Farms, and they d i d s o , as chi ldren would in any

o t h e r community.

The school i t s e l f soon became the p r o j e c t ' s s o c i a l c e n t e r .

Various mee t i ngs , programs, and a c t i v i t i e s were he l d a t t he schoo l ,

i nc lud ing the 1939 sess i on in which Herbert Ha lpe r t recorded t h e

Sky l i ne Farms a The popu la r i t y o f the schoo l , therefore,

caused even more of a b low to t h e community when t h e schoo l caugh t

fi r e and burned i n January o f 1941. The fi r e occu r r ed a t n i g h t wh i l e
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t h e s c h o o l was c losed f o r t h e 1940 Chr i s tmas ho l i d a y s . A s c a r l e t

f e v e r o u t b r e a k had delayed t h e r e - o p e n i n g o f the schoo l i n e a r l y

January .’8 Rumors s w i r l e d through t h e community about t h e o r i g i n of

t h e fi r e . Some res i den t s contended t he fi r e had been s e t b y l abo re r s

who ‐ t o c r e a t e new c o n s t r u c t i o n j o b s f o r themselves b y bu r n i n g

t h e b u i l d i n g soit would have to berebuilt./? O t he r s s a i d t h e fi r e

was s e t by some r e l i g i o u s fundamenta l i s ts who were d isp leased t h a t

o f fi c i a l s we r e p e rm i t t i n g square dances t o b e h e l d a t t h e school.8 °
S t i l l o t h e r s contended t h a t i t was s e t by i n t r u d e r s who had s t a r t e d

fi r e s i n t h e b u i l d i n g t o keep warm d u r i n g t he c o l d w i n t e r n i g h t .81
Des p i t e t he rumors , no case o f a r s o n was ever subs tan t i a t ed and

p r o j e c t o f fi c i a l s conc luded t h a t t he fi r e had s t a r t e d a c c i d e n t a l l y .

A f t e r t he fi r e , s tuden ts resumed schoo l i n whatever b u i l d i n g s

we re a v a i l a b l e a t t h e p r o j e c t . C lasses we re h e l d i n t he sma l l

churches n e a r the p r o j e c t , and some even were conducted in t he p o t a t o

sheds. The FSA r e b u i l t t he schoo l i n t h e same s t y l e and m a t e r i a l s a s

t h e o r i g i n a l a nd w i t h i n t w o y e a r s t he s t u d e n t s were back i n a new

b u i l d i n g . The educa t i ona l o p p o r t u n i t i e s p r o v i d ed f o r t h e c h i l d r e n o f

t h e p r o j e c t a t t h e schoo l m o s t c e r t a i n l y he lped many o f them break

f r e e o f t h e cyc l e o f f a r m t e n an c y p o v e r t y t h a t had t rapped t h e i r

p a r e n t s . The l ong - t e rm e f f e c t s o f t h i s educa t i on were subs t an t i a l .

I n a d d i t i o n t o p r o v i d i n g educa t i o na l o p p o r t u n i t i e s a t S k y l i n e

Farms, R Aand FSA o f fi c i a l s a t tempted t o improve t h e h e a l t h s tandards

o f t h e p r o j e c t p a r t i c i p a n t s . Inadequate h e a l t h c a r e , o f cou r se , had
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been a p e r s i s t e n t problem f o r Amer ican t e n a n t farmers t h r o ugh the

y e a r s . P r o j e c t l e a d e r s and t h e FSA a t tacked t h e health ca r e problem

th rough p r e v e n t i v e techniques and b y o r g a n i z i n g a h e a l t h c a r e

a s soc i a t i o n .

The p r e v e n t i v e techniques i n c l u d i n g g i v i n g a l l t h e f a rm

f am i l i e s b a s i c medica l examinat ions.®2 A d d i t i o n a l l y , c h i l d r e n were

g i v e n med i ca l examinations at t h e schoo l and they we re i n o c u l a t e d f o r

t y p ho i d , smal lpox , and diphtheria. 83 Medica l problems i d e n t i fi e d in
these examinat ions we re t r e a t e d . A d d i t i o n a l l y , o n e y e a r some th ree

hundred c h i l d r e n were t e s t e d f o r i n t e s t i n a l d i so rde r s , and o n e - t h i r d

t e s t e d positive, i n c l u d i n g cases of hookworm, trachomas, and

ascaris.°4 These cases were t r e a t e d . P reven t i ve medic ine was

s t r e s s e d through p r e n a t a l and p o s t n a t a l c l i n i c s t h a t we r e h e l d f o r

e x p e c t a n t mothers and f o r t hose j u s t hav ing g i v e n b i r t h . 8 ° “Well

baby" c l i n i c s were conducted each month and at which bab ies we re

measu r ed , weighed, and the mother g i v e n adv i ce about r a i s i n g a

h e a l t h y baby. 2 6 I n y e t a n o t h e r a r e a , t h a t o f h e a l t h c a r e , i t i s

a g a i n a p p a r e n t t h a t t h e FSA and p r o j e c t o f fi c i a l s were ahead o f t h e i r

t i m e i n s t r e s s i n g p r e v e n t i v e medic ine .

P r o j e c t o f fi c i a l s a t t emp ted t o c o n t r o l f o r t he spread o f

d isease through weekly i n s pe c t i o n s o f t h e d r i n k i n g w a t e r a t t h e

schoo1.87 Homes and a l l o u t - b u i l d i n g s a l s o were i n spec t ed weekly f o r

p r ob l ems w i t h sanitation. 88 P r o j e c t o f fi c i a l s , RA, and FSA pe r s onne l

we re c e r t a i n l y s e n s i t i v e t o t h e h e a l t h needs o f t h e p a r t i c i p a n t s and
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conce rned w i t h t h e i r we l fa re . A t t h e same t i m e , they a l s o were aware

o f how bad t h e p u b l i c i t y would b e i f a n ep idemic did o c c u r a t one o f

t h e rese t t l emen t communit ies. Th i s a t t i t u d e i s r e fl e c t e d i n an

i n t e r - o f fi c e memorandum s e n t b y F rank Schm i t t , t h e d i r e c t o r o f t h e R A

Const ruc t ion D i v i s i o n , t o t h e coord inator o f c o n s t r u c t i o n , C o l .

P h i l i p B . F lem ing , conce rn ing w e l l c o r r e c t i o n work a t S k y l i n e Farms.

Schmi t t w r o t e t h a t the w e l l wo rk needed to be done because " . . . a

n i c e ep idem ic o f cho le ra up t he r e wou ld be aw f u l l y h a r d to e x p l a i n i f

w e d i d g e t some leaky cas i ngs ."89 O f fi c i a l s were aware t h a t t h e

reset t lement communi t ies had enough c r i t i c s w i t h o u t c r e a t i n g any more

by an ipiideniic which c o u l d have been p r e v en t e d .

P r o f e s s i o na l h e a l t h c a r e was p r o v i d ed a t a c l i n i c t h a t was

b u i l t a t the p r o j e c t . A t fi r s t a phy s i c i a n was ava i l a b l e a t the

c l i n i c f u l l - t i m e , b u t l a t e r p h y s i c i a n c a r e was p r o v i d e d on l y o n a

p a r t - t i m e b a s i s . A n u r s e was a va i l a b l e a t t he p r o j e c t a t a l l t i m e s .

The Hea l t h Clinic was one of f ou r t een b u i l t in t h e RA/FSA communi t ies

th roughou t t h e U n i t e d S t a t e s . F o r many p a r t i c i p a n t s a t t h e p r o j e c t ,

t h i s was t h e fi r s t t i m e t hey had acces s t o t r a i n e d med i c a l p e r s onne l .

Espec i a l l y i m p o r t a n t was t h a t phys i c i ans a t t ended the b i r t h o f

c h i l d r e n a t t h e p r o j e c t . Tommy Da v i d , t he p r o j e c t manager, r e p o r t e d

t h a t t h i s was an example in j u s t how f a r t h e p r o j e c t had come in

Lupeourtie h e a l t h c a r e , f o r p r i o r to l i v i n g at S k y l i n e Farms,

u n t r a i n e d midwives and f am i l y members t y p i c a l l y had a t tended t o t he

mothe r and c h i l d du r i ng birth. 29 O f fi c i a l s worked w i t h phys i c i ans
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from Sco t t sbo ro to p rov ide med i ca l c a r e a t t h e p r o j e c t . A f t e r t h e

f u l l - t i m e phys i c i an had l e f t t h e p r o j e c t , t he r e were occas i ons d u r i n g

t h e snow-bound w i n t e r months when the on -du t y ph y s i c i a n wou ld be

brough t u p the moun ta i n b y a t r a c t o r o r b u l l d o z e r t o p r o v i d e med ica l

s e r v i c e s du r i n g emergencies.?!
Impo r t a n t l y, a h e a l t h c a r e associat ion/cooperat ive was

o r gan i z ed f o r t h e p r o j e c t p a r t i c i p a n t s a t Sky l i n e Farms. The RA/FSA

o r g an i z e d o t h e r such hea l t h ca re associations/cooperatives at

rese t t l emen t communities. These h e a l t h c a r e

associat ions/cooperat ives we re predecessors to p repa i d g r oup h e a l t h

insurance p l ans and Hea l t h Maintenance Organ i za t i ons (HMO's). The

RA/FSA r o l e i n e s t a b l i s h i n g these h e a l t h c o o p e r a t i v e smarked t h e

fi r s t t ime t h a t t h e g o v e r nme n t had suppo r ted g r o u p medicine.?* At
S k y l i n e Farms, p a r t i c i p a n t s p a i d a y e a r l y f e e t h a t covered h e a l t h

ca r e expenses f o r themselves and t h e i r f a m i l i e s .

Accord ing to a 1943 a u d i t o f t h e p r o j e c t , t h e month ly f ee

charged members was $25 p e r f am i l y. Records of t h e a u d i t show t h a t

t h e r e we re one hundredand one f am i l i e s be long ing to t h e

association/cooperative and t ha t t h e administrator/bookkeeper f o r t h e

p r o g r am was t h e p r o j e c t n u r s e , M r s . Mary Sharp Barkley.?° S i n ce

f am i l i e s a t t h e p r o j e c t we re l a r g e , t h e c o s t p e r p e r s o n was

approx ima te l y $3.50 a y e a r . Once ha v i n g p a i d t h e membership dues f o r

t h e associat ion/cooperat ive, a l l m e d i c a l expenses , i n c l u d i n g d e n t a l ,

w e r e p r o v i d e d . N o doub t , t h i s access t o med i c a l c a r e improved t h e
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l i v e s o f t h e p r o j e c t p a r t i c i p a n t s , many o f whom had been w i t hou t

med i c a l c a r e p r e v i o u s l y. Tommy Dav i d i n a n activities r e p o r t s t a t e d :

“Dur ing t h e w i n t e r months we had an unusua l l y l a r g e amoun t o f

s i c kness and t h e funds s e t a s i d e f o r o u r H e a l t h A s s o c i a t i o n have been

practically exhausted, b u t even w i t h t h i s c o n d i t i o n p r e v a i l i n g , o u r

f am i l i e s a r e i n much b e t t e r c o n d i t i o n than they we re fo rmer ly ."94
David a l s o noted t h a t many o f the S k y l i n e Farms p a r t i c i p a n t s

w e r e g e t t i n g t o t h e age where more med ica l a t t e n t i o n was r equ i r e d ,

and t h i s had p u t a s t r a i n o n t h e fi n a n c e s o f t h e H e a l t h

Association. 2” Th is fi n a n c i a l s t r a i n o c c u r r e d even though t he H e a l t h

Association was subs i d i zed with funds f r om t h e RA/FSA. Desp i t e

fi n a n c i a l p rob lems , p r o j e c t o f fi c i a l s d i d d e l i v e r h e a l t h c a r e t o

p r o j e c t p a r t i c i p a n t s and encouraged p r e v e n t i v e medicine i n a n e r a

b e f o r e such an approach was w i d e l y known. Imp r o v i n g t h e o v e r a l l

q u a l i t y o f t h e p r o j e c t pa r t i c i pan t s " h e a l t h was no sma l l

accompl ishment .

The success o f t h e Hea l t h A s s o c i a t i o n a t Sky l i n e Farms was

m i r r o r e d i n o t h e r s i m i l a r p rog rams e s t a b l i s h e d b y t h e RA and Fsa. 2 6

In some a r e a s , h e a l t h c a r e was p rov ided on a coun t y -w ide b a s i s f o r

r e h a b i l i t a t i o n c l i e n t s , who would r e c e i v e med i c a l c a r e f rom

c o o p e r a t i n g p h y s i c i a n s . The c o s t o f t h e s e r v i c e s i n these c o u n t i e s

u s u a l l y was l e s s than where a c l i n i c and med i ca l pe rsonne l we re
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p r o v i d e d , such as a t S k y l i n e Farms. Mos t r u r a l phys i c i ans were

w i l l i n g t o wo r k w i t h these p rog rams , because they were assu red o f a

f ee or r e g u l a r salary.?/
As f o r o t h e r a s p e c t s of t h e communi ty, t h e r e was a p o l i c e

o f fi c e r a t t he p r o j e c t . Ye t t he r e was n o j a i l . From a l l a c c o u n t s a

j a i l wou ld have been unne ce s sa r y. I n t h e RA/FSA records there i s n o

i n d i c a t i o n o f m a j o r , se r i ous c r ime oc cu r r i n g a t Sky l i ne Farms. The

m o s t p e r s i s t e n t p rob lem seemed t o have been a l c o h o l abuse. When i t

came t o a l c o ho l , t h e a t t i t u d e o f t h e p r o j e c t p a r t i c i p a n t s was

d i v i d e d , a s i t was among memberso f t he Southern t e n a n t s u b c u l t u r e

elsewhere. On t h e one hand , t he r e l i g i o u s fundamenta l i s ts considered

drunkenness to be o n e of t h e wo r s e s i n s . Indeed , t he condemnation of

a l c o ho l l e f t no p l a ce in t h e fundamental ists ' m i n d f o r moderate u s e .

To them, a n y u se o f a l c o ho l was s i n f u l . Many o f t h e p r o j e c t

p a r t i c i p a n t s , d oub t l e s s , ma i n t a i n e d t h i s a t t i t u d e .

On t h e o t h e r hand, making a l c o h o l , or moonshining as i t was

c a l l e d , was a subcu l t u r a l t r a d i t i o n among Sou t he r n t e n a n t s . This
c r a f t was something t h a t h a d been passed down t h r ough the ‘ gene r a t i o n s

and in some cases extended as f a r back as Sco t - ‐ I r i sh a n c e s t o r s .

Consequen t l y, some o f t h e p r o j e c t p a r t i c i p a n t s no doub t a pp r e c i a t e d

good , wel l -made w h i t e wh iskey, or moonshine. P r o j e c t Manager H a r r y

Ross n o t e d : "These peop le have been used to moonshine l i q u o r a l l
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t h e i r l i v e s . When t h e i r j o b s began u p he re , they came t o work w i t h

bo t t les of i t , j u s t as if it had been a p a r t of t h e i r lunches. I had

to dosome t a l l t a l k i n g to g e t them o u t of t h a t habit."98
Since i t was so iso la ted , Cumberland Mountain t rad i t i ona l l y had

been a location where moonshining o p e r a t i o n s ex i s t ed . Some

moonshining a c t i v i t y cont inued as t h e Sk y l i n e Farms p r o j e c t

developed. John Vandiver r e c a l l e d leav ing t h e p r o j e c t one day to

check t imber on t h e mounta in . He and a co-worker, he s a i d , came upon

aman l i v i n g w i t h h i s f am i l y i n a s m a l l house i n t h e middle o f the

f o r e s t . The man had n o v i s i b l e means o f s u p p o r t . H e advised

Vandiver t ha t “ i t would be bes t if he didn't come around t h i s p a r t of

t h e mountain."99 The man, Vandiver assumed, was a "Lookout" f o r

others who we re ope ra t i ng s t i l l s in t he mountain's i so la ted coves and

hollows. A lcoho l , then , was ava i lab le to those l i v i n g a t t h e

p r o j e c t .

Those p r o j e c t p a r t i c i p a n t s g u i l t y o f p u b l i c in tox icat ion were

r e q u i r e d t o d o community s e r v i c e work a s p u n i s hmen t . A l l p r o j e c t

p a r t i c i p a n t s we r e r e q u i r e d t o s i g n con t r ac t s which, among many o the r

p r o v i s i o n s , s t a t e d they wou ld n o t u s e any intoxicants t o excess. I f

they pe r s i s t e n t l y broke t h a t a g r e em e n t , they wou ld be expe l l e d f rom

the p r o j e c t . Because of t h e i r muRhoRLey, p r o j e c t o f fi c i a l s at

S k y l i n e Farms needed perhaps l e s s pedaes f o r c e than i n s i m i l a r

communities of t h e same s i z e . The o f fi c i a l s had an u l t ima te method

o f s o c i a l c o n t r o l : they c o u l d s imply f o r ce peop l e n o t ab id ing b y t h e
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p r o j e c t r u l e s to leave . Unquestionably, cases of a l c o ho l abuse d i d

occur at t h e p r o j e c t , as wou ld be expected f rom t h e subcultural
t r a d i t i o n s o f t h e t e n a n t s , and due t o t h e f a c t t h a t p o v e r t y o f t e n

does b r e ed a l coho l and d r ug abuse. Y e t c e r t a i n l y t h i s behavior d i d

n o t character ize the p r o j e c t and in a c t u a l i t y a l c o h o l abuse was

p r obab l y much l e s s ex t en s i v e a t S k y l i n e Farms than i n t h e Southern

t e n a n t subcu l tu ra l wor ld .

As i nd i c a t ed in a t t i t u d e s concern ing a l c oho l , r e l i g i o u s b e l i e f s

were i m p o r t a n t i n t h e l i v e s o f t he Sky l i n e Farms p a r t i c i p a n t s . There

we r e t h r e e m a i n churches t h a t served t h e p r o j e c t . One was at t h e

Sk y l i n e B a p t i s t Church, whose p a s t o r in a l e t t e r to W i l l Alexander,
s t a t e d t h a t s e v e n t y - fi v e p e r c e n t o f t h e p r o j e c t p a r t i c i p a n t s were

100B a p t i s t s . Under Moore's d i r e c t i o n t he B a p t i s t s b u i l t s e v e r a l

s m a l l churches n e a r the p r o j e c t so a church wou ld be access ib le to

a l l peop le , 01 A Pr im i t i ve Ba p t i s t Church was l oca ted ad jacent t o

t h e p r o j e c t . The P r im i t i ve Bap t i s t s tended to be more fundamentalist

in t h e i r r e l i g i o u s philosophy chad mo s t Southern denominations.

Perhaps t h e m o s t i n t e r e s t i n g church t h a t was a c t i v e a t S k y l i n e

Farms was one es tab l i shed by t h e Ep iscopa l ian Church. Th is church a t

S k y l i n e was an o f f s ho t of an Episcopalian miss ion t h a t had been

founded in Jackson County du r i ng t h e 1920s--the House of

Happiness, /92 The House of Happiness M i s s i o n had been founded to

p r o v i d e s o c i a l se r v i ces to p o o r moun ta i n peop le i n the a rea . From

t h i s base , a m i s s i o n on Cumberland Mounta in was established. The
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m i s s i on a l s o p r o v i d ed s o c i a l work se rv i ces t o p a r t i c i p a n t s a t Sky l ine

Farms, b u t s i nce i t was e v a n g e l i c a l i n n a t u r e , officials there a l s o

t r i e d to w i n church members. This e f f o r t was never success fu l ,

however, and t h e miss ion was abandoned s e v e r a l y e a r s a f t e r t h e

S k y l i n e Farms p r o j e c t ended , 103

' Addi t ional ly, p r o j e c t o f fi c i a l s established a nondenominational

Union Church t h a t never a t t r a c t e d many members, o t h e r than t h e

o f fi c i a l s themselves. As no t e d p rev i ous l y, t h i s e f f o r t to secular ize

the p r o j e c t p a r t i c i p a n t s never t o o k ho ld and i n f a c t drew some

c r i t i c i s m t h a t the p r o j e c t o f fi c i a l s were working a g a i n s t

denominational chu r ches , 104
By t h e e a r l y 1940s, the Sky l i ne Farms p r o j e c t was w e l l

established. Farm famil ies had been selected and l a n d c l e a r e d ,

Roads to and w i t h i n t h e community had been b u i l t . There were one

hundred and f o r t y farms in operation, 105 There were one hundred and

e i gh t y - one houses and t h e ‐ was home t o some one thousand

p e o p l e . I n add i t i on t o farmers, there were c a r p e n t e r s , p a i n t e r s ,

t r u c k d r i v e r s , furniture-makers, and blacksmiths. A schoo l had been

b u i l t a nd p r o j e c t ch i ld ren were r e c e i v i n g an education. Health c a r e

was p r o v i d e d . There was a fac tory which p r o v i d e d addi t ional income

to t h e p r o j e c t f am i l i e s , There was a well-stocked community s t o r e

t h a t s e r v ed t h e p r o j e c t part icipants and was managed as a

c o o p e r a t i v e . There was a community band and baseball team, and o the r

s o c i a l and r e c r e a t i o n a l a c t i v i t i e s were a v a i l a b l e , There were



232

churches f o r r e l i g i o u s worship nearby, A l l the p i e c e s t o secure the

P a r t i c i p a n t s ' dream o f owning t h e i r own house and farm seemingly were

in p l a c e . Bu t f o r many of these farm families the dream was about to

t u r n i n t o a n i g h tma r e ,
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Chapter  10

The Project Comes to an End

From t h e Leginning, the Roosevelt Administ rat ion had been

c r i t i c i z e d f o r es tab l i sh ing what some Americans considered to be

e x p e r i m e n t a l aoenan programs . The rese t t l emen t communi t ies , such a s

S k y l i n e Farms, were the l i g h t e n i n g rods t h a t these c r i t i c s s t r u c k .

They contended t h a t the Roosevelt Administ rat ion had overstepped i t s

g o v e r n m e n t a l a u t h o r i t y b y s e t t i n g u p c o o p e r a t i v e s and b y e s t a b l i s h i n g

i n d u s t r i e s which competed w i t h p r i v a t e companies,

These o p p o n e n t s had g o t t e n t h e FSA and the U .S . Department of

A g r i c u l t u r e e n eoncude a s e a r l y a s 1937 t h a t they would n o t e s t a b l i s h

any n e w rese t t l emen t communities. Ye t beyond t h i s a g r e e m e n t , t h e r e

was n o c l e a r g o v e r n m e n t d i r e c t i v e o r p o l i c y c o n c e r n i n g t h e projects.
Consequent ly, t h e FSA c o n t i n u e d to o p e r a t e under T i t l e IV of t h e

Bankhead-Jones Farm Tenant Ac t which au tho r i zed t h e FSA to complete

and manage t h e resett lement comnunities,2
I n 1938 Congress began making a p p r o p r i a t i o n s d i r e c t l y t o t h e

Department o f A g r i c u l t u r e f o r , r u r a l rehab i l i t a t ion . When t h i s

o c c u r r e d , new p o l i c i e s aimed at t h e reset t lement communit ies were

formulated. Most i m p o r t a n t o f these p o l i c i e s was the Congress iona l

d i r e c t i v e t h a t t h e FSA u s e money f o r t h e reset t lement p r o j e c t s o n l y

f o r “ l i q u i d a t i o n and management .""> I n essence Congress was o r d e r i n g

t h e FSA to end t h e p r o j e c t s . However, d i r ec t i ves remained vague and

a t t h i s p o i n t were n o t s t r o n g l y s u p p o r t e d . A s a r e s u l t , t h e FSA made
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no r e a l concer ted e f f o r t t o " l i qu i da te " p r o j e c t s such as Sky l i n e

Farms, and instead cont inued t o e s t a b l i s h c o o p e r a t i v e e e a e

In some cases the FSA even bought add i t iona l land f o r the projects.

Through t h e l a t e 1930s, t he FSA s t i l l had s t r o n g enough s u p p o r t

to i g n o r e the Sutenetfying demands from Congress concern ing the

reset t lement p r o j e c t s . However, s u p p o r t f o r t h e programs

weakened as America became more and more involved in the

in te rna t iona l c o n fl i c t t h a t l e d to t h e Second World War. America was

b r ough t f u l l y i n t o t h a t war w i t h the Japanese a t t a c k on the U .S .

n a v a l base at Pea r l Harbor, Hawaii on December 7, 1941.

America's involvement cy il war e f f ec ted the FSA's

reset t lement p r o j e c t s in seve ra l ways. F i r s t , the w a r s t imulated t h e

American indus t r ia l economy, i n i t i a l l y through t h e U. S . r o l e in

produc ing ma t e r i a l s f o r European a l l i e s , then through t h e g r e a t

i n d u s t r i a l e f f o r t that was needed t o supply t h e American m i l i t a r y

when t h e Un i ted States en t e r ed t h e c o n fl i c t . Jobs were c r ea t e d b y

t h i s i n dus t r i a l boom and the New Deal make-work programs became

increasingly l e ss necessary,
Moreover, America's p reoccupa t i on w i t h t h e war t ook t h e

Roosevelt Administration's focus o f f Southern r u r a l p o v e r t y .

Roosevelt, t o o , would make p o l i t i c a l concess ions, sometimes invo l v i ng

h i s New Dea l s o c i a l programs; to keep t o g e t h e r a p o l i t i c a l c o a l i t i o n

s t r o n g enough to implement h i s w a r p o l i c y . Roosevelt h imsel f s t a t e d

t h a t "Win the War" had become a more a p p r o p r i a t e s logan f o r h i s
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Presidency than "New Deal."4 [¢ t he r e was any p o s i t i v e impact of the

war on t h e resettlement p r o j e c t s , it was t h a t it was hoped that they

c o u l d be used to p roduce food f o r t h e wa r e f f o r t .

As s u p p o r t weakened, c r i t i c s of t h e New Dea l s o c i a l programs

massed an a l l - ou t assau l t to end them. Since these programs were

vulnerable, c r i t i c s o f t e n aimed t h e i r a ssau l t s at t h e resett lement

community p r o j e c t s , hoping in t u r n to undermine the e n t i r e New Deal.”
The reset t lement communities and t h e FSA became the p o i n t s of a t t a c k ,

beginning in Congress in 1941, when the Jo i n t Committee on Reduction

of Nonessential Federal Expenditures was formed. The committee was

chaired b y denser Harry F. Byrd o f V i r g i n i a , a Staunch op p o n e n t o f

t he FSA. The committee in Congress came to be known as t h e By rd

Committee.

Sidney Baldwin i n h i s ana l y s i s o f t h e FSA p o i n t e d o u t that

a l though the Byrd Committee had no more than invest igat ive a u t h o r i t y,

t he committee members r e p r e s e n t e d a n i n fl uen t i a l b i p a r t i s a n group.®

The Byrd Committee, according to Baldwin, focused i t s inves t iga t ion

of “nonessential federa l e x p e n d i t u r e s " on t h e FSA. Wi th on l y a day ' s

n o t i c e to p repa re , C. B. Baldwin, the FSA administrator, was c a l l e d

before t h e committee f o r what amounted to i n t e r r oga t i on . Baldwin was

asked to e x p l a i n administrative expenses and c l a r i f y why the FSA and

the WPA were duplicating services, / Important ly, Baldwin a l g o was

asked to e x p l a i n how the financ ia l o p e r a t i o n s of t h e resettlement

communities, such as Sky l i n e Farns, were administrated, and to convey
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how w e l l FSA loan r e c i p i e n t s were progress ing on repaymen t .8 The

By rd Committee hearings and t h e questioning of Baldwin were the fi r s t

wave of Congressional assau l t s on the FSA and the resettlement

commun i t i es ,

In 1942 the ‐‐ Farm Bureau Federation (AFBF) o f fi c i a l l y

j o i n e d the ranks o f those oppo s e d t o t he FSA. The AFBF r e p r e s e n t e d

t h e " b i g business" s i d e o f American a g r i c u l t u r e and was n o t

S u p p o r t i v e o f FSA programs f o r low-income farmers, espec ia l l y since

these programs were seen ag po t en t i a l l y damaging t o t he f r ee

e n t e r p r i s e s y s t e m . The AFBF opposed t h e FSA s t rong l y enough t o send

S i x detectives to e i g h t Southern S t a t e s to investigate the agency's

activities, concentrat ing on t h e ac t i v i t i e s of the c o o p e r a t i v e

associations and "socialistic" farm p r o j e c t s ,? AFBF o f fic i a l s added

fodder to the Byrd Committee hearings, by having an Alabama p r o b a t e

judge , Robert kK. Greene from Greensboro, t e s t i f y tha t t h e FSA had

p a i d t h e p o l l t a x fees of c l ients in Hale County, Alabama, in order
t o b u i l d a p o l i t i c a l base, 1 0 The FSA e x p l a i n e d tha t FSA s u p e r v i s o r s

in count ies took i n t o accoun t a l l delinquent taxes in making o u t a

y e a r l y farm and home management p l a n , and t ha t t he cumulative p o l l

t a x was in essence a delinquent tax,11 Despite t h i s defense, the FSA

was damaged po l i t i ca l l y and t h e Po l l t a x testimony became a na t i ona l

news s t o r y , conveying the angen to the American p u b l i c tha t the FSA

was buying vo t e s in the South w i t h federal money.
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AFBF o f fi c i a l s i n t h e i r tes t imony be f o r e t h e Bryd Committee

f u r t h e r contended t h a t t he FSA was p r omo t i n g "soc ia l is t ic sai
i m p r a c t i c a l farming p r o j e c t s , " and was a t t emp t i n g t o r eg imen t c l i e n t

f am i l i e s to t h e p o i n t t h a t t h e i r i n i t i a t i v e and self-respect were
be ing dest royed, !2 Baldwin and o t he r s u p p o r t e r s o f the FSA answered

a l l t h e charges po in t~by -po in t , b u t q u i t e obv ious ly, t h e FSA was on

t h e defensive and a t t a c k s on the agency were becoming more and more

i n t e n s e .

The FSA a g a i n was brought unde r s c r u t i n y i n A p r i l and May o f

1942 when Senate subcommittee a p p r o p r i a t i o n s hear ings were he ld . I n

hese hea r i ngs Farm Bureau leaders f rom Georg i a , Arkansas, Alabama,
and Texas appeared be fo re the subcommittee and r epea t ed c r i t i c i s m s of

t h e FSA t h a t had been r a i s e d du r i n g the Bryd Committee proceedings. 13
Senator Kenneth D. McKel ler of Tennessee gave t he mo s t b i t t e r a t t a c k

to d a t e a g a i n s t the FSA and C. B . Baldwin. McKe l l e r, who had been

opposed to the the Cumberland Farms P r o j e c t in h i s s t a t e , c r i t i c i z e d

the FSA f o r advocating soc ia l i zed medic ine and f o r r e f u s i n g to

a b o l i s h what he considered to be the dangerous resett lement

p r o j e c t s , 14 McKe l le r accused the FSA of was t i n g money on "no~account

people" and wen t on to s t a t e t h a t Baldwin was "not f a r removed f rom

be ing a Commnist."!5 Baldwin was defended f rom McKel ler 's

a l l e g a t i o n s b y Senator John Bankhead o f Alabama, who r e f u t e d the

charges and s t a t e d t h a t i f t he re was any b a s i s o f c r i t i c i s m o f

Baldwin i t “ i s because of h i s generos i ty " in he lp i ng t h e p o o r , !§
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Baldwin defended the FSA b y t e s t i f y i n g be fo re the a p p r o p r i a t i o n s

commi t tee t h a t t he o r g a n i z a t i o n s imp l y was a t t em p t i n g t o he l p the
sma l l , f am i l y farmer.+?

Wh i l e r e e l i n g f r om a t t a c k s by t h e By rd Commi t tee and the

U. S . Sena te , t h e FSA also was h i t i n t he U . S . House o f

Rep r e sen t a t i v e s , where Rep resen ta t i ve Malcolm C . Ta r v e r o f Geo r g i a ,

the chairman o f the House Committee o n A g r i c u l t u r e , accused the

agency o f o p e r a t i n g "co l lec t i ve" farms and contended t h e FSA was in

open defiance of Congress by c o n t i n u i n g the reset t lement communit ies.

Ta r v e r based h i s charges t h a t t h e FSA was d e f y i n g Congress in r e g a r d

t o t h e 1938 directive from Congress t o the Department o f A g r i c u l t u r e

to " l i qu i da t e " t h e rese t t l emen t community p rog rams . 18 As a r e s u l t o f

t h e combined assau l t of the B r y d Committee and Tarver 's House

Committee o n A g r i c u l t u r e , Congress reques t ed a " rap id l i q u i d a t i o n o f

a l l remain ing" FSA resett lement community p r o j e c t s . !? A l l t h i s

o c c u r r e d a s p r o j e c t p a r t i c i p a n t s cont inued t o l i v e and work o n

Cumberland Moun ta in , f a r removed f rom the heated gove rnmen ta l

s t r u g g l e s t h a t wou ld s e a l t h e i r f a t e .

The a s s a u l t a g a i n s t the FSA was n o t y e t o v e r . I n e a r l y 1943

Rep r e s en t a t i v e Haro ld D . Cooley o f N o r t h Caro l i na obtained a

r e s o l u t i o n i n Congress au t ho r i z i n g h im t o conduct a complete

i n v e s t i g a t i o n o f t he FSA, 2 0 The Cooley I n v e s t i g a t i o n , a s i t wou ld b e

c a l l e d , would even tua l l y cause the FSA to be abo l i shed and would

b r i n g a n end t o the Sky l i n e Farms p r o j e c t . The S k y l i n e Farms p r o j e c t
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s p e c i fi c a l l y was s i ng l ed o u t f o r c r i t i c i s m i n t h e r e s o l u t i o n t h a t

c r e a t e d t he Cooley Committee. In t h i s r e s o l u t i o n it was n o t e d that
c l i e n t s a t t h e p r o j e c t had made l i t t l e p r o g r e s s i n r epay i ng l oans .

A s o f February 1943, i t was n o t e d , $425,980 i n r e h a b i l i t a t i o n l o ans

had been made to individual p r o j e c t f am i l i e s at Sk y l i n e Farms. The

ma t u r e d p r i n c i p a l o n t he loans had reached $104,097. Y e t r epaymen t

on t h e principal was on l y $88,893.21 The fi g u r e s were used as an
example to show how poo r l y c l i e n t s a t t he rese t t l emen t communities

we re r e p a y i n g t h e i r r e hab i l i t a t i o n loans.

I n t h i s fi n a l showdown, b o t h the opponen t s and s u p p o r t e r s o f

t h e FSA massed t h e i r . forces f o r the Cooley Committee i n v e s t i g a t i o n

and hear ings . Dur ing these leng thy hear ings , begun in 1943 and

c o n t i n u e d on i n t o 1944, at one t i m e or ano the r P res iden t Roosevel t ,

t h e Na t i o n a l Counc i l of Churches, t h e Na t i o n a l C a t h o l i c Wel fa re

Coun c i l , and t h e American Federa t i on o f L a b o r a l l gave t h e i r s u p p o r t

to t h e FSA and endorsed t h e agency's activities.*2 The Farm Bureau

p e r s i s t e d i n i t s a t t a c k on the FSA, augmented b y c r i t i c i sms f rom many

Congressmen, such as John W. F lann igan , J r . of V i r g i n i a . The Cooley

Committee i n v e s t i g a t i o n focused o n t h e FSA resett lement communi t ies ,

s u c h a s S k y l i n e Farms.

Rex Tugwell, t hen s e r v i n g a s g o v e r n o r o f t h e t e r r i t o r y o f

Puerto R i c o , was blamed f o r the rese t t lement communit ies, and the re

we r e a t t emp t s made d u r i n g t h e h e a r i n g i s t o c o n n e c t t h e se p r o j e c t s t o

Tugwe l l ' s v i s i t t o t h e Sov ie t Un ion p r i o r t o becoming a member o f
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Roosevelt's New Deal team.2? Tugwell 's shadow hovered o v e r p r o j e c t

p a r t i c i p a n t s a t Sky l i n e Farms, j u s t a s i t d i d a t o t h e r rese t t l emen t

commun i t i e s , a l though t he p a r t i c i p a n t s con t inued t o l i v e t h e i r l i v e s

mos t o b l i v i o u s t o who Tugwe l l was o r wha t h e had be l ieved o r had n o t

b e l i e v e d . I n t ime the a l l e g a t i o n s t h a t t he gove rnmen t had s t a r t e d

"communist" programs wou ld fi l t e r down t o some p r o j e c t p a r t i c i p a n t s

themselves. They would l a t e r s a y t hey had heard t he p r o j e c t had

ended because t h e gove rnmen t s a i d it was “communist."24 The p r o j e c t

p a r t i c i p a n t s seemingly were unaware t h a t because o f t h e i r

p a r t i c i p a t i o n i n t h e r e s e t t l eme n t c ommun i t i e s , i t was they who were

b e i n g imp l i c a t e d in what were considered t h e “communists a c t i v i t i e s "

t h a t Tu gwe l l , t h e RA, and t h e FSA had i n s t i g a t e d .

Cooley h i m s e l f was no one-s ided c r i t i c o f t h e FSA and d i d w a n t

some o f i t s programs t o c o n t i n u e . 2 ? Cooley b e l i e v e d i n t h e i d e a l o f

t h e sma l l fa rmer and homeowner. Y e t he s t r o n g l y d i s l i k e d

gove rnmen ta l bureaucracy and collectivism.2° Howeve r, th roughout t h e

h ea r i n g s , Coo ley c o n s i s t e n t l y expressed t h e o p i n i o n t h a t t h e FSA had

ove r s t epped i t s a u t h o r i t y and had n o t f o l l owed the d i r e c t i v e s o f

Congress , as s e t o u t in t h e Bankhead-Jones Farm Tenant Act.27 Cc. B.

Ba ldw in a g a i n was asked to defend t h e FSA, and acco rd ing to Pau l

Conk i n , Ba ldw in t h i s t i m e was a n i n e f f e c t i v e , submissive spokesman

f o r t h e agency .28 The ba r rage d i r e c t e d a t t h e FSA appa ren t l y had

t a ken i t s t o l l on Ba l dw i n , who was mo re i n c l i n e d to acqu iesce to t h i s
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i n t e r r o g a t o r s t han i n p r e v i o u s h e a r i n g s . A t one p o i n t B a l d w i n

r e f u s e d to de fend t h e rese t t l ement communi t ies and cooperat ive

p r o j e c t s , say ing t h a t a l l of them “should be discontinued."29
Baldwin's n o n e x i s t e n t defense o f t h e r e s e t t l e m e n t communi t ies

came a t a t i m e when t h e Bowssyele A d m i n i s t r a t i o n was c o n c e n t r a t i n g o n

w i n n i n g t h e Second World Wa r, and d i d n o t w a n t t o o f f e n d c o n s e r v a t i v e

members of Congress by g o i n g o u t on a l i m b f o r what had been

c o n t r o v e r s i a l and d i v i s i v e programs. A c c o r d i n g t o Conk in : "The

e m b a r r a s s i n g communi t ies a n d o t h e r a s p e c t s o f t h e Farm S e c u r i t y

A d m i n i s t r a t i o n were s a c r i fi c e d (by t h e Roosevel t A d m i n i s t r a t i o n )

w i t h o u t a rea l ly s t r o n g e f f o r t in t h e i r defense."30
The Cooley Committee's fi n a l r e p o r t sounded t h e dea th k n e l l of

S k y l i n e Farms. In t h a t r e p o r t t he commi t tee among o t h e r t h i n g s

accused t h e FSA o f s t a r t i n g c o l l e c t i v e farms; o f “ u p r o o t i n g

f a m i l i e s , " c o l o n i z i n g , r e g i m e n t i n g , and “ t o o c l o s e l y superv is ing” i t s

c l i e n t s ; o f “dece iv ing c l i e n t s w i t h f a l s e promises of l a n d

ownership"; and o f e s t a b l i s h i n g i n d u s t r i e s t h a t w e r e i n c o m p e t i t i o n

w i t h p r i v a t e business.>! The Cooley Commit tee conc luded by

recommending t h a t a new agency be c r e a t e d - - t h e Farmers Home

C o r p o r a t i o n a n d t h a t i t take over b o t h t h e FSA a n d the Farm C r e d i t

A d m i n i s t r a t i o n . I n 1946 t h i s recommendation was c a r r i e d o u t b y

C o n g r e s s , and the FSA o f fi c i a l l y was abolished. 2
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Thus the FSA, r o o t e d i n t he yea r s i n wh i c h the Execu t i v e Branch

was at i t s peak of powe r, was ended by one a c t of Congress a f t e r a

n i n e - y e a r e x i s t e n c e . A t t h e t i m e , few p r o j e c t p a r t i c i p a n t s a t

S k y l i n e Farms were aware o f t h e l o n g - l a s t i n g , b i t t e r s t r u g g l e t h a t

was o c c u r r i n g i n t h e f e d e r a l g o v e r nmen t . Ye t t h i s s t r u gg l e would i n

t h e end d r a s t i c a l l y change and d i s r u p t t h e l i v e s t o wh ich t h e S k y l i n e

Farms p a r t i c i p a n t s had become accustomed.

In 1943 C. B. Baldwin promised Congress t h a t t h e FSA would

l i q u i d a t e the rese t t l emen t commun i t i es . Ye t he discovered t h a t the

FSA c o u l d n o t s imp ly a u c t i o n r e s e t t l emen t p r o j e c t l a n d t o p r i v a t e

buye r s , f o r t h e S o l i c i t o r o f t h e Department o f A g r i c u l t u r e h a d r u l e d

t h a t s i n c e money f o r t h e rese t t l emen t p r o j e c t s had been appropr ia ted

f o r t he r e h a b i l i t a t i o n o f needy f a m i l i e s , then t h e p r o j e c t s would

have to bes o l d in such away t h a t it wou l d f u r t h e r rehabilitation.
In t h e end , i t was determined t h e l a n d on the p r o j e c t s c ou l d be s o l d

t o o n l y those o f l ow t o moderate i n come , t h o se who q u a l i fi e d f o r

r e h a b i l i t a t i o n l o a n s . B a l dw i n , t o o , d i d n o t w a n t t o end t h e p r o j e c t s

s o q u i c k l y t h a t i t harmed the p a r t i c i p a n t s . Consequent ly, h e faced a

dilemma i n end ing t h e p r o j e c t s .

Ba l dw i n l e f t t he FSA be f o r e the m a t t e r o f l i q u i d a t i o n was

r e so l v ed . In November o f 1943 he r e s i g n e d as Admin i s t ra to r o f the

FSA, to l a t e r j o i n t he Congress o f I n d u s t r i a l Organ iza t ions '

P o l i t i c a l A c t i o n Commit tee. Rooseve l t appo i n t ed F rank Hancock, a

N o r t h C a r o l i n a Congressman, as FSA adm in i s t r a t o r. W i t h t he
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appo i n tmen t o f t h e conservat ive Hancock to t h e p o s i t i o n , Congress

c l e a r l y c o n t r o l l e d t he FSA's future.°4 Hancock immediate ly began

exam i n i n g ways to dispose of t h e rese t t l emen t communities.” Soon

t he l i v e s o f t h e people a t t h e Sky l i n e Farms p r o j e c t would be changed

by dec i s i ons made m i l e s away in Washington, j u s t as t h e i r l i v e s had

been changed some t e n y e a r s b e f o r e .
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Chap te r  11

Government L i q u i d a t i o n and a n End t o t h e Dream

F o r the farmers and o t h e r p a r t i c i p a n t s a t S k y l i n e Farms, the

fi n a l months o f the p r o j e c t w e r e t r o u b l e d t i m e s . The p r o j e c t had n o t

developed economical ly and ha farmers had gone deeper and deeper

i n t o d e b t . P r o j e c t o f fi c i a l s unsuccessfu l ly h a d s o u g h t the proper

a g r i c u l t u r a l foundation f o r t h e p r o j e c t . A f t e r i t became a p p a r e n t

t h a t c o t t o n farming c o u l d n o t s u p p o r t t h e p r o j e c t , o f fi c i a l s

c o n c e n t r a t e d o n r a i s i n g p o t a t o e s , b u t due t o p o o r market p r i c e s ,

p o t a t o e s were n o t a money c rop f o r the farmers. O the r c r o p s , such a s

c o r n a n d h a y, b rought l o w market p r i c e s , and were used mainly as feed

f o r livestock. The l i v e s t o c k o p e r a t i o n s proved nom o r e than

m a r g i n a l l y p r o fi t a b l e . Vege tab les b rough t i n some money t o t h e

p a r t i c i p a n t s when s o l d a t l o c a l markets , b u t m o s t vege tab les were

used a s food b y the p r o j e c t p a r t i c i p a n t s themselves. ! Desp i te t h e i r

e f f o r t s , o f fi c i a l s s i m p l y c o u l d n o t dev ise a n a g r i c u l t u r a l p l a n t o

make t h e sma l l p r o j e c t farms p r o fi t a b l e .

Y e t t h i s p r o b l e m was n o t c o n fi n e d t o S k y l i n e Farms. The s m a l l ,

f a m i l y - f a r m was becoming a t h i n g o f t h e p a s t i n Alabama and t h e

South. In 1930 the re w e r e 261,000 farms in Alabama. Dur ing t h e

Depress ion decade o f the 1930s, the number o f Alabama farms decreased

to 241,000 and then to 220,000 by 1950. By 1960 t h e 120,000 farms in

the s t a t e were o n e - t h i r d fewer than e x i s t e d i n 1930.2 The f a r m

t e n a n c y s y s t e m which had dominated Alabama's economic and s o c i a l l i f e
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f o r decades was coming t o a n e n d , Un f o r t u n a t e l y, t h e Alabama

economic _ ‐ t h a t emerged c ou l d n o t absorb many o f t h e d i sp l a ced

t e n a n t f a m i l i e s , who du r i ng t h e 1940s and 1950s o f t e n moved t o

no r t h e r n s t a t e s t o work i n i n d u s t r i e s t h e r e .

Those farmers who remained in business in Alabama and the Sou t h

expanded the s i z e of t h e i r farms to b e t t e r u t i l i z e t he machinery and

technology t h a t had become a p a r t o f a g r i c u l t u r e . Expansion a l so

he lped them t o d i v e r s i f y t h e i r c r o p s . The Sky l i n e Farms farmers

cou ld n o t keep pace w i t h these t r e n d s . They d i d n o t have t h e c a p i t a l

t o expand, mechanize, o r d i v e r s i f y t h e i r o p e r a t i o n s . These changes

on l y c o u l d come through money p r o v i d e d b y t h e FSA, which a t t h i s

p o i n t wanted to d i v e s t i t s e l f o f t h e rese t t l emen t comnun i t ies - -no t

expand them. Rex Tugwell 's r e s e r v a t i o n s about beg inn ing r e s e t t l emen t

community p r o j e c t s f o r sma l l farmers i n a n e r a o f a g r i c u l t u r a l change

was p r o v i n g prophetic.?
I n a dd i t i o n t o a g r i c u l t u r a l prob lems, n e i t h e r had t h e h i g h

e x p e c t a t i o n s f o r the hos ie ry m i l l a t t h e p r o j e c t been r ea l i z ed . The

f a c t o r y was success fu l a t fi r s t and c r ea t ed a g r e a t sense of

enthusiasm concern ing i t s economic impac t on the p r o j e c t . However,

fi n a n c i a l p rob lems a t t he hos ie ry m i l l occur red . The p l a n t produced

s i l k h o s i e r y f o r women and i n t he e a r l y 1940s s i l k became scarce due

t o a d i s r u p t i o n i n market supplies brough t o n b y t h e war. A l so , s i l k

was needed to make pa rachu tes f o r t h e m i l i t a r y . As a r e s u l t , s i l k

was i n s h o r t supply and t h e f a c t o r y cou l d n o t o p e r a t e a t c a p a c i t y .
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Dexda le o f fi c i a l s subs t i t u t ed ny l on and r ayon f o r s i l k a t t he p l a n t ,

b u t t h e th row ing equipment was designed to u s e s i l k , and the ‘eaentnen

we re n o t a s e f fi c i e n t w i t h t h e s u b s t i t u t e ma t e r i a l s . The hos ie ry

m i l l w e n t i n t o a fi n a n c i a l t a i l s p i n and t h e Sky l i n e Industrial
Company made v e r y P i c t i e wromess i n r e p a y i n g t h e g o v e r nme n t l o a n

t h a t had es tab l i shed t h e factory.“
In 1942 Dexdale announced t h a t due to t h e fi n a n c i a l problems,

workers we r e to be l a i d o f f at t h e hos i e r y mill.> The l a y o f f was y e t

ano the r j o l t to Sky l i n e Farms and was compounded by ano t h e r Dexdale

announ cemen t . Dexdale o f fi c i a l s n o t i fi e d t h e FSA t h a t they would n o t

c on t i n ue to g i v e p re fe rence in h i r i n g to Sky l i n e Farms participants. ©
P r i o r t o c o n s t r u c t i n g t h e p l a n t , Dexdale had agreed i n f o r m a l l y t o

h i r e a s many workers f r om the Sk y l i n e Farms p r o j e c t a s p o s s i b l e .

However, w i t h t h e i r announcement Dexdale changed t h i s p o l i c y .

Dexda le o f fi c i a l s t o l d t h e FSA t h a t t h e b e s t , m o s t q u a l i fi e d workers

would be h i r e d a t t h e p l a n t , w i t h p re fe rence g i v en to the p r o j e c t

p a r t i c i p a n t s on l y i f they we re q u a l i fi e d a s workers. I n a l e t t e r t o

t h e FSA, Dexdale o f fi c i a l s noted t h a t t h e hos i e r y m i l l was a f t e r a l l

a bus iness and shou ld be operated in such a way as to maximize

p r o d u c t i o n and e f fi c i e n c y. / H i r i n g t h e b e s t , m o s t q u a l i fi e d workers

was t h e r e f o r e e s s e n t i a l t o t h e s u c c e s s f u l o p e r a t i o n o f t h e f a c t o r y .

The cha l lenge a b y t h e RA/FSA i n e s t a b l i s h i n g a coope ra t i v e

communi ty i n a c om p e t i t i v e , f r e e e n t e r p r i s e s y s t em i s n o more

a p p a r e n t t h a n i n t h e dec i s i on b y Dexdale o f fi c i a l s t o h i r e mo re
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n o n - p r o j e c t workers. The dec i s i on i l l u s t r a t e s t h e problems f e d e r a l

and p r o j e c t o f fi c i a l s faced i n a t t emp t i ng t o c r e a t e a coope ra t i v e )

community in America. Dexdale, as a p r i v a t e bus i ness , was concerned

w i t h p r o fi t s . Without p r o fi t s n o one would have a j o b a t t h e

f a c t o r y , p l a n t o f fi c i a l s reasoned. Wi th Dexdale's announcemen t , and

because o f t h e fi n a n c i a l problems t h e ho s i e r y m i l l was e x pe r i e n c i n g ,

s t i l l a n o t h e r s t o n e in the Sk y l i n e Farms founda t ion had crumbled.

P r o j e c t p a r t i c i p a n t s began t o r e a l i z e t h a t t h e dream was s l i p p i n g

from t h e i r g rasps .

B y 1943 and 1944 many o f t he farmers o r i g i n a l l y se lec ted f o r

the p r o j e c t had-left.® They had made l i t t l e p r o g r e s s toward

purchas ing t h e i r u n i t s . Consequent ly, when j o b s became ava i l a b l e

elsewhere, they l e f t t h e project.” A number of these f am i l i e s f r om

Sky l i ne “went No r t h , " as they descr ibed i t , to fi n d work.!° What was

l e f t o f t h e Sky l i n e Farms c o n c e p t was a l t e r e d by Congress iona l

- o rde rs . Congress ordered t h e FSA to g i v e new f am i l i e s at t h e

p r o j e c t s “ qu i t c l a im " deeds t o t h e i r p r o p e r t y . These "qu i tc la im"

deeds ga ve t i t l e t o t h e f a m i l y . These f am i l i e s d i d n o t have t o ab i de

b y FSA p r o v i s i o n s and d i r e c t i v e s i n ma i n t a i n i n g and managing t h e i r

land . The FSA was o u t o f t h e bus iness o f b u i l d i n g rese t t lement

communi t ies . Those buyers who were g i v e n t h e “qu i t c l a im deeds"

u s u a l l y a l s o g o t FSA r e h a b i l i t a t i o n l o a n s , b u t t h e r e were n o s t r i n g s
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a t t a c h e d . A l l t h e f a m i l y had t o d o was make t h e i r payments. Only

t h e o r i g i n a l f a m i l i e s a t S k y l i n e Farms remained under t h e o l d RA/FSA

p lans f o r t h e p r o j e c t .

A l t h o u g h many o r i g i n a l f a m i l i e s d i d l e a v e , o t h e r s a t t h e

p r o j e c t h e l d o n , hop ing t h e y some how c o u l d keep t h e i r homes and

fa rms. Some f a m i l i e s cont inued to m a i n t a i n t h a t t h e government had

“promised them" t h e y c o u l d homestead t h e i r property.!! B y  t h e

mid-1940s, however, i t was d i f fi c u l t f o r t h e f a r m e r s t o s u b s t a n t i a t e

t h i s c l a i m , e s p e c i a l l y s i n c e s o many p r o j e c t founders, i n c l u d i n g

H a r r y R o s s , h a d l e f t . Ross' s u c c e s s o r a s project m a n a g e r, Tommy

D a v i d , also l e f t i n 1943 t o become a n o f fi c e r i n t h e U . S . N a v y.

David w a s r e p l a c e d b y L u c i a n P a u l , a n a g r i c u l t u r e graduate f r o m

Alabama P o l y t e c h n i c I n s t i t u t e (Auburn U n i v e r s i t y ) . Y e t another

p r o j e c t manage r, Edron C h i l d e r s , f o l l o w e d P a u l . The c o n s t a n t change

i n l e a d e r s h i p a t S k y l i n e Farms n o doubt added t o t h e p a r t i c i p a n t s '

c o n f u s i o n a b o u t t h e i r f u t u r e .

T h e f a m i l i e s who remained t h e fi n a l months heard p e r s i s t e n t

rumors t h a t t h e p r o j e c t was a b o u t t o e n d and t h e y would b e f o r c e d t o

move away. They d i d n o t acqu iesce q u i e t l y t o t h i s p o s s i b i l i t y , b u t

i n s t e a d d i d what t h e y c o u l d t o keep t h e i r homes and farms. O n one

o c c a s i o n , s e v e r a l p r o j e c t fa rmers m e t w i t h U . S . Sena to r John

Sparkman a t h i s o f fi c e i n H u n t s v i l l e t o a s k t h a t h e d o what h e c o u l d
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t o p r e v e n t them and t h e i r f am i l i e s f rom be i n g removed from t h e

p r o j e c t . ! ? Sparkman was c o r d i a l , b u t s a i d t h a t t h e m a t t e r was o u t o f

h i s hands .

The farmers’ apprehens ion inc reased as i t became more and more

ap p a r e n t t h a t a n end t o t h e project was n e a r i n g . The farmers then

t u r n e d to J. M. Money, the former Jackson County probate j udge , to

i n t e r vene on t h e i r beha l f . I n 1934, Money had been c e n t r a l l y

i n s t r umen t a l i n b r i n g i ng t h e p r o j e c t t o t h e c o u n t y . I n deed , he and

Ha r r y Ross accu r a t e l y cou ld be descr ibed as t h e co- founders of t h e

p r o j e c t . In 1936, when t h e r e was g r e a t op t im i sm and exuberance f o r

t h e p r o j e c t , Money and h i s friend Senator Sparkman once had spoken a t

the same F o u r t h o f J u l y ce l e b r a t i o n a t Sk y l i n e Farms. Sparkman on

t h a t occasion declared t h a t t h e Roosevelt Admin is t ra t ion “has p u t t h e

common man a n d woman back on t h e r o a d to freedom and p rospe r i t y " and

t h a t i n t h e l a s t few yea r s "we have seen the Dec l a ra t i on o f

Independence come to life."13
In 1944 p r o j e c t farmers asked Money to u s e h i s influence w i t h

Sparkman on t h e i r beha l f . Money responded by w r i t i n g t h i s to

Sparkman: “Some of these p a r t i e s a r e r e a l l y a l r i g h t and a r e r a i s i n g

a l o t of s t u f f and i t looks l i k e ( they) ought to have a chance to

s t a y . Of cou rse , a l o t has been wasted on t h e management o f these

farms and t h e farmers ee n o t to blame f o r t h a t . They think a l o t of

you and t h e y came t o m e t o w r i t e y o u and send you t h i s p a p e r . I

r e a l l y t h i n k they have a s i d e to t h i s as w e l l as t h e ones in charge.
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B e c a r e f u l and keep them you r f r i e n d s and ease a long w i t h i t . Wr i te

W. T. B rad f o r d a n i c e l e t t e r a l s o . O f course t hey a re w a i t i n g f o r.

your r e p l y b u t t a ke you r t ime as y o u understand. Be s t

w i shes , Yo u r F r i e n d , J . M . Money .""14

The “paper"™ to which Money referred in h i s l e t t e r was a copy of

t he S k y l i n e Homesteads Associat ion 's i n c o r p o r a t i o n documents. Money

s e n t t h i s document to Sparkman to show h i m t h a t s i n c e t h e farmers

owned t h e land a t the p r o j e c t th rough t h e i r c o o pe r a t i v e , t h e FSA d i d

n o t have t h e l e g a l a u t h o r i t y t o f o r c e them t o l eave .

Sparkman d i d w r i t e B r ad f o r d , acknowledging him of h i s awareness

o f t h e problem. B r ad f o r d - i n t u r n w r o t e back t o Sparkman:

". =. . I ' m the chairman of t he Sk y l i n e Community C lub and a l s o

d i r e c t o r o f the Homestead A s s o c i a t i o n . The farmers have asked

(me) to g e t in touch w i t h y o u . They f e e l t h a t t hey a r e b e i n g

m i s t r e a t e d and ( I ) t h i n k s o myse l f . Now we have always had t o

sew whatever o u r p r o j e c t manager s a i d . . . t h e money t h a t we

ha v e bor rowed, we had to spend i t where and how he sa id (and) 6

h i s name h a d to be on every check. And (we had t o ) shee: j u s t
wha t h e s a i d and p l a n t and s e l l how and where h e s a i d , and a s

y o u know we s t a r t e d t h i s p r o j e c t about t e n years ago when f a rm

produc ts would n o t b r i n g much p r i c e and (we) l i v e d so f a r f rom

t h e marke t t h a t Hanadang charges consumed ou r cash c r o p s . . .

W e s t a r t e d these fa rms i n t h e t i m b e r and b rush . They a r e j u s t

b e g i n n i n g t o g e t whe re t h e y w i l l p roduce and o u r manager and
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t h e FSA committee says t h a t n o , t h a t none of us w i l l have a

chance to buy o u r homes because we owe t o o much. Now is t h a t

g i v i n g t h e farmers of Sky l i n e a f a i r deal?"!>
The p r o j e c t farmer ended h i s l e t t e r to Sparkman by say ing t h a t he was

“pleading w i t h you withtroubled hea r t and a worried mind f o r n y s e l f

and t h e farmers of Skyline."16
Sparkman took t he appea l s by Money and B r a d f o r d to t he h i ghes t

FSA admin is t ra t i ve l e v e l s in Washington. E . S. Morgan, FSA Region 5

d i r e c t o r , was asked by t h e FSA Admin is t ra to r ' s O f fi c e to respond to

Money's l e t t e r , which had been r e f e r r e d to t h e FSA by Sparkman.

Morgan's response was to be conveyed to Sparkman. Morgan w r o t e to

FSA Headquarters in Washington acknowledging he had rece i ved a copy

o f Money's l e t t e r and a l s o a copy o f t h e i n c o r p o r a t i o n papers o f t h e

S k y l i n e Farms Homestead Associat ion.

As no t e d , p r o j e c t farmers and Money we r e contending t h a t s i nce

farms we r e owned through the Homestead Assoc ia t i on , and because t h e

Homestead Assoc ia t ion owned t h e l a n d on t he p r o j e c t , t h e governmen t

could n o t f o r c e the farmers to move. Accord ing to t h i s

i n t e r p r e t a t i o n , on ly t h e Homestead Assoc i a t i on cou ld dec i de o n who

c o u l d o r c o u l d n o t l i v e on t h e l a nd . Morgan exp l a i n ed t h a t t h e

Homestead Assoc i a t i on indeed had been o rgan i zed , b u t "shor t l y

t h e r e a f t e r p l a n s i n c o n n e c t i o n w i t h t h e S k y l i n e Farms P r o j e c t was
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changed and the a s s o c i a t i o n ne v e r f u n c t i o n e d as was anticipated."!/
Morgan w e n t o n t o add t h a t t h e Homestead Assoc i a t i o n neve r had h e l d

t i t l e t o any o f t h e p r o j e c t farms.+ 8
Morgan added t h a t a l l t h e f a r m u n i t s o n t h e p r o j e c t were t o b e

l i q u i d a t e d as exped ien t l y as pos s i b l e . !9 Morgan s t a t e d t h a t Money's

l e t t e r i n d i c a t e d the "homesteaders" we re f e a r f u l they wou ld have to

move a t t h e end o f the year (1944 ) . To t h i s he s t a t e d : " . . . A s

y o u p robab l y r e a l i z e , f a rm u n i t s a r e s o l d on l y to those f am i l i e s

approved by o u r l o c a l c o u n t y adv isory commi t t ee . Th is commit tee i s

e s t ab l i s hed and f unc t i o n s i n accordance w i t h T i t l e I o f t h e Bankhead

Jones Farm Tenancy Ac t . We do n o t know, of c o u r s e , which of these

f a m i l i e s may be approved by t h e committee at t h e end of t h i s y e a r .

W ec e r t a i n l y hope t h a t many o f them wh i c h have n o t been making

s a t i s f a c t o r y p rog ress he r e t o f o r e may show more p r o g r e s s i n p roduc t i on

of r e p a ymen t of deb t s and thus become e l i g i b l e f o r purchase."'20
Morgan f u r t h e r no t ed i t was i n c o r r e c t t o assume a l l t h e f am i l i e s

wou l d have t o move a t t h e end o f t h e y e a r . Those who were asked t o

move, he conc luded , would be asked to do so in o r d e r that “ e l i g i b l e
f a m i l i e s may be g i v e n t he oppo r t u n i t y t o purchase t he units."2! w i t h

t h a t Mo rgan ended h i s l e t t e r . From h i s response i t was c l ea r t h a t

t h e FSA p l a n s were fi n a l and t h a t t he mandate f r om Congress to

l i q u i d a t e t h e r e s e t t l eme n t p r o j e c t s b e i n g f o l l owed .
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The FSA d i d eva l ua t e f a m i l i e s to determine wh ich ones wou ld be

p e rm i t t e d to buy t h e i r u n i t s . Essentially, t h e Sky l i n e Farms

p a r t i c i p a n t s had t o mee t the same c r i t e r i a f o r a r e hab i l i t a t i o n loan

a s o t h e r American farmers. A s a p a r t o f t h i s c r i t e r i a , a s s e t f o r t h

in t h e Bankhead-Jones Tenant Farm A c t , t h e p r o j e c t p a r t i c i p a n t s had

to demonstrate they were fi n a n c i a l l y capab le of buy i ng a u n i t . Of

cou r se , v e r y f ew Sky l ine Farms p a r t i c i p a n t s c o u l d demonstrate t h i s

fi n a n c i a l c a p a b i l i t y , f o r mo s t we r e s e v e r a l thousand d o l l a r s i n debt

as a r e s u l t o f t h e i r exper iences as fa rmers a t t h e p r o j e c t .

The p r o j e c t farmers' f e a r s fi n a l l y we r e r e a l i z e d in August of

1944 when FSA adm i n i s t r a t o r s , u n d e r Frank Hancock's d i r e c t i o n , gave

o r d e r s t o l i q u i d a t e Sky l i n e Farms. The final orde r t o E . S . Morgan,

t h e FSA D i s t r i c t 5 D i r e c t o r , was d i r e c t and s imp le : “You a r e hereby

au t h o r i z e d on b e h a l f o f t h e g o v e r nm e n t t o e n t e r ( i n t o ) a vo l un ta r y

l i q u i d a t i o n agreement w i t h t h e Sky l i ne Farms Homestead Assoc ia t ion

under t h e t e rm s under which t h e a s s o c i a t i o n wou l d ag ree t o de l i ve r

i t ' s p e r s o n a l p r o p e r t y and o t h e r a s s e t s t o t h e g o v e r nme n t f o r s a l e

and t h e a p p l i c a t i o n of t h e proceeds to goto i t ' s inlitralaees w i t h

to t h e government ."'22
W i t h t h i s au t ho r i z a t i on , FSA o f fi c i a l s began t o n o t i f y p r o j e c t

p a r t i c i p a n t s whether o n n o t t hey cou l d s t a y i n t h e i r homes o r would

have t o l e a v e . Almost a l l pie p r o j e c t p a r t i c i p a n t s we r e n o t i fi e d

they w o u l d have to l eave .
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I n August o f 1944 V i r g i l and Ve n t r i c e Brewer r e c e i v e d the

n o t i c e s t a t i n g they were i n e l i g i b l e t o purchase t h e i r u n i t . They

were t o l d they would have to leave by December 31 , 1944. Brewer and

h i s f am i l y s oon moved o f f t h e p r o j e c t , l e a v i n g beh ind t h e l a n d t h a t

t hey had he l ped c l e a r and then farmed and t h e house i n which they had

l i v e d f o r n i n e y e a r s . Yea rs l a t e r Brewer would s t a t e t h a t t he

gove r nmen t had t o l d them one ns t hen done something e l s e . "They

gave us a crooked d e a l if t h e r e e v e r was such a t h i n g as a crooked

d ea l , " B rewer said.2> Brewer would add t h a t he d i d n ' t have "stones

to t h r ow at them," b u t t h a t it was " j u s t a b a d set-up."'24
The Brewers were moved by a FSA worker to a sma l l house

ad j a c en t t o t h e p r o j e c t abou t a m i l e f r om t h e f a rm on wh i ch they had

l i v e d . Even b e f o r e they h a d l e f t t h e i r u n i t , the new buyer prepared

t o t a k e o v e r t h e fa rm. "He wanted t o do some p l ow i ng be f o r e t he

weather g o t bad , " M r . Brewer l a t e r s a i d . " I t o l d him go r i g h t

ahead."*> The FSA worker in charge of t h e i r move purposely ignored

t h a t the Brewers had c o r n and hay in t h e fi e l d s to he l p them

fi n a n c i a l l y , M r. B rewe r said.2© ‘The new owner o f t h e Gwen would

l a t e r s e l l t he c o r n and hay f o r t h e Brewers , M r . Brewer said.2/ “He

gave me t h e money and n e v e r charged me a penny, " M r . Brewer added.

S h o r t l y a f t e r mov ing off t h e p r o j e c t , B rewe r and h i s f am i l y l e f t t h e

m o u n t a i n when M r . B rewer t o o k j o b as a t e n a n t f a rme r w i t h a landowner

n e a r t h e Tennessee R i v e r . E v e n t u a l l y t h e g o v e r nm e n t cance led t h e

d e b t he had accumulated at t h e p r o j e c t . In t i m e t h e Brewers once
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a g a i n wou l d make Cumberland Moun ta in t h e i r home, a l t hough by t h i s

t i m e t h e c o o p e r a t i v e , r e s e t t l eme n t community the RA and t h e FSA had

a t t emp t ed t o e s t a b l i s h would e x i s t on l y i n memory.

When t h e FSA o f fi c i a l l y began t o end t h e p r o j e c t , some f am i l i e s

r e f u s e d t o r e l i n q u i s h t h e i r home and fa rm. These f am i l i e s were t h e n

f o r c i b l y e v i c t e d . FSA records i d e n t i f y a t l e a s t s i x f am i l i e s a t the

p r o j e c t who were evireall by c o u r t procedures. 28 The Vann Dav i s

f am i l y was one o f t hose f o r c i b l y e v i c t e d f r om t h e p r o j e c t . The

Davis' were among the o r i g i n a l f am i l i e s se l ec t ed f o r t h e project.79
P r i o r t o t h e i r e v i c t i o n , M r . Da v i s farmed a t t h e p r o j e c t and Mrs .

Dav i s wo rked at the h o s i e r y m i l l . Two of t he teachers at the school

boarded w i t h the Dav i s ' . In 1944 the Davis' refused to move when

asked t o , because they s a i d they had been promised t h a t t h e i r home

and f a r m wou l d one day be long to them.29 Mrs . Da v i s would l a t e r

r e c a l l : "We worked hard o u t t h e r e . W ec l ea red t h e l a n d a t o u r

p l a c e . W e improved t h e p l a c e , w e even b u i l t e x t r a b u i l d i n g s o n i t .

I j u s t t h i n k i t was a l ow down d i r t y d e a l t h e way they did u s . I t

was h u r t f u l . It r e a l l y h u r t . Mych i l d r e n l oved t h a t place."3! M r s .

D a v i s w e n t on to sa y t h a t what bo thered h e r and h e r f a m i l y even more

a b o u t b e i n g fo r ced to l e a v e was t h a t one o f h e r sons had been k i l l e d

in combat in t h e Second World War. He r s o n , she s a i d , was k i l l e d

j u s t weeks b e f o r e she and h e r f am i l y we r e e v i c t e d . M r s . Dav i s

d e s c r i b e d t h e day h e r f a m i l y was moved f r o m t h e i r house: "Two men

came o u t to move u s . They had t o l d us t h a t i f we weren' t o u t by a
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c e r t a i n d a t e , they wou ld f o r c e u s t o leave . Me and my e i g h t - y e a r - o l d

boy we r e a t home when t h e men came o u t . M y b o y r a n o f f t o t h e b a r n

c r y i n g when he saw them coming . He knew what they were the re f o r . I

always f e l t t h a t I s tood u p f o r m y r i g h t s , b u t t h i s i s one t ime t h a t

I l e t them g e t the bes t of me. I always t r i e d to l i v e r i g h t by t h e

Lo r d . I f i t hadn ' t been f o r t h a t I p robab ly would have fough t w i t h

them. They p u t a l l m y son's t h i n g s out o n the road . These were

t h i n g s t h a t h e had be f o r e h e w e n t i n t o t h e army and g o t k i l l e d . How

do you t h i n k t h a t made mef e e l see ing them move h i s t h i n g s out?"32
Mrs. D a v i s s a i d she d i d n o t know t he men who moved them. They t o l d

h e r , she s a i d , t h a t t hey we re j u s t d o i n g what they had been t o l d t o

do.?3 The g o v e r n m e n t d i d n o t p r o v i de h e r f am i l y w i t h a n y t h i n g when

they we r e fo rced to leave , she said.>4
The Davis' l a t e r bought a sma l l fa rm on Cumberland Mountain

f rom money M r. Davis made a s a c o n s t r u c t i o n worker. I n t he e a r l y

1960s t h e Davis ' moved t o B u r l i n g t o n , N . C . t o b e n e a r t h e i r

daugh t e r. M r s . Davis’ s i s t e r , M r s . Beulah Sharp, r e c a l l e d : "She

(M r s . Dav i s ) neve r r e a l l y g o t o v e r i t (having t o leave t h e p r o j e c t )

u n t i l t h e y moved away. There we re t o o many bad memories o u t he re .

They t o o k a l l t h e i r t h i n g s and j u s t t h r ew them out."3°
M r s . Sharp and h e r f am i l y a l s o had g i v e n u p t h e i r fa rm when

t h e y r e a l i z e d they wera n o t b e a b l e t o pay f o r i t under t he p rog ram

i n e f f e c t a t t h e p r o j e c t . " I t o l d m y husband t h a t w e shou ld j u s t

f o r g e t t h i s p l a c e . The re w e r e t o o many l osses . We l e f t and saved
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o u r money and bought a p l a c e of o u r own. Land was p r e t t y cheap o u t

h e r e then."2© In the Sharps' case , it was e a s i e r to buy l a n d than to
o b t a i n i t th rough the p rocess es tab l i shed a t t h e Sky l i ne Farms

p r o j e c t .

The re a r e o t he r a c c o u n t s o f p r o j e c t f am i l i e s b e i n g f o r ced t o

l e a v e , e i t h e r f o r c i b l y or as a consequence of e v i c t i o n n o t i c e s . M r s .

Henry B l a c k , a ‐ ‐ " one o f those f a m i l i e s , s t a t ed : "We were

t o l d t h a t t he p l a c e would b e o u r s , t hen they came and took i t f rom

u s . We'd worked ha rd and c l e a r e d l a n d , and then w e l o s t i t a l l . We

worked so hard at i t , I t h i n k it broke o u r h e a l t h down."2’ ‘ the

B l a c k s , a l s o , h a d been among t h e fi r s t f am i l i e s s e l e c t e d f o r t h e

p ro jec t .
An FSA r e p o r t fi l e d in February of 1945 is t h e bes t r e c o r d to

document what happened to t h e fi r s t f am i l i e s at t h e p r o j e c t . The

r e p o r t l i s t s t h e s t a t u s o f t h e found ing members o f t h e Sky l i ne

I n d u s t r i a l Company--the one hundred p r o j e c t r e s i d en t s who had

become s tock owners in t h e company t h a t had been g i v e n a l o a n to

b u i l d t h e h o s i e r y m i l l . The r e p o r t n o t e d t h e f o l l ow i n g o f these one

hundred p r o j e c t members:

4 8 moved away o n t h e i r own v o l i t i o n

2 8 moved a f t e r r e c e i v i n g n o t i c e t o v a c a t e

6 e v i c t e d by c o u r t p rocedu re

8 have r e c e i v e d n o t i c e t o v a c a t e and cases r e f e r r e d t o t h e

U . S . A t t o r ne y Gene r a l
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7 r e m a i n on the p r o j e c t w i t h t e n - y e a r work ag reemen ts

3 deceased 39
I t was obv ious t h e RA/FSA h a d n o t been s u c c e s s f u l i n making s m a l l ,

independent f a r m e r s o u t of these who had come to the p r o j e c t some t e n

y e a r s b e f o r e , a s h a d been t h e i n t e n t i o n .

When the r e s e t t l e m e n t p r o j e c t s w e r e s o l d , buyers were g i v e n

ee deeds t h a t p rov ided them w i t h l e g a l t i t l e to t h e i r u n i t .

The o n l y r e s t r i c t i o n o n t h e s e deeds was t h a t t h e government reserved

t h e m i n e r a l r i g h t s t o t h e l a n d . O t h e r t h a n t h i s there were n o

s t i p u l a t i o n s . A t Sky l ine Farms, a s i n o t h e r p r o j e c t s , t h e b u y e r o n l y

h a d to make a down payment (usually $150 to $ 2 0 0 ) , a g r e e to an
assessed p r i c e , t h e n make month ly payments on t h e l o a n t h e FSA gave

them to b u y t h e i r u n i t s under t e r m s of t h e Bankhead-Jones Farm Tenan t

A c t . The s t a n d a r d l o a n was r e p a y m e n t o v e r f o r t y years a t t h r e e

p e r c e n t i n t e r e s t .

When the u n i t s w e r e s o l d , p roba te r e c o r d s f u r t h e r v e r i f y what

t h e FSA r e p o r t r e v e a l s : v e r y f e w o f t h e o r i g i n a l p r o j e c t f a m i l i e s

we re c h o s e nto keep t h e i r homes and fa rms . As a ‘ p a r t o f the ana l ys i s

i n t h i s s t u d y, t h e names o f the o n e hundred and f o r t y - fi v e “accepted

f a m i l i e s in occupancy" at S k y l i n e Farms in 1939 were matched w i t h

t r a n s a c t i o n s made b y the U n i t e d S t a t e s g o v e r n m e n t i n Jackson C o u n t y,

A labama, t h e s i t e of t h e p r o j e c t , in 1944, 1945, and 1946--the y e a r s

t h e p r o j e c t was liquidated.*9
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Of these f a m i l i e s , it c a n be documented t h a t o n l y one p r o j e c t

f a rme r was permi t ted to buy h i s u n i t . The f a rme r was David C lay

P a r a d i s e , whose f a t h e r had been among the fi r s t chosen f o r t h e

p r o j e c t . I n August o f 1944 Dav id Clay Pa r a d i s e was t o l d h e cou ld buy

h i s f am i l y u n i t . H i s l e t t e r f r o m t h e community manager s t a t ed : "I

have b e e n i n s t r u c t e d b y the Coun ty FSA Committee t o n o t i f y y o u t h a t

you have been approved to buy a fa rm at Sky l i n e as p e r your

a p p l i c a t i o n w i t h $150 down paymen t . I s h a l l b e g l a d t o work o u t y ou r

f u t u r e p l ans on the buy i ng of y o u r farm."4! Ip e a r l y 1945 Pa rad i se

and h i s w i f e Mary Lou s igned t h e papers in wh i c h t h e y agreed to

purchase t h e i r house and s i x t y - fi v e a c r e fa rm f o r $2,900.42 Othe r

t h a n Pa r a d i s e , n o o t h e r p r o j e c t farmer was permi t ted t o buy a u n i t .

P a r a d i s e l a t e r exp la ined t h a t a l t h o u g h i t was h i s f a t h e r who

had been se lec ted f o r t h e p r o j e c t , he h a d begun work ing a t Sky l i ne

Farms a s a b o y .4 3 H e worked o n c o n s t r u c t i o n j o b s and a t t h e h o s i e r y

m i l l , where he was employed in t h e e a r l y 1940s when h i s f a t h e r had a

s e r i o u s s t r o k e and was t h e r e a f t e r unab le t o wo rk . A t t h i s p o i n t t h e

younge r Parad ise began managing t h e = wh i l e s t i l l working at t h e

h o s i e r y mil1.44 Other farmers had n o t been pe rm i t t ed t o work a t any

o the r jobs as l o n g as they we r e p r o j e c t f a rme rs . Pa rad i se , t h e n , had

the advan tage o f an income o u t s i d e o f f a rm i n g .

A l s o , Pa rad i se s a i d , he was f r u g a l w i t h h i s money, making s u r e

he d i d n o t charge t o o much a t t h e communi ty commissary, a mis take he

s a i d many p r o j e c t f a m i l i e s made. “ > Pa r a d i s e s a i d i t he lped t h a t t h e
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FSA o f fi c i a l s knew h im to be a hard-worker and good manager.“6 When

the FSA commit tee screened the a p p l i c a n t s i n o r de r t o determine who

cou ld buy a u n i t , t h en , Pa rad i se was o n a sounder fi n a n c i a l b a s i s

t h a n o t h e r s , and he was g i v e n a deed. Paradise kep t t h e f a rm f o r

seve ra l y e a r s , he s a i d , and then s o l d it f o r $4,900.47 Hes a i d t h a t

when he s o l d i t , he was making t h e payments on t h e u n i t , b u t t h a t t h e

f a rm was n o t v e r y profitable.48
The re a r e no fi n a l records o f t h e p r e c i s e number o f farmers who

were a t S k y l i n e Farms. The be s t e s t im a t e based o n a v a i l a b l e

i n f o r m a t i o n i s t h a t t he re were f r om one hundred and fi f t y t o t w o

hundred farmers at t h e p r o j e c t d u r i n g i t ' s t e n - y e a r ex is tence. Dav i d

C l a y and Mary Lou Paradise we re t h e on l y fa rm f am i l y a b l e to purchase

t h e i r house and l a n d .

P roba te r e c o r d s i n t he y e a r s o f t h e S k y l i n e Farms l i q u i d a t i o n

r e v e a l some odd s i t u a t i o n s p e r t a i n i n g t o t he p r o j e c t . Two o r i g i n a l

f a rm f am i l i e s a r e l i s t e d a s o b t a i n i n g deeds f o r l a n d f rom t h e U . S .

g o v e r nm e n t du r i n g the 1944-46 p e r i o d , b u t n o t f r om t h e FSA. The men

ob ta ined t h e i r l a n d th rough t h e f e d e r a l homesteading l a w , which

s t a t ed i n d i v i d u a l s could o b t a i n t i t l e t o c e r t a i n am o u n t s ( 80 t o 160

a c r e s ) b y l i v i n g o n the l a n d and imp r o v i n g i t f o r fi v e y e a r s .

A p p a r e n t l y, t hese men l e f t t h e S k y l i n e Farms p r o j e c t , found l a n d t o

homestead, and a c qu i r e d l a n d th rough t h i s p r o ces s . *9 Land s t i l l was

b e i n g homesteaded in Jackson County t h r o u g h t h e mid-1940s.
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Some p a r t i c i p a n t s d i d a c q u i r e houses , b u t n o t f a rm s , when t h e

p r o j e c t ended. These f am i l i e s were those who had j o b s a t t h e

p r o j e c t , such a s a t t he h o s i e r y m i l l , b u t d i d n o t f a rm . They were

p e rm i t t e d t o buy t h e i r house and seve ra l a c r e s a l ong w i t h i t . There

a r e f o u r f a m i l i e s , i n c l u d i n g t h a t o f Ches t e r A l l e n , t h e Sky l i ne Farms

Band l e a d e r , who we r e o r i g i n a l p r o j e c t members who we re permi t ted to

buy t h e i r wasus when Sky l i n e Farms was liquidated.>° Typ i c a l l y, a
house w i t h fi v e acres s o l d f o r $800.

I n l i q u i d a t i n g the p r o j e c t , t h e FSA d i d s e l l u n i t s i n v a r y i n g

amo u n t s . I n some c a s e s , a p r o j e c t house and a r e l a t i v e l y sma l l

amoun t o f l a n d ( two to e i g h t ac res ) were s o l d . Im o t h e r c a s e s ,

houses we re t o r n down, fa rms combined, and a l a r g e r amount of l a nd

s o l d . The p r i c e of t h e u n i t depended on t h e q u a l i t y of t h e house and

l a n d . Probated deeds r e c o r d such s a l e p r i c e s a s : house and

n i n e t y - t w o ac r e s - - $ 2 , 799 ; house and e i g h t ac res - -$2 ,000 ; house and

o n e hundred and twen t y - t h r e e ac res - -$2 ,900 ; house and one hundred and

t w e n t y - f o u r acres--$3,600; house and 4 .6 acres--$650; and a house and

4 .9 acres--$1,000.°! In December of 1946 t h e l a s t u n i t ,a house and

one and a h a l f a c r e s o f l a n d , was s o l d a t S k y l i n e Farms. The p r o j e c t

was o v e r .

I n a l l r e a l e s t a t e t r a n s a c t i o n s , t h e FSA s t i p u l a t e d t h a t on ly

t hose q u a l i fi e d f o r a FSA l o a n would b e pe rm i t t ed t o buy a house o r

f a rm . As n o t e d , based on o r d e r s o f Cong r e s s , t h e FSA had t o

l i q u i d a t e the p r o j e c t in such a way as to b e n e fi t l o w to low-moderate
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income families, s i n c e t h i s was how t h e money f o r t h e p r o j e c t had

been appropr ia ted to be s p e n t . Mo r eo ve r, t h e FSA d i d n o t wan t l a n d

specu la to rs to buy i n t o the p r o j e c t , then r e s a l e .

By 1945 and 1946 a “second generation" had moved to what had

been t h e Sky l i ne Farms p r o j e c t . These we re people who m e t FSA l o a n

c r i t e r i a . The FSA had n o r e a l j u r i s d i c t i o n o v e r t h e “second

generation" farmers . However, in o r d e r to g e t a y e a r l y f a rm l o a n ,

t he FSA d i d have t o approve t h e farmers a g r i c u l t u r a l p l a n s . I f t h e

f a rme r s chose n o t t o pursue a l o a n , then t hey had t o answer t o no

o n e . W i t h t he sa l e to the “second generation" f a rme r s , t h e concep t

o f t h e coope r a t i v e community, r e gu l a t e d by f e d e r a l supe rv i so r s , was a

thing of t h e p a s t .

One fi n a l change in t h e rese t t l emen t l egacy occurred in

November o f 1946, when Congress abo l i shed t h e FSA. Th is was done

t h r o ugh t h e Farmers' Home Co r p o r a t i o n A c t . Under t h i s l e g i s l a t i o n ,

m o s t o f t h e f u n c t i o n s o f t he FSA were t r a n s f e r r e d t o a new agency

t h a t was c r e a t e d - - t h e Farmers Home Adm in i s t r a t i o n (FHA). By t h i s

t i m e t h e FSA had so l d mo s t o f t he l a n d and b u i l d i n g s a t Skyline

Fa rms . However, t h e FHA assumed r e s p o n s i b i l i t y o f s ee i ng t o i t t h a t

t h e purchasers at t he p r o j e c t p a i d t h e i r l o a n s .

T he r e is no documentat ion on how many of t h e "second

generat ion" buye rs susmnenadill p a i d f o r t h e i r u n i t s . Some, such as

John J a r n a g i n , farmed f o r a w h i l e o n t h e i r u n i t , and t h e n l e f t .

J a r n a g i n wou l d l a t e r say t h a t h e was making enough t o buy h i s u n i t ,
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b u t he l o c a t e d to a more p r oduc t i v e f a rm elsewhere.> He, t o o , had

prob lems w i t h c o t t o n as a c r o p , he s a i d . He could grow the c o t t o n

w e l l enough, he s a i d , b u t due to t h e c o l d weather, t h e c o t t o n b o l l s

wou l d n o t open u n t i l l a t e i n t h e f a l l , and t h e n t h e f r o s t would s t a i n

t h e c o t t o n , r e s u l t i n g in a lower grade and consequen t l owe r pr ice f o r

t h e c o t t o n . >” P r o j e c t f a rme r s , it was n o t e d , had experienced t h i s

same problem. Because o f t h e d i f fi c u l t y some o f t h e “second

generat ion" f a rme r s had , a number e i t h e r s o l d t h e i r u n i t s , or i n a

few ca se s s imp ly moved.

A v a i l a b l e i n f o r m a t i o n does i n d i c a t e , h oweve r, t h a t t he

overwhelming m a j o r i t y of t he “second generation" fa rmers d i d o b t a i n

t h e i r f a rms . These f a rme r s d i d n o t have t o r e l y s o l e l y on f a rm i n g

f o r an i n come , a s was r e qu i r e d o f t he o r i g i n a l fa rmers . The r e f o r e ,

t h e y c o u l d u se income f r o m o t h e r s ou r c e s t o pay f o r t h e i r u n i t s . The

“second generat ion" farmers b e n e fi t e d , t o o , f r om a gene ra l

improvement in f a rm p r i c e s t h a t occurred in t h e Un i t e d S t a t e s in the

l a t e 1940s and e a r l y 1950s. A d d i t i o n a l l y , t hey moved o n farms t h a t

had b e e n worked f o r s e v e r a l y e a r s and thus had t he advantage of n o t

h a v i n g to f a rm “new ground." A l though the re a r e no fi n a l r e c o r d s on

wha t p e r c e n t a g e of t h e “second generat ion" farmers bought t h e i r

u n i t s , t h e fo rmer d i r e c t o r o f t h e Farmers Home Admin i s t ra t i on in

Jackson Coun t y, W. A. ‐‐s sa i d t h a t m o s t of t he “second

genera t ion" fa rmers d i d pay o f f t h e i r loans.°4 Records f r om t h e FHA
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d u r i n g t he fi r s t few years a f t e r t h e p r o j e c t u n i t s were s o l d c o n fi rm

t h a t m o s t of these "second generation" buye r s were making progress

toward purchas ing t h e i r units.>>
As f o r o t he r a s p e c t s of t h e p r o j e c t , t h e community commissary

was s o l d t o a p r i v a t e bu ye r, a s were o t h e r f a c i l i t i e s o n t h e p r o j e c t .

The s choo l was turned o v e r to t h e Jackson County School System to be

ope ra ted - - t h i s t ime w i t hou t any f e d e r a l f unds . Government workers no

l o n g e r organized community bands , or square dances , or a r t s and

c r a f t s p r o j e c t s . No l o n g e r d i d governmentphotographers, mus i c

t e c h n i c i a n s , o r drama produc t ion c o n s u l t a n t s , o r newspaper r e p o r t e r s

v i s i t t h e community. There would be no more t r i p s to Washington to

pe r f o rm f o r Pres iden t and M r s . Roosevelt . In f a c t , t h e r e was no more

Sky l i n e Farms Band, even though mus i c i ans s t i l l g o t t oge t he r a t

people's homes and p layed on i n t o t h e n i g h t . The coopera t i ves were

a b o l i s h e d , o r they s imply dissolved due t o a l a c k o f l e a d e r s h i p and

p a r t i c i p a t i o n .

I n May o f 1946 the ho s i e r y m i l l a t t h e p r o j e c t a l so was s o l d .

Dexdale Hos i e r y M i l l s purchased t h e p l a n t . Dexdale was the
Pennsy lvan ia company t h a t had operated and managed t h e h o s i e r y m i l i

under a c o n t r a c t agreement w i t h t h e FSA and the S k y l i n e I n d u s t r i a l

Company. Dexdale bought t h e h o s i e r y m i l l , mach i n e r y, t h r ow i ng

equ ipment , f u r n i t u r e and o t h e r p r o p e r t y , and 6 .2 a c r e s o f land.>© A

FHA r e p o r t s t a t e d t h a t t h e r e was a $369,676 r e c o v e r y on t he sa le of

the p l a n t , wh ich presumably was t h e s a l e p r i c e . The r e p o r t f u r t h e r



265

noted t h a t i n t e r e s t o f $125,383 had been p a i d o n the o r i g i n a l l o a n o f

$490,270.>/ Acco rd ing to t h i s r e p o r t , t h e government had a t o t a l

i n v e s tmen t o f $615,653 a t t h e h o s i e r y m i l l , i n c l u d i n g t h e o r i g i n a l

l o a n and accumulated i n t e r e s t . The ba lance unpaid was- $120 ,593 - - t he

government's l o s s on t h e facility.°®
S i n c e the fede ra l government a c t u a l l y had made t h e o r i g i n a l

l o an t o t h e Sky l i ne I n d u s t r i a l Company, t h e fede ra l government faced

the l e g a l ques t i o n o f whether i t had the a u t h o r i t y t o s e l l t he

h o s i e r y m i l l , o r whether t h i s cou l d b e done on l y b y the Sky l i ne

I n d u s t r i a l Company. A s n o t e d , t h e government cou l d fi n d ve ry few o f

the o r i g i n a l stockholders in t he Sky l i n e I n d u s t r i a l Company who s t i l l

l i v e d in t he area. Consequent ly, t he FHA “absolved" t h e Sky l i n e

I n d u s t r i a l Company, based on t h e recommendation of the FHA reg i ona l

attorney. However, deed reco rds show t h a t when the s a l e to Dexdale

o c c u r r e d , rep resen ta t i ves o f t h e Un i ted S t a t e s government and Dav id

C l a y P a r a d i s e , r e p r e s e n t i n g t h e S k y l i n e I n d u s t r i a l Company, s i gned

the t r a n s a c t i o n papers . Parad ise had been one o f the o r i g i n a l

stockholders in t h e Skyline I n d u s t r i a l Company .©9 The Dexdale

comans operated t h e f a c i l i t y f o r severa l years a f t e r buy i ng t he

p l a n t a n d then s o l d i t . S i n c e t h e l a t e 1940s, t h e f a c i l i t y was

opera ted by v a r i o u s t e x t i l e companies, b u t as of t he f a l l of 1991,

t he p l a n t was c l o sed .
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The somewhat p r o t r a c t e d end ing t o t h e S k y l i n e Farms p r o j e c t was

be i ng repeated at o t h e r rese t t lement communi t ies th roughout t h e

Un i ted S t a t e s . By 1948 a l l t h e rese t t l emen t community p r o j e c t s ,

e x c e p t f o r t h e g reenbe l t c i t i e s , had been l i q u i d a t e d .® ! I n a l l , t h e

f e d e r a l gove r nmen t s p e n t $1,230,333 a t S k y l i n e Farms du r i n g t h e

l i f e t i m e of t h e project.©2 Approximately o n e - t h i r d of t h a t c o s t was

i n c u r r e d i n c o n s t r u c t i n g t h e p r o j e c t h o s i e r y m i l l . I n t e rm s o f money

s p e n t , t h e Sk y l i n e Farms p r o j e c t was one o f t h e l a r g e s t rese t t l emen t

communities t he g o v e r nm e n t es tab l i shed du r i n g t h e 1930s and 1940s.

C e r t a i n l y , i n t e rm s o f p l a n n i n g , i m a g i n a t i o n , and enthusiasm a g r e a t

a t t e m p t a t s o c i a l and economic r e h a b i l i t a t i o n was made a t t h e

p r o j e c t . Ye t t h e q u e s t i o n p e r s i s t s a s t o what a l l t h e e f f o r t

a c t u a l l y accomplished. The answe r, l i k e t he p r o j e c t i t s e l f , has many

d imens ions and l a y e r s , and leads to conc lus ions t h a t a r e a t t h e same

t ime p ra i sewor thy and t r o u b l i n g .
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Image Fou r : L e a v i n g t h e P r o j e c t

V i r g i l and Ve n t r i c e Brewer had heard t h e rumors t h a t spread

th rough the community. I t was s a i d t h e government was about to c l ose

t h e p r o j e c t and everybody would have to move. M r. Brewer had gone

w i t h o t h e r p r o j e c t farmers to Hun tsv i l l e to t a l k t o U . S . Sena to r

John Sparkman about what t hey had heard.! Sena to r S p a r k m a n .was

p o l i t e and l i s t e n e d t o them, M r . Brewer l a t e r s a i d , b u t h e t o l d them

he d i d n o t know what was go i ng to happen and t h a t it was a l l o u t of

h i s hands.* Some p r o j e c t p a r t i c i p a n t s were making p l ans t o l e a v e ,

o r had a l r eady l e f t , M r . B rewe r s a i d . B u t t h e Brewers had l i v e d in

t h e i r house f o r n ea r l y n i n e y ea r s . They had helped c l e a r t h e l a n d .

The Brewers' c h i l d r e n attended the community schoo l . The f am i l y

a t tended church nea rby. They had , M r . Brewer s a i d , good neighbors

who we r e he and h i s fami l ies ' f r i e n d s . The p r o j e c t was t he Brewers‘

home and t hey d i d n o t w a n t t o l e a v e .

M o r e o v e r , M r . B r ew e r t h o ugh t a t fi r s t h e would b e ab l e t o

homestead h i s l a n d , and t h a t h i s u n i t would t h e n be long to h i s

f am i l y . > T h i s i s what h e s a i d p r o j e c t o f fi c i a l s had t o l d t h e

f a rme r s a t first.4 When t h e y we r e t o l d t h a t t h e y would have t o b u y

t h e i r u n i t s i n s t ead o f homes tead ing them, t h e Brewers d i d a l l t h a t

p r o j e c t managers and o f fi c i a l s requested o f them. They planted t h e

c r o p s a s t h e y w e r e told. Y e t t h e y cou ld n o t make a p r o fi t f r om

f a r m i n g and had gone f u r t h e r i n t o d e b t . Now t h e i r f u t u r e was

u n c e r t a i n .
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F i n a l l y , i n l a t e summer o f 1944 the n o t i c e was ma i l ed t o them.

The Brewers we re ordered to move f rom t h e i r home and farm by January

1 , 1945.> The Brewers l e f t soon a f t e r r e c e i v i n g the no t i c e . Before

they l e f t , M r. Brewer s a i d , government workers came to t h e i r house

and took the farm equipment. L a t e r , a l l t h e p r o j e c t equipment was

s o l d a t a massive p ub l i c a u c t i o n .

M r. Brewer remembered the kindness of one government worker who

came to t h e i r home and purposely overlooked the c o r n and hay t h a t he

had in h i s fi e l d s , so t h a t i t would n o t be confiscated. ® This gave

h im cash to buy a few i t ems when he moved.’ “We d idn ' t leave w i t h

much," M r. Brewer sa id . "We had ou r beds , which had been made o u t

here a t the p r o j e c t , and w e had o u r p ressu re cooker. Things l i k e

that."8 Wi th these few i t em s the Brewers moved away from the

moun ta i n , l eav i ng the Sky l ine Dream behind. Mr. Brewer found a j o b

a s a t e n a n t farmer i n t h e c o u n t y , b u t soon h e and h i s f am i l y were t o

leave fa rm l i f e beh ind f o r good.
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C h a p t e r  1 2

The S k y l i n e Dream: A Retrospective
The m o s t impo r tan t g o a l o f t he Sky l i ne Farms p r o j e c t was to

p e r m i t economical ly-deprived t e n a n t farmers to become independent

landowners. The t e n a n t s chosen f o r t h e p r o j e c t were o f f e r e d t h e

dream of own ing t h e i r own home a n d fa rm. N o t o n l y w e r e they to be

landowners, b u t they were to l i v e i n a harmonious, planned community.

A l though t h e r e a r e many o t h e r l e v e l s a t wh ich S k y l i n e Farms shou ld be

measured, t h e main f a c t o r in eva lua t ing t h e p r o j e c t i s how success fu l

t h e p r o j e c t was i n t u r n i n g t e n a n t farmers i n t o s e l f - s u f fi c i e n t

landowners.
I t i s a p p a r e n t f rom t h i s s tudy t h a t t h e p r o j e c t was o n l y

m i n i m a l l y success fu l i n t h i s r e g a r d . On ly one farmer o f t h e 150-200

who w e r e a t t h e p r o j e c t ob ta ined t h e i r house and land . From t h i s

v a n t a g e p o i n t , t h e conc lus ion is inescapab le : t h e p r o j e c t f a i l e d .

Character is t ica l ly of American s o c i e t y , t h e farmers themselves

were blamed f o r t h i s f a i l u r e . F o r example, the FSA S o l i c i t o r ' s

O f fi c e in a r e p o r t as t h e p r o j e c t was end ing a t t emp ted to explain why

s o few o f t h e farmers had obta ined t h e i r units.! The S o l i c i t o r s '

w r o t e t o Frank Hancock, FSA A d m i n i s t r a t o r a t t h e t i m e , t h a t " t h e f a r m

p l a n f o r t h e S k y l i n e Farms p r o j e c t d i d n o t develop t o t h e e x t e n t

u2p l a n n e d . The r e p o r t e x p l a i n e d t h a t g r a i n , p o t a t o e s , and sorghum

w e r e t o b e t h e farmers' cash c r o p s and f a c i l i t i e s had been developed

f o r p r o c e s s i n g , c u r i n g a n d s t o r i n g these crops.> The l a n d , c l i m a t e ,
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and marke t we r e a l l f avo rab le f o r p roduc ing these cash c rops , t h e

r e p o r t f u r t h e r e x p l a i n e d . The p rob lem, t h e r e p o r t s t a t e d , was t h a t

“ p ro j ec t f am i l i e s never produced c r ops i n q u a n t i t i e s s u f fi c i e n t t o

u se these f a c i l i t i e s t o a n y extent."4 The r e p o r t concluded:

“Fami l ies proved to be wage e a r n e r s r a t h e r t h an farmers . Th i s

a c c o u n t s i n l a r g e measure f o r t h e heavy t u r n o v e r o f f a m i l i e s d u r i n g

r e c e n t years.""
T h a t t he farmers we re "wage ea r n e r s r a t h e r t h a n farmers" had

become t h e o f fi c i a l exp lana t ion as to why the p r o j e c t f a i l e d , a t

l e a s t a c c o r d i n g t o t h i s r e p o r t . I n a s o c i e t y t h a t s t r e s s e s

i n d i v i d u a l i t y , b l am ing t h e farmers f o r t h e i r l a c k o f success was a

q u i c k and easy exp lana t i on , one t h a t served the a d d i t i o n a l purpose o f

removing r e s p o n s i b i l i t y away f r om t h e g o v e r nm e n t p lanners t o t h e

fa rmers themselves.

N o doub t , t he r e we re i n d i v i d u a l i n s t a n c e s i n wh ich t h e f a rme r s

d i d n o t f u l l y s e i z e the o p p o r t u n i t i e s g i v e n them. They w e r e , a f t e r

a l l , p r o d u c t s o f a t e n a n t f a rm s y s t em and s u b c u l t u r e w h i c h , a s

Johnson, Embree, and A lexander had exp la ined , o f t e n o o k wey

initiative.© Ye t it shou l d beremembered t h a t t h e p r o j e c t f a rme r s

we re a s e l e c t g r o u p , peop le who had been screened and evaluated in

t e r m s o f t h e i r wo rk habits and cha r a c t e r . I f i ndeed these fa rmers

w e r e "wage ea rne rs , " a s t h e S o l i c i t o r ' s r e p o r t d e s c r i b e d them, t h e n

t h e r e was a fl aw i n t h e s e l e c t i o n p r o c e s s , f o r t h e se we re i n d i v i d u a l s

and f a m i l i e s chosen because t he RA/FSA f e l t they wou ld succeed.
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Quite s i m p l y, t h e f a r m e r s whose a b i l i t i e s w e r e b r o u g h t i n t o q u e s t i o n

b y t h e S o l i c i t o r ' s r e p o r t w e r e the same people the g o v e r n m e n t chose

f o r t h e p r o j e c t .

I n a s s e s s i n g what d i d g o wrong i n c o n v e r t i n g t h e t e n a n t s t o

landowners , t h e o r i g i n a l R u r a l Resett lement D i v i s i o n (RRD) farm p l a n

f o r t h e p r o j e c t w a r r a n t s c l o s e r a n a l y s i s . A s was n o t e d , fa rmers a t

t h e p r o j e c t worked w i t h a v e r y sma l l m a r g i n o f e r r o r when i t came t o

t h e i r fi n a n c i a l balance a t t h e end o f a y e a r . The f o l l o w i n g Farm a n d

Home Management P l a n devised by t h e RRD in 1936 shows j u s t how n a r r o w

t h a t m a r g i n was:

FARM AND HOME MANAGEMENT PLAN: SUMMARY

Resett lement Administration’
Cash r e c e i p t s f rom f a r m $844.00

L i v i n g f r o m f a r m $324.25

To t a l r e c e i p t s $1,263.25

Expenses f o r f a r m $425.00

L i v i n g f o r f a rm $324.25

Cash l i v i n g expenses $275.00

T o t a l expenses $1,044.25

Annual n e t income $224.00

R e h a b i l i t a t i o n l o a n r e p a y m e n t $215.00

o n  $ 3 , 0 0 0

BALANCE $9.00
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Based o n t h i s p l a n , t h e s l i g h t e s t e r r o r i n t h e a g r i c u l t u r a l farm p l a n

cou l d r e s u l t i n a fi n a n c i a l l o s s f o r t h e y e a r . D e fi n i t e l y t h e r e were

e r r o r s i n the p l a n . There was a problem i n r e ga r d t o r e l i a n c e on

c o t t o n a s a ke y cash c r o p f o r t h e fa rmers . A c c o r d i n g t o t h e f a rm

p l a n , twe l ve a c r e s of c o t t o n on each fa rm would produce 2,700 pounds

o f c o t t o n to be s o l d a t a p ro jec ted t e n c e n t s p e r pound. Th is would

p rov i de the t y p i c a l farmer w i t h $270 i n i n come , w i t h t h e c o t t o n seed

b r i n g i n g i n ano t he r $54. T h i s p r o j e c t ed income f r om c o t t o n was

t h i r t y - n i n e p e r c e n t o f t h e t o t a l r e c e i p t s t h a t a f a rme r was expected

t o make each y e a r .

O f fi c i a l s d i d n o t ant ic ipate i t would take as l o n g as i t d i d to

prepare t h e "new ground" f o r c o t t o n . Some c o t t o n was produced by

1939. Howeve r, i t was n o t u n t i l t h e e a r l y f o r t i e s , some s i x years

a f t e r t h e p r o j e c t had begun, t h a t c o t t o n was p lan ted in subs tan t ia l

am o u n t s , and even then neve r i n amoun t s enough t o w a r r a n t

c o n s t r u c t i n g and o p e r a t i n g t h e c o t t o n g i n t h a t had been planned.

Even when p l a n t e d , t h e c o o l moun t a i n wea the r s t un ted the c o t t o n , o r

caused the b o l l s t o open l a t e i n t h e f a l l , r e s u l t i n g i n f r o s t damage.

C o t t o n was n e v e r t h e money c r o p o f fi c i a l s a n t i c i p a t e d i t would b e .

Perhaps the s h o r t f a l l i n c o t t o n c ou l d have been overcome b y

more r e l i a n c e o n po t a t o e s a s a cash c r o p . I n t h e o r i g i n a l p l a n ,

p o t a t o e s were t o b r i n g i n $300 p e r y e a r f o r t he f a rme r s , t h i r t y - s i x

p e r c e n t o f t h e t o t a l y ea r l y income. ® P r o j e c t f a rme r s were more than

“wage earners" when i t came t o r a i s i n g p o t a t o e s . The fa rmers d i d
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produce p o t a t o e s i n l a r g e amoun t s , bu t t h e market p r i c e f o r p o t a t o e s

was l o w u p u n t i l 1943, t h e yea r t h a t Congress o r de r ed l i q u i d a t i o n .

From 1937 u n t i l 1942 p o t a t o e s averaged o n l y $1.08 p e r hundred pounds,

i n c r e a s i n g t o $2.55 on l y i n 1943, t he yea r i n wh i ch t h e l i q u i d a t i o n

of Sk y l i n e Farms was b e i n g finalized.? Perhaps in t im e produc ing

p o t a t o e s c o u l d have k e p t t he f a rme r s a fl o a t fi n a n c i a l l y , b u t b y t h e

t i m e o f t he p r i c e i n c r e a s e , t he farmers were b ad l y i n d e b t , and t h e

end o f t he p r o j e c t was n ea r .

I n e x p l a i n i n g why t h e p r o j e c t h a d n o t been s u c c e s s f u l , t h e FSA

S o l i c i t o r ' s O f fi c e r e p o r t e d t h a t g r a i n , p o t a t o e s , and sorghum were t o

be t h e farmers ’ “cash crops."10 There was nomen t i o n in t h a t r e p o r t

t h a t o r i g i n a l l y t h i r t y - n i n e p e r c e n t o f t h e farmer 's cash income was

t o come f r om c o t t o n . Qui te obv i ous l y, i n 1945 t he o v e r a l l success o f

t h e p r o j e c t was b e i n g gauged o n c r i t e r i a t h a t had changed s i n c e t h e

b e g i n n i n g o f S k y l i n e Farms. Due t o t h e dramat ic changes i n personne l

and p o l i c y t h a t had o c c u r r e d i n t h e FSA ove r t h e y ea r s , i n 1945

p robab l y few gove rnmen t o f fi c i a l s remembered o r were aware o f what

t h e o r i g i n a l f a rm p l a n had been or how it was to be implemented.

Based on t h i s f a u l t y o r s e l e c t i v e memory, gove rnmen t o f fi c i a l s

r e s p o n s i b l e f o r end ing t h e p r o j e c t cou ld a t t r i b u t e f a i l u r e t o t h e

f a rme rs themselves.

I n a c t u a l i t y , a t n o t ime i n Amer ican h i s t o r y have fa rmers

r e c e i v e d a s much s u p e r v i s i o n , a d v i s e , and gu idance a s those a t

S k y l i n e Farms. The farmers f o l l owed a p l a n p r e s c r i b e d t o them. I f
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the p l a n d i d n o t work , whatever charac te r i s t i cs they had as

i n d i v i d u a l s became secondary i n r e g a r d t o the success o f t h e p r o j e c t .

I n l o o k i n g back, i t i s a p p a r e n t t h e a g r i c u l t u r a l p l a n f o r Sky l i n e

Farms was flawed, desp i t e however we l l - i n tended , tho rough , and

i m a g i n a t i v e p r o j e c t pe r sonne l and RA/FSA o f fi c i a l s m i gh t have been i n

d e v i s i n g i t .

There we re f u r t h e r comp l i ca t i ons t h a t c r e a t e d obs tac l es f o r t h e

fa rmers in obta in ing t h e i r u n i t s . One drawback was t h a t t he f e d e r a l

g o v e r n m e n t was i nexpe r i enced i n what e s s e n t i a l l y was s o c i a l work .

P r i o r t o t h e 1930s, t h e f e d e r a l g o v e r nm e n t had n o t been i nvo l ved i n

t hese t y p e of s e r v i c e s , and consequent ly workers knew l i t t l e of t h e

_ i n t r i c a c i e s o f s o c i a l w o r k , e s p e c i a l l y i n r e g a r d t o r e l a t i n g t o

peop l e f r om a d i f f e r e n t s ub cu l t u r a l background, such a s t h e t e n a n t

farmers at Sky l i ne Farms. Fo r example, as s t r o n g a leade r as he had

been, H a r r y Ross , t h e fi r s t p r o j e c t manager, h ad been a s t e e l m i l l

s u p e r v i s o r p r i o r t o coming t o S k y l i n e Farms, and had n o t been t r a i n e d

to d i r e c t a rese t t l emen t communi ty. Ne i t h e r h a d such p e r s o n n e l as

t h e f a r m s p e c i a l i s t s o r c o n s t r u c t i o n foremen been t r a i n e d a s s o c i a l

workers . Ye t d a i l y they w e r e expec ted to d e a l w i t h what in many

cases we r e s o c i a l and pe r s ona l problems the p r o j e c t p a r t i c i p a n t s were

expe r i enc i ng .

The inexper ience w i t h d e a l i n g w i t h a un i que subcu l tu ra l g roup

c r e a t e d f u r t h e r b a r r i e r s , such as t h e obvious communicat ion prob lems

t h a t developed. Many o f t h e p r o j e c t p a r t i c i p a n t s had f a l s e i l l u s i o n s
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and expec t a t i o n s about o b t a i n i n g a home and fa rm. I n t he e a r l y days

o f t h e p r o j e c t , i t does appear t h a t many p a r t i c i p a n t s though t they

would be pe rm i t t ed to homestead t h e i r u n i t w i t h gove rnmen t

ass i s tance . The language used by RA and FSA o f fi c i a l s con t r i bu ted to

these f a l s e e x p e c t a t i o n s , f o r f r om the beg inn ing Sky l i ne Farms was

r e f e r r e d t o a s a "homestead" project and p a r t i c i p a n t s were c a l l e d

“homesteaders" to t h e v e r y end.

Some p a r t i c i p a n t s c l e a r l y be l i e ved t h e y would b e a l lowed t o

homestead t h e i r u n i t s , and it is e v i d e n t it was never c l a r i fi e d to

them exac t l y how they were t o o b t a i n t h e i r u n i t s . I n t h e beg i nn i ng ,

FERA, RA, and FSA o f fi c i a l s themselves seemed not to understand how

rese t t l ement a t S k y l i n e Farms was to be accomp l i shed . In f a i r ness to

these o f fi c i a l s , rese t t l emen t was o n l y a sma l l p a r t o f the mass ive

p rog rams t h e i r a g e n c i e s we re r e g u l a t i n g . Furthermore, t h e r e were

l a y e r s o f o f fi c i a l s th roughou t each gove rnmen ta l agency and q u i t e

o f t e n they d i d n o t know what o t he r s were do i ng w i t h i n the f ede ra l

bureaucracy.

The d i f f e r e n t messages t h e o f fi c i a l s s e n t confused t h e Sk y l i n e

p a r t i c i p a n t s . Fo r example, V i r g i l Brewer, a n o r i g i n a l fa rm

p a r t i c i p a n t , s a i d t h a t Ha r r y Ross had t o l d them they wou ld b e a l lowed

to homestead t h e i r u n i t s and t h a t work they d i d would be c r ed i t e d to

t h i s end. As n o t e d , a c co r d i n g t o Brewer, Ross r e t u r ned f r om a

mee t i n g w i t h FSA o f fi c i a l s and t o l d them t h a t p l ans had been

changed, 11 Apparen t l y, p o l i c y had been developed a t t h e l o c a l l e v e l
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which was n o t i n keep ing w i t h f e d e r a l d i r e c t i v e s . Doub t l e s s , t he

communicat ion prob lem at t h e p r o j e c t hampered t h e o v e r a l l l e v e l o f

e f fi c i e n c y o f p r o j e c t p a r t i c i p a n t s and o f fi c i a l s . Add i t i o n a l l y, t h i s

communicat ion prob lem caused the p a r t i c i p a n t s to l o s e t h e coope r a t i v e

s p i r i t t h a t seemed to so character ize t h e p r o j e c t d u r i n g t h e fi r s t

few y e a r s .

B e t t e r communication m i g h t have p reven t ed f ac t i ons f r om

developing at Sky l i ne Farms. As it was, an "us" and "them" a t t i t u d e

o f t e n ex i s t ed a t t h e p r o j e c t , w i t h t he s i des s p l i t t i n g a long

managemen t /supervisor and p a r t i c i p a n t l i n e s . Bo t h f a c t i o n s commonly

v i ewed the o t he r through s t e r e o t y p e s . I n t h e e a r l y days o f the

p r o j e c t Leonard K i r k , t hen work ing w i t h S p e c i a l S k i l l s , w r o t e Char les

Seeger he had discovered something at t h e p r o j e c t " t ha t was n o t so

pleasing.''12 K i r k s a i d t h a t t h e “salary workers" at t h e p r o j e c t had

begun t o speak o f “our group" and r e f e r r e d t o t he “ regu lar

homesteaders" as " the o t h e r group."!3 He we n t on to say t h a t t h e

"sa lary workers" c a l l e d t h e homesteaders " fl a t heads. . . co lon i s t s .

- - and a number of o t h e r funny things."14 Indeed, few of the
“sa la ry workers" o r o f fi c i a l s a t t he p r o j e c t h a d come f rom t h e t e n a n t

subcu l tu ra l background. Or i f t hey had, a way to disassociate

themselves f rom such a degrading, impove r i shed background was to

c r i t i c i z e those i n d i v i d ua l s who had n o t broken f r e e o f i t . C r i t i c i s m

o f t h e p a r t i c i p a n t s was a way o f sugges t i ng t hey w e r e "not l i k e

them," t h a t they were somehow d i f f e r e n t . I n y e a r s t o come, sometimes
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those emerging f r om t h e t e n a n t subcu l tu re would be h i g h l y c r i t i c a l o f

a n y t h i n g t h a t was "country" or " r u r a l , " as t h e y sought s o c i a l

r e c o g n i t i o n f o r t h e i r f am i l i e s b y d i s t a n c i n g themselves f rom t h e i r

p a s t . B y denying any h i s t o r i c a l l i n k between t h e i r p r e s e n t l i f e and

the f a rm t e n an c y s y s t e m , t h e y , t o o , were a c c e p t i n g t h a t i n d i v i d u a l s

were respons ib l e f o r the degrad ing p o v e r t y t h a t character ized

Sou thern f a rm t e n a n c y. The t e n a n t f a rm sys t em i t s e l f was n o t blamed.

Some Sky l i n e Farms p a r t i c i p a n t s a l s o had t h e i r n e g a t i v e

s t e r e o t y p e s o f p r o j e c t pe rsonne l , j u s t a s t h e pe rsonne l had

s t e r e o t y p e s o f them. Pa r t i c i p a n t s r i d i c u l e d t h e p r o j e c t managers f o r

what t h e y f e l t was t h e i r l a c k of knowledge abou t f a rm i ng .

P a r t i c i p a n t s j o ked among themselves abou t how Ha r r y Ross s e n t a n

a s s i s t a n t t o buy two mules- -a male and a fema le , s o they cou ld b e

b red . Then they wou ld r o a r w i t h l a u g h t e r in t h e knowledge t h a t

mu l e s , ashyb r i d s of a donkey and ho r s e , a r e sterile.4> such j o kes

conveyed t h e message t h a t w h i l e t h e p r o j e c t o f fi c i a l s m i g h t b e

educa ted , t hey d i d n o t have “common sense, " l i k e "we" do .

D e s p i t e t h e i r p o v e r t y , t h o se o f t h e f a rm t e n a n t wo r l d we re

fi e r c e l y independent. They o f t e n descr ibed themselves as “poor b u t

proud .'"16 Indeed , t hey were a p roud people who d i d n o t l i k e b e i n g

t o l d what t o do. Even a s t e n a n t f a rme r s , they had been an

independent g r o u p , o f t e n mov i ng y ea r l y f r om fa rm to farm. O f t en t hey

moved f o r economic r e a s o n s , b u t sometimes they l e f t because they had

taken pe r s ona l o f f e n s e at someth ing t he landowner had s a i d or done.



278

A t S k y l i n e Farms t h e t e n a n t s d i d n o t t a k e w e l l t o what they t h ough t

were end l e s s r u l e s and r e g u l a t i o n s gove r n i n g t h e i r l i v e s , These

r e g u l a t i o n s covered eve ry a s p e c t o f t h e i r l i v e s a t t he p r o j e c t ,

i n c l u d i n g t h e i r f am i l y l i f e . Under t h e t e n a n t s y s t em , a t l e a s t t h e i r

f am i l y l i f e had been t h e i r own. Moreover, t h e knowledge t h a t they

we re members o f a group o f peop le , f a rm t e n a n t s , who o f t e n were

viewed n e g a t i v e l y, caused them a t t imes t o b e e s p e c i a l l y s e n s i t i v e

and de fens i ve , r e s u l t i n g i n t h e i r r ead ing s l i g h t s i n t o d i r e c t i v e s

wh i c h a s upe r v i s o r m i g h t n o t have in tended .

Doub t l e s s , t h e par t i c ipan ts ' r e s e n tm e n t was a c o n t r i b u t i n g

f a c t o r in the charges l e v i e d a g a i n s t Ha r r y Ross t h a t he had misused

funds and l a b o r a t t h e p r o j e c t . FSA o f fi c i a l s disniased the charges

a s comple te ly u n s u b s t a n t i a t e d . Nonethe less, t h a t t h e p a r t i c i p a n t s

would make such charges a g a i n s t t he man mos t r e s p o n s i b l e f o r

e s t a b l i s h i n g the p r o j e c t r e v e a l s t h e e x t e n t o f d i sco rd developed.

A l t hough c e r t a i n l y t he re were many i n s t a n c e s o f warm, r e s p e c t f u l

r e l a t i o n s and a c t i v i t i e s between p a r t i c i p a n t s and pe r sonne l a t

S k y l i n e Farms, a l l t o o o f t e n i t seems t h a t each s i d e viewed t h e o the r

as t h e enemy.

As n o t e d , t h e p r o j e c t expe r ience a l s o revea l s t h e d i f fi c u l t y i n

e s t a b l i s h i n g a c o o p e r a t i v e community i n a c omp e t i t i v e s o c i e t y .

P a r t i c i p a n t s and pe rsonne l o f t e n d i d n o t “work t oge t he r. " They

a f e r a l l were p a r t o f a s o c i e t y t h a t encouraged i n d i v i d u a l i t y and

some t imes e v e n d e fi a n c e o f a u t h o r i t y . When r u l e s and r e g u l a t i o n s
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es tab l i shed o r how they m i g h t b e n e fi t a l l peop le . A l l t o o o f t e n , t h e

p a r t i c i p a n t s i n t e r p r e t e d t h e rules and r e g u l a t i o n s a s f u r t h e r

examples o f i n t r u s i o n s o n t h e i r i n d i v i d u a l i t y and a s a n i n s u l t t o

t h e i r p r i d e .

Aga in i n f a i r n e s s t o t h e p r o j e c t o f fi c i a l s , s o c i a l programs

such as Sky l i ne Farms were n ew on t h e American scene. There were few

models t o which pe r sonne l c o u l d t u r n f o r guidance. A f t e r a l l , s o c i a l

programs such as t h e rese t t l emen t communities had j u s t begun in

America at t h e f e d e r a l l e v e l w i t h t h e RooseveltAdministration. In

the 1930s, what is known as s o c i a l work today was a fi e l d in i t s

i n f a n c y . L i t t l e was t h e n known of t h e p i t f a l l s of bureaucrac ies, or

the hazards of t o t a l institutions, or the d i f fi c u l t y of communication
between subcu l t u r a l g r o up s . I n deed , those o f t h e t e n a n t w o r l d had

n o t been i d e n t i fi e d a s a subcu l tu re w i t h t h e i r own va lues , cus toms ,

t r a d i t i o n s , and r e l i g i o u s b e l i e f s . Pe r sonne l a t S k y l i n e Farms

app roached t h e p r o j e c t w i t h o u t t he benefi t o f these i n s i g h t s .

F u r t h e r p e r s p e c t i v e s o n why t h e p r o j e c t was n o more success fu l

t h an i t was i n p e rm i t t i n g farmers t o a c q u i r e t h e i r home and l a n d i s

ga i ned f rom a 1943 s t u d y. Th i s s tudy was conducted by the War Food

Admin is t ra t ion (WFA) to determine what shou ld be done about t h e FSA,

t h en unde r t h e authority of t h e War Food Administrat ion in t h e

Depar tment o f A g r i c u l t u r e . Independent consu l tan ts , l e d b y John D .

B l a c k o f Ha r v a r d U n i v e r s i t y , conducted t h e s t u d y and concluded t h a t

t h e FSA s hou l d be mod i fi e d , b u t n o t abol ished. Among the prob lems
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the consu l tan ts i d e n t i fi e d w i t h i n the FSA were t h a t : ( 1 ) many FSA

b o r r o w e r shad t o o l a r g e a l o a n debt ; ( 2 ) some o f t h e FSA

"rehabi l i tat ion" farms were t o o smal l ; a nd ( 3 ) many FSA c o u n t y

s u p e r v i s o r s were n o t c ompe t en t i n f a rm management .!7 Whi le

concluding the FSA should be con t i nued , t h e B lack r e p o r t d i d

recommend t h e l i q u i d a t i o n of t he resett lement p r o j e c t s . 28

A l ook at some of t h e o t h e r resett lement p r o j e c t s

es t ab l i s hed i n t he 1930s p rov i des f u r t h e r views on what happened a t

S k y l i n e Farms. Although no comprehensive s tudy of these resett lement

communities has been w r i t t e n , t h e r e has been some ana lys i s made of

i n d i v i d u a l p r o j e c t s . Most s t ud i e s o f these p r o j e c t s r e v e a l a s t o r y

s i m i l a r t o t h a t o f S k y l i n e Farms, w i t h some ex cep t i o n s .

One o f t h e excep t i ons i s Gee's Bend, which l i k e Sky l i n e Farms

was begun by the FERA, t hen ope ra t ed by t h e RA and t h e FSA. Gee's

Bend, a s n o t e d , was a p r o j e c t f o r b l a c k t e n a n t farmers i n Wilcox

Coun ty, a long the Alabama R i v e r in Southwest Alabama. Th i s p r o j e c t

t o o k p l a c e on the abandoned Pet tway P lan ta t ion , where descendants o f

s l a ve s had pe r s e ve r ed th rough t he yea r s and had worked for va r i o u s

absentee landowners. The Depression of 1932 h i t r e s i d en t s of t h e

Gee's Bend community h a r d , e s p e c i a l l y a f t e r Gee's Bend r e s i d e n t s l o s t

mos t of t h e i r movable property in an e s t a t e settlement.29 The

economic p l i g h t o f t h e peop l e a t Gee's Bend b rough t t he a t t e n t i o n o f

v a r i o u s r e l i e f o r g a n i z a t i o n s , t h e Red Cross a t fi r s t , and then t h e

FERA.
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FERA o f fi c i a l s decided t o e s t a b l i s h a fa rm community a t Gee's

Bend and bought some 12,000 a c r e s o f l a n d f o r t h e p r o j e c t . The Gee's

Bend p r o j e c t was developed in much the same way as Sky l i n e Farms.

Houses we r e b u i l t f o r f am i l i e s , b u t o n one landed ac r e farms i n s t e a d

o f t h e s t a nda r d f o r t y a c r e s a t S k y l i n e Farms. The f am i l i e s were

equipped t o farm and we re g i v e n r e hab i l i t a t i o n l o a n s , Cooperat ives

were o r g a n i z e d a t Gee's Bend, a s a t S k y l i n e Farms, and a community

c e n t e r was b u i l d , as was a commissary, h e a l t h c e n t e r , grammar schoo l ,

and b lacksmi th shop. 29 However, no i n d u s t r i a l f a c t o r y, such as the

S k y l i n e hos ie ry m i l l , was b u i l t a t Gee's Bend.

From ava i l a b l e a c c o u n t s o f t h e p r o j e c t , Gee's Bend was much

more s u c c e s s f u l i n p e rm i t t i n g farmers t o buy t h e i r homes and l a n d

than those p a r t i c i p a n t s a t S k y l i n e Farms had been. I n 1941 t h e FSA

r e p o r t e d t h a t n i n e t y - s e v e n o f t h e one hundred f am i l i e s a t Gee's Bend

had bought t h e i r homes and t h e m a j o r i t y were ahead o f schedule i n

p a y i n g o f f t h e i r farm land.?}

De sp i t e t h e i r s i m i l a r i t i e s , there were some ma j o r d i f fe rences

between Alabama's on l y t w o New Dea l fa rm community projects t h a t may

a c c o u n t f o r t h e i r d i f f e r e n t success r a t e s . The mo s t obvious

d i f f e r ence i s t h a t S k y l i n e Farms was f o r wh i te t e n a n t s and Gee's Bend

f o r b l a c k t e n a n t s , a s i n keep ing w i t h New Dea l r a c i a l po l i c y i n t h e

South . Tha t o n e p r o j e c t was f o r wh i tes and t h e o t he r f o r b l a c k s

wou l d appea r t o have l i t t l e t o d o w i t h t h e ou t comes o f t h e r e s p e c t i v e

p r o j e c t s . However, W i l l A lexander RA/FSA d i r e c t o r , was e s p e c i a l l y
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i n t e r e s t e d i n Gee's Bend and v i s i t e d t h e p r o j e c t o n one occasion. 2 2

Alexander's i n t e r e s t h i s desire to improve Southern r a ce r e l a t i o n s

and t h e q u a l i t y o f l i f e f o r b l a c k s . Perhaps t he s p e c i a l i n t e r e s t

Alexander had i n Gee's Bend c o n t r i b u t e d t o i t s success , a l though t h i s

on l y can be specula ted, and c e r t a i n l y Eleanor Roosevelt's i n t e r e s t in

the Ar thurda le p r o j e c t d i d n o t he lp i t to succeed.

The Gee's Bend p a r t i c i p a n t s d i d have t h e advantage o f fa rm ing

r i c h , r i v e r - b o t t om l a n d t h a t was i d e a l f o r r a i s i n g c o t t o n . Unl ike

t h e fa rmers a t Sky l i ne Farms, they d i d n o t have to c l e a r "new ground"

on wh i ch t o r a i s e t h e i r c r ops . T h i s made t h e i r farms more

p r o fi t a b l e , and they cou l d b e g i n fa rm ing immediate ly, r a t h e r t han

spending the fi r s t seve ra l y e a r s of t h e i r p r o j e c t c l e a r i n g l and . The

Gee's Bend fa rms , t o o , were cons ide rab l y l a r g e r than those a t Sky l i ne

Fa rms , a ve r ag i n g some one hundred ac r e s . Th i s p e rm i t t e d t h e farmers

t o r a i s e more c r o p s , thus max im i z i n g t h e i r e f f o r t s . I t a l s o p u t t h e

Gee's Bend farmers i n l i n e w i t h t h e t r e n d toward o p e r a t i n g l a r g e r

f a r m s ,

O t he r f a c t o r s wh i c h may have con t r i b u t ed t o t he success o f

Gee's Bend i n comparison t o Sk y l i n e Farms can on l y be specu l a t ed , a t

l e a s t w i t h i n t h e boundaries of t h i s a n a l y s i s . One of these p o s s i b l e

f a c t o r s i s t h a t t he internal s o c i a l s t r u c t u r e o f t h e Gee's Bend

community may have c o n t r i b u t e d t o i t s o v e r a l l success. Gee's Bend

was a m o r e u n i fi e d community t h an S k y l i n e Farms. Gee's Bend had

e x i s t e d a s a communi ty s i n c e t h e 1820s, when the fi r s t p l a n t a t i o n was
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es tab l i shed the re . Many o f t h e r e s i d e n t s o f Gee's Bend were re l a ted :

+ f a c t , m o s t o f t he peop le t h e r e had t h e surname o f Pe t tway, de r i ved

f rom the Pettway f am i l y , who had owned a p l a n t a t i o n a t Gee's Bend.72

Perhaps the homogeneous n a t u r e of t h e Gee's Bend community c rea ted a

more harmonious, coope r a t i v e a t t i t u d e at t h e p r o j e c t than ex i s t ed

among t h e p a r t i c i p a n t s a t S k y l i n e Farms. Whatever t h e reasons , t h e

ou t comes of the two p r o j e c t s in r e g a r d to home and farm ownership

we r e n o t t h e same.

Gee's Bend i s a t y p i c a l o f o t h e r rese t t l emen t community p r o j e c t s

in t h e U n i t e d S t a t e s . As f a r as l a n d ownership is concerned, t h e

e x p e r i e n c e s of the Sky l ine Farms p r o j e c t participants was more

common, S tud ies o f these p r o j e c t s r e p e a t a cons i s ten t s t o r y l i n e :

v e r y few o f t h e o r i g i n a l f a rm fam i l i e s selected f o r t he p r o j e c t s

ob ta ined t h e i r home and l a nd .

The Penderlea Homesteads o f f e r s some s t r i k i n g comparisons w i t h

Sk y l i n e Farms. The Penderlea Homesteads, l o ca t ed in Pender Coun ty,

N. C . , was fi r s t ope ra t ed by the D i v i s i o n of Subsistence Homesteads,

t h en taken ove r b y the RA and FSA. L i k e Sk y l i n e Farms, i t was

c l a s s i fi e d as a rese t t l emen t farm community and cons i s t ed o f 195

u n i t s , in c o n t r a s t to 181 at t h e Cumberland Mountain p r o j e c t .

Penderlea Homesteads was t h e fi r s t fa rm colony and t h e m o s t expens ive

based o n p e r u n i t costs.*4 Pender lea Homesteads p a r t i c i p a n t s

o c c up i e d houses b u i l t f o r them o n t w e n t y - a c r e farms and were

s u p e r v i s e d by farm and home managemen t spec ia l is ts . They we r e to
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buy t h e i r u n i t s f rom money t hey made f r om fa rm ing . As a t Sky l i ne

Farms, coope ra t i ves we re established, and to g i v e t h e f am i l i e s o f t h e

farmers there more j o b o p p o r t u n i t i e s , a f a c t o r y was b u i l t w i t h a

$750,000 FSA l o a n to t he Penderlea Farms Homestead Aasociniton:
Dexdale Hos ie ry M i l l s opera ted the f a c t o r y. The f a c t o r y made women's

hos i e r y, as at Sky l i ne Farms, and the f a c i l i t y i t s e l f was considered

one of t h e bes t of i t s k i n d in the South.2®

The s i m i l a r i t i e s between Penderlea Homesteads and Sky l i n e Farms

d o n o t end w i t h t h e i r s t r u c t u r e and o r g a n i z a t i o n . They, t o o , a r e

s i m i l a r in t h e problems t h a t developed at each p r o j e c t . Fa rme r s , f o r

example, became confused o v e r how exa c t l y they would be pe rm i t t e d t o

pu rchase t h e i r units.2’ These fa rmers , who l i k e t ho se a t S k y l i n e

Farms had been chosen f rom r e l i e f r o l e s , became d i s i l l u s i o n e d because

they began the p r o j e c t w i t h such h i g h expec t a t i o n s f o r ob t a i n i n g

t h e i r own home and farm.2® Ye t t h e farmers f e l l f u r t h e r and f u r t h e r

i n debt.2? The coope r a t i v e s t h a t we re es t ab l i s hed were i n a c t i v e and

the fa rmers themselves f e l t t h e y were n o t b e i n g a l lowed to

p a r t i c i p a t e i n gove rn ing t h e i r community . 2 ° They f e l t that p r o j e c t
o f fi c i a l s v i o l a t e d t h e i r p r i v a c y w i t h t h e i r d e t a i l e d home and farm

plans.>1 F i n a l l y , t he ho s i e r y m i l l i t s e l f , w h i l e c r e a t i n g j o b s ,

began to l o s e money and Dexdale o f fi c i a l s recommended t h e f a c t o r y be

l i q u i d a t e d . 3 2 I n the end , t h e e n t i r e Penderlea Homesteads p r o j e c t

was s o l d , w i t h "very few" of t h e o r i g i n a l homesteaders a b l e to buy

t h e i r units.23
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Based on Paul Conkin's s y n t h e s i s o f t h e rese t t l emen t

c ommun i t i e s , i t appears t h a t S k y l i n e Farms and the Venjievien
Homesteads r e fl e c t t he exper iences o f what happened at mo s t o f t h e

p r o j e c t s . However, t h e r e i s n o r e c o r d o f t h e number o r p e r c e n t a g e o f

those f a m i l i e s o r i g i n a l l y se lec ted f o r these p r o j e c t s who obta ined

t h e i r u n i t s . Such a n a s s e s sm e n t wou ld have t o come f r om de t a i l e d

case s t u d i e s of each of t h e some f o r t y farm community p r o j e c t s

e s t ab l i s hed by t h e D i v i s i o n o f Subsistence Homesteads, t h e FERA, t he

RA, a n d ope ra ted by t h e FSA d u r i n g the 1930s and 1940s. Th i s

i n f o rma t i o n i s n o t a v a i l a b l e . Based o n t h e s t ud i e s t h a t have been

done , i t c a n b e concluded t h a t v e r y few o f t h e o r i g i n a l p a r t i c i p a n t s

had t h e i r hopes o f owning t h e i r own house and farm rea l i z ed .

Ye t t h e success o f S k y l i n e Farms and o t he r s i m i l a r p r o j e c t s

c a n n o t b e measured s o l e l y i n t e r m s o f t h e number o f p a r t i c i p a n t s who

purchased t h e i r u n i t s . C e r t a i n l y , the re a r e many o t he r dimensions t o

c o n s i d e r i n e va l ua t i n g t h e p r o j e c t s ' o v e r a l l success. F i r s t , S k y l i n e

Farms shou ld b e p l aced i n c o n t e x t o f the e r a i n which i t began, which

was d u r i n g t h e peak o f t h e Depress ion o f t h e 1930s. t h e protects of

c o u r s e , was i n t ended t o make t h e p a r t i c i p a n t s s e l f - s u f fi c i e n t , b u t a t

t h e same t i m e ano t h e r purpose s imply was t o he l p t he p a r t i c i p a n t s

s u r v i v e these ha r d t im e s . Cond i t i o n s f o r Sou thern t e n a n t fa rmers

we r e b l e a k . O f t e n t hese peop le were w i t h o u t a home, f o o d , adequate

c l o t h i n g , o r med i c a l c a r e . The Sk y l i n e Farms p r o j e c t a t l e a s t d i d

h e l p some o f t h o se t e n a n t fa rmers and t h e i r f a m i l i e s endure t h e
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s o c i a l and economic hardsh ips brought on by t h e Depress ion. People

i n need were provided w i t h j o b s , a house, f o o d , and c l o t h i n g .

Impo r t a n t l y, f o r the fi r s t t ime many p r o j e c t p a r t i c i p a n t s rece i ved

med ica l c a r e through t h e i r med i ca l a s s o c i a t i o n .

The Sky l i ne Farms p r o j e c t was es tab l i shed to h e l p peop le .

P r o j e c t o f fi c i a l s , those w i t h t h e FERA, o r RA, o r FSA, d i d n o t i n t e nd

t o make p a r t i c i p a n t s f e e l they had been be t r a y ed , a s many f e l t toward

t h e end. The Sky l i ne Farms p r o j e c t began a s a n im a g i n a t i v e ,

compassionate a t t e m p t to b e t t e r t h e l i v e s of i n d i v i d u a l s , and du r i n g

t h e h a r d y e a r s o f t h e Dep ress i on , p r o j e c t o f fi c i a l s d i d accomp l i sh

t h i s g o a l . T h i s was no sma l l accomplishment.

The Sky l i ne Farms project had many o t h e r p o s i t i v e benefi t s .

Many p a r t i c i p a n t s learned s k i l l s t h a t they u t i l i z e d f o r a l i f e t i m e .

A t t h e p r o j e c t , unemployed t e n a n t s lea rned t o b e c a r p e n t e r s , o r

p a i n t e r s , o r t r u c k d r i v e r s , and a f t e r they l e f t they wou ld u s e these

s k i l l s to e a r n a l i v i n g f o r themselves and t h e i r f am i l i e s . Even

though m o s t d i d n o t o b t a i n t h e i r l a n d , farmers at t h e p r o j e c t lea rned

new a g r i c u l t u r a l techniques and methods t h e y used i n i e vaeee t o

come. Farmers a l s o l e a r ned t o u t i l i z e t h e coope r a t i v e marke t ing

c o n c e p t at S k y l i n e Farms and o t h e r r e s e t t l eme n t communities.°4 The

f e d e r a l g o v e r nm e n t now p r o v i d e s g r a n t s t o farmers t o e s t a b l i s h

marke t i ng c o o p e r a t i v e s . The RA/FSA, t h e n , l e d t h e way i n i n t r o d u c i n g

t h e c o o p e r a t i v e c o n c e p t t o f a rme r s , and t h e S k y l i n e Farms

p a r t i c i p a n t s w e r e among t h e fi r s t t o employ t h e i d e a .
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P r o j e c t p a r t i c i p a n t s b e n e fi t e d i n o t h e r ways. Many members o f

p r o j e c t f a m i l i e s t o o k j o b s at t h e h o s i e r y m i l l . T h i s increased the
s t a n d a r d o f l i v i n g f o r p r o j e c t f a m i l i e s . A f t e r t h e p r o j e c t ended,

many of these people cont inued to work at t h e h o s i e r y m i l l , o r a t a

s i m i l a r f a c i l i t y . Some o f t h e s e workers ob ta ined s p e c i a l i z e d s k i l l s

o r w e r e t r a i n e d t o b e s u p e r v i s o r s . T h e i r e x p e r i e n c e a t S k y l i n e Farms

gave them a l i v e l i h o o d l o n g a f t e r t h e p r o j e c t ended, i f n o t o n

Cumberland Mountain, t h e n at some o t h e r l o c a t i o n .

N o doubt , many c h i l d r e n o f t h e p r o j e c t b e n e fi t e d f rom the

schoo l t h a t was b u i l t f o r them. F o r many o f these c h i l d r e n , t h i s was

t h e first t i m e t h a t t he s o c i a l and economic cond i t i ons o f t h e i r l i v e s

h a d p e r m i t t e d them t o a t t e n d schoo l . P e r s o n n e l a t t h e schoo l

implemented p r o g r e s s i v e teach ing techniques and t h e teachers were of

h i g h q u a l i t y . The schoo l gave t h e c h i l d r e n a n o p p o r t u n i t y t o u s e

educa t i on to break o u t o f t h e c y c l e o f p o v e r t y . The p o s i t i v e e f f e c t

o f t h e educat iona l a s p e c t o f t h e p r o j e c t had on those whose l i v e s

were touched by i t c a n n o t be measured s imp ly in de te rm in ing the

number o f f a m i l i e s who purchased t h e i r u n i t s . )

O n y e t a n o t h e r l e v e l , t h e p r o j e c t p r o v i d e d many o f t h e

p a r t i c i p a n t s w i t h some r a r e e x p e r i e n c e s , such a s when t h e S k y l i n e

Farms Band p e r f o r m e d o n the l a w n o f t h e Whi te House f o r P r e s i d e n t and

M r s . R o o s e v e l t . The p r o j e c t p a r t i c i p a n t s f e l t a g r e a t sense o f p r i d e

i n knowing t h e i r m u s i c i a n s w e r e good enough t o e n t e r t a i n t h e

Pres iden t  o f  t he  Un i ted  S ta tes .
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Mo r eo ve r, t h e Spec i a l S k i l l s workers i n mus i c who came t o

S k y l i n e Farms d i d n o t t r e a t t he musical h e r i t a g e o f the peop le a t t h e

p r o j e c t condescendingly. The S p e c i a l S k i l l s workers were ahead of

t h e i r t i m e i n r e c o g n i z i n g t h a t d i f f e r e n c e s among people a r e m a t t e r s

o f t r a d i t i o n , s t y l e , and s o c i a l e x pe r i e n ce s ‐ - n o t marks o f

i n f e r i o r i t y . Such i n d i v i d u a l s a s Bascom Lu n s f o r d , Alan Lomax, and

He rbe r t Ha l pe r t helped p r e se r ve t h e h e r i t a g e o f t h e peop le . The

r e co r d i n g s o f the Sk y l i n e music ians t h a t Lomax and Ha l p e r t made we r e

p laced in t he U. S . L i b r a r y o f Congress , and in r e c e n t y ea r s were

produced as a c a s s e t t e tape.>> The photographs made by Ben Shahn,

C a r l Mydans, and A r t hu r Ro t h s t e i n , l i k e t h e mus i c , were p laced i n t he

U. S. L i b r a r y of Congress and t h e y a l s o p r e se r ve t h e exper iences and

h e r i t a g e o f t h e people who l i v e d and worked a t S k y l i n e Farms. ©

The re were s t i l l o t h e r accompl ishments made at S k y l i n e Farms.

P a r t i c i p a n t s a t t he p r o j e c t were i n a sense p i o n e e r s . They helped

c l e a r t h e wi lderness t h a t in t h e 1930s was Cumber land Mountain.

T h e i r e f f o r t s under governmenta l s u p e r v i s i o n l a i d t h e foundat ion f o r

t h e t o w n of S k y l i n e , a community wh i ch now e x i s t s at t he site of t h e

p r o j e c t . I n t h e e a r l y 1990s the i nco rpo ra t ed t o w n o f Sky l i ne had

some 800 r e s i d e n t s , a popu l a t i on s l i g h t l y l e s s than had been a t t h e

p r o j e c t a t i t s peak.

A t S k y l i n e a number o f t h e p r o j e c t b u i l d i n g s s t i l l e x i s t , such

a s t h e commissa ry, once ope r a t e d a s a c o o p e r a t i v e , b u t now a

p r i v a t e l y - owned g r o ce r y s t o r e . J u s t a c r o s s t h e s t r e e t f r om t he
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commissary i s t h e now-unoccup ied manager's o f fi c e , a sma l l , s t o n e

nding w i t h the i n s c r i p t i o n “Cumberland Mountain Farms" carved i n

r o c k n e a r the f r o n t d o o r , N o t f a r away i s t h e schoo l - - t he same one

b u i l t a f t e r t he fi r e o f 1941 des t royed the o r i g i n a l b u i l d i n g . A

c h i l d in the community now c a n complete a l l t h e i r p r ima r y and

secondary education at t h e school - -k indergar ten through h i g h school.

Nearby i s t h e hosiery m i l l , once owned by t he Sky l ine I ndus t r i a l

Company, at l eas t on p a p e r , and ope ra ted and managed by personnel

w i t h the Dexdale Hos ie ry M i l l . In 1991 the now pr i va te ly -owned

f a c i l i t y was n o t i n o p e r a t i o n , a v i c t i m o f new technology and a

r e c e s s i o n i n t h e t e x t i l e i n d u s t r y.

Many o f t h e p r o j e c t houses were t o r n down when Sky l i ne Farms

was l i q u i d a t e d . However, a number o f t h e houses rema i n i n t h e

S k y l i n e commin i ty. Many have been remodeled, b u t c a n be qu i ck l y

i d e n t i fi e d b y t h e i r s t y l e and t h e sheds and ba r n t h a t s t and behind

them. Apple t r e e s p l an ted d u r i n g t h e yea rs o f t he p r o j e c t o f t e n grow

ad j a cen t to t he houses, l i v i n g r e m n a n t s of t h e community's p a s t .

The r e a r e , of cou r se , newe r b u i l d i n g s , businesses, and houses

in t h e t o w n of S k y l i n e . The Sky l i ne community has become somewhat of

a bedroom commmi ty f o r r e s i d en t s who wo r k i n t owns and c i t i e s i n t h e

a r e a . By t h e 1990s there was v e r y l i t t l e fa rming done on Cumberland

Moun ta in . A few c a t t l e farms e x i s t a nd f e e d c r o p s , such as h a y, a r e

r a i s e d . However, r e s i d e n t s o f t h e moun t a i n f o r t h e m o s t p a r t now

e a r n t h e i r l i v i n g i n ways o t h e r t han f a rm i n g . I n t h e 1990s t h e
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sma l l , s e l f - s u s t a i n i n g f am i l y fa rm has become a t h i n g o f t h e p a s t , a s

o u t - o f - d a t e i n a g r i c u l t u r e a s t h e 1940s h o s i e r y m i l l has become i n

t h e t e x t i l e i n d u s t r y . O f cou r se , Americans s t i l l pu rsue the dream o f

i d y l l i c r u r a l l i f e and may even l i v e o n a sma l l fa rm. Few, LES,
ea r n t h e i r l i v i n g f rom farming.

The Alabama Department o f A g r i c u l t u r e and I n du s t r i e s p rov ides

some remarkable data on economic changes in the s t a t e s i n c e t h e e r a

of S k y l i n e Farms.>/ The agency r e p o r t s t h a t in 1940 the t o t a l s t a t e

p o p u l a t i o n was 2,832,961 and fo r t y -one p e r c e n t , o r 1,343,080 people,

l i v e d o n farms. B y 1990 o f the s ta te ' s 4,284,700 r e s i d e n t s , on ly t w o

p e r c e n t , o r 85,594 peop le l i v e d o n farms. The a c t u a l number o f farms

dropped f rom 1940 to 1990 f r om 231,746 to 47,000, wh i l e average fa rm

s i z e increased from 83 to 226 ac res . In 1940 some 19 m i l l i o n acres

o f t h e s t a t e ' s l and was i n fa rms , con t r as t ed t o 10 m i l l i o n acres i n

1990 ,38
Al though a g r i c u l t u r e i t s e l f obv ious ly dec l i ned i n impor tance i n

t h e s t a t e ' s economy f rom 1940 t o 1990, an even more ev ident change

t h a t occu r r ed was t h a t fewer and fewer of Alabama's people were

needed o n farms. Th i s s h i f t r e p r e s e n t s a watershed change i n

Alabama's economic , s o c i a l , and p o l i t i c a l h i s t o r y , f o r fa rm ing and

fa rm tenancy had been a way of l i f e in t h e s t a t e . Although m o s t

Alabama r e s i d en t s today a r en ' t i n v o l v e d i n f a rm i ng , many do have a

p a r e n t o r g randparen t who was . In r e c e n t y e a r s such agenc ies as t h e

Alabama S t a t e C o u n c i l o n t h e A r t s , t h e Alabama F o l k l o r e S o c i e t y, and
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the Alabama Humanit ies Founda t i on , and v a r i o u s s t a t e co l l eges and

ontvexsitiee recognized t h e impor tance of t he t e n a n t subcu l tura l

l i f e s t y l e i n Alabama's h i s t o r y and have sought t o p r e s e r v e the

h e r i t a g e o f the s y s t e n .

I n t h e years a f t e r t h e S k y l i n e Farms p r o j e c t was l i q u i d a t e d ,

t h e s t a t e o f Alabama and t he South con t i n ued t o grapp le w i t h t he

r u r a l p o v e r t y problem. Many e x - t e n a n t farmers s imp l y l e f t Alabama

and t he South t o fi n d j o b s i n t h e Nor the rn i n d u s t r i a l s t a t e s o f

M i ch i gan , I l l i n o i s , o r Oh io . F o r t hose e x - t e n a n t s who stayed beh i nd ,

the s t a t e ' s economy d i d n o t p r o v i d e f o r them much b e t t e r than hed the

tenancy s y s t e n . Alabama's p o v e r t y r a t e ranks n e a r t h e bot tom in the

U n i t e d Sta tes - -ahead o f o n l y M i s s i s s i p p i , Lou i s i ana , New m i e , and
Arkansas. In a l l , the Census Bureau es t ima t e s t h a t n i ne teen p e r c e n t

o f t h e s ta te 's r e s i d e n t s l i v e i n poverty. There have been some

pockets o f change i n t h e s t a t e , such a s i n t h e h i g h - t e c h c i t y o f

H u n t s v i l l e . However, Alabama rema ins a p o o r s t a t e , j u s t a s i n t h e

days when the FERA, RA, and FSA w e r e conduc t i ng t h e Sky l i ne Farms

p r o j e c t .

A f t e r the p r o j e c t ended t h e S k y l i n e Farms p a r t i c i p a n t s w e n t o n

w i t h t h e i r l i v e s . F o r a w h i l e , t hey had been g i v e n a dream and t o l d

o f a way t o make i t come t r u e . T h e i r dream was sha t t e r e d , b u t t h e

p a r t i c i p a n t s s t i l l had t h e i r l i v e s t o l i v e , and they moved o n t o

o t h e r t h i n g s , l e a v i n g S k y l i n e Farms b e h i n d them. I n t i m e the S k y l i n e
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Farms p a r t i c i p a n t s and t h e i r c h i l d r e n cou ld l o o k back a t t h e i r

expe r i ences w i t h the knowledge t h a t they had been a p a r t o f one o f

t he m o s t un ique and pe rp l ex i ng s o c i a l experiments of modern t ime s .
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Image F i v e : Look ing Back

I t t e the summer o f 1991. V i r g i l and Ven t r i c e Brewer a r e

l i v i n g in a sm a l l , we l l - kep t house t r a i l e r i n the t o w n o f Sky l i ne .

They l i v e on l y a s ho r t distance f rom what was once t h e p r o j e c t

commissary and is now a pr i va te l y -owned s t o r e . They a r e c lose enough

t o t h e Sky l i ne schoo l t o hear t h e vo i ces o f t h e c h i l d r e n i n the

p l ayg round . Mr. Brewer, now 84, and Mrs. Brewer, 77 , m a i n t a i n a c t i v e

l i v e s . They devotedly a t t e n d church each week. Th i s summer, Mr.

Brewer is he lp i ng h i s granddaughter r a i s e a sma l l ga r den . "I g o t in

f o u r rows o f beans and p l a n t e d a r o w of cucumbers yes te rday, " he

says.! The Brewers' th ree s u r v i v i n g ch i l d ren l i v e i n the Sky l i n e

‘ v i c i n i t y . One i s a housewife. Another i s a t e chn i c i an a t a f a c t o r y

i n t h e c o u n t y . The o t he r works f o r a mun i c i p a l i t y. They rema in a

c l o s e f am i l y .

M r . Brewer “raised tw o crops" as a t e n a n t farmer a f t e r l e a v i n g

S k y l i n e Farms. Then h e and h i s f am i l y moved No r t h f o r seve ra l years.
A t fi r s t , h e found work a t a feed m i l l i n L o u i s v i l l e , I l l i n o i s .

A f t e r t h e m i l l c losed , he worked at a lumber company, then at a b r i c k

company in Riverdale, I l l i n o i s . Al though t h e wea the r was c o l d , he

l i k e d i t i n the N o r t h " j u s t fi n e , " h e says. There were o thers f r om

Jackson County l i v i n g in R ive rda le and nea rby Harvey, and when he g o t

homesick, he c o u l d v i s i t them.
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L a t e r , t h e Brewers moved back to Cumberland Moun ta in . M r.

Brewer d i d c o n s t r u c t i o n wo r k f o r a t i m e , even t r a v e i i n g t o F l o r i d a t o

work . Then in 1957 he was h i r e d as the cus tod ian a t t h e Sky l i ne

Schoo l . M r . Brewer worked a t t h a t j o b u n t i l 1969, when an i n j u r y he

s u f f e r e d wh i l e chopping wood b l i n d e d him i n one e y e , f o r c i n g him t o

r e t i r e . Now, M r . Brewer s a y s , h i s v i s i o n i s p o o r i n h i s o t he r eve

a n d he c a n see o n l y l i g h t s and shapes.

The Brewers s t i l l have q u e s t i o n s and concerns about why they

were n e v e r p e rm i t t e d t o o b t a i n t h e i r house and farm a t Sky l i ne Farms.

They be l ieve t h a t t h e y we re t o l d one t h i n g , and then t h e g o v e r nmen t

changed p l ans on them. S t i l l , they b o t h f e e l t h e p r o j e c t was

wor thwhi le . " I 'm proud I was a p a r t o f i t , " M r . Brewer says.> He

adds t h a t t h e t imes were ha r d , t h a t i t was impo s s i b l e t o fi n d wo r k ,

a n d t h a t wh i l e a t S k y l i n e Farms a t l e a s t h e and h i s w i f e c o u l d

p r o v i d e f o r t h e i r c h i l d r en du r i n g those y e a r s . M r. Brewer pauses ,

t h e n se rene l y t e l l s a v i s i t o r t h a t wh i l e a t t h e project, " I j u s t d i d

t h e b e s t I cou l d . " 4
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