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17- DESCRIPTION = .7

(Check One}
:[ Excellent _; Good [] Fair [] Deteriorated rj Ruins G IUnexposed )
CONDITION T ——— ) [ ) (Check Onej)
1 Altered Q Unaltered ‘ ] Moved ] Original Site

oEscR[sE T!:E PHESEI:!T AND DRIGINAL (If kfown) PHYSICAL APPEARANCE

Plum Bayou Homesteads was established in December, 1935, along the
east bank of the Arkansas River about 30 miles north of Pine Bluff,
Arkansas. The Resettlement Administration purchased 9,853 acres of
river bottom land for a total of 5386,000.00. The land was divided
into 200 family-size farm units of which 180 were developed.

Plum Bayou was a planned agricultural community. It was laid out in
rectangular tracts of approximately forty acres with one tract
allotted to each family. Several community buildings were built at
the northwest boundary of the project. These buildings were the
center of community life, and housed the social activities that helped
make this planned rural community a success. The community center,
school, store, and gin were a part of the common property of Plum
Bayou residents. Several of these simple white frame buildings are
now usad to house Plum Bayou High School.

Plum Bayou houses were small ane-storey structures with white ship-lap
siding. Three slightly different architectural styles provided
variety in tha four, five and six room houses. Each house had a

wood burning fireplace, running water and electricity. Square, T-shape,

or ell-shape floor plans were used with gable or hipped roofs to
produce bungalow style houses. Behind each house was a two-storey
barn with a gambrel roof, along with such small structures as a
poultry house, well-house and privy. All-weather roads ran in front
of each farm house, making transportation and communication easily
accessible to all Plum Bayou residents.

Though many of the original houses have been moved away to other
communities, about fifty of the homestead houses remain. Most of
these have received minor alterations, such as screening porches,
adding shutters, etc.; however, the overall integrity of this 1930's
government housing project remains. The simple features of these
white frame houses, the two-storey barn behind each house, and the
small cutbuildings with each homestead combine to exemplify the

typical farm homesteads established under the Resettlement Administration

Recent intrusicns are minimal, and are limited to a few commercial
and residential structures in the area of the original community
center complex, now the Wright community.
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Significance {Continued - Page 3)

Because it was the first in the Nation, the dedicaktion of Plum
Bayou on November 20, 1936, was attended by many dignitaries,

including Resettlement Administrator Rexford G. Tugwell,
Secretary of Agriculture Henry A. Wallace, Senators Joe T.

Ronbinson and Hattie Carraway, and other state and local
officials.

In presenting keys to the first homes at Plum Bayou, Administra-

tor Rexford Tugwell told the new residents that he was giving
them not only keys to the houses, but also keys to the future,
Tugwell saw the Plum Bayou project as representative of a new

chepter in American agricultural history.

Secretary of Agriculture Henry A. Wallace spoke to the large

crowd about the era of transition from farm tenant to land
owner. He hoped that business and industry would closely

watch this experiment in farmstead operation and see it succeed
on a business basis as a paying proposition. According to a

recent (1974) interview with Mr, E. B. Whittaker, Assistant
Regional Director of the Resettlement Administration, Plum

Bayou proved to be the most successful of the sixteen resettle-

ment projects in Arkansas.

Today about a fourth ©f the 180 developed homesteads are still
intact and in use at Plum Bayou. Many of the original houses
have been moved to nearby communities; nevertheless, most of

these are recognizable as originating at Plum Bayou because
of the uniform and simple architectural styles used at the

farm project. The community buildings now house educational
facilities. Though still sktanding, the gin is now longer in

use and is rapidly deteriorating.

Despite the removal of many of the coriginal buildings, the
area still retains its historic integrity as a government-

established farm community. Plum Bayou represents the Reset-

| tlement Administration's success in transforming at least a

part of the old cotton culture tenant farmers into successful

and independent landowners. Because it was the first of the
many Resettlement Administration farm projects, and because

it represents an important part of American agricultural and
sacial history, Plum Baycu is an important twentisth century

histeoric site.
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STATEMENT OF SIGNIFICANCE

In the vyears following the Civil War, the loss of the slavery
system left southern planations with an inadequate labor
supply. Therefore, the continued existence of the cotton
culture becam= dependent on a new breed of laborer. A system
of farm tenancy grew up in which large landowners rented out
small portions of their land to individual farmers. Rent was
paid in cash, or by providing the landleord with a portion of
the crop procduvced on the land. As sach post-Civil war decade
passed, the number of tenant farmars continued to increase.
By 1930, over sixty percent of Southern cotton farms were
operated by tenants.

Because most farm tenants/share croppers lived below subsis-
tence levels, this soclo-ecaonomic systen was considered to

be one of tha greatest social blights in Rmerica. By 1930
Southern tenant farmers were adding a billion- dollars- annually
to the world economy, y=t the cotton growers themselves were
the most impoverishsd and backward group of producers -in -

the Nation.

Wwhen President Frhnklln D. Roosevelt took office in 1932, he
. promised a "New Deal® for the American people who were then

| suffering through the Great Depression. Among the many groups

of people to benefit by the New Deal programs were Southern
tenant farmers. Rural relief, rehabilitetion and reform came
to the tenant farm sociesty through the =2fforts of the
Resettlemant Administration, established April 30, 1935, by
Executive Qrder 7207.

The goals of the Reszsttlement Administration were deaply
humanistic and concerned with the overall improvement of the
human condition. According to historian Sidney Baldwin, the
overall rural rehabilitation program had little widespread
effect on the nation's agriculture; nevertheless, it had a
tremendous beneficial impact on the lives of the.low-lncoms
farm families.

The resettlement nlan was to move tenant farmers off marginal
and overworked land and onto land capable of producing a

e - R S , e
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| along with a barn and several smaller farm-support structures.
. Families selected to live at Plum Bayou were chosen from amcng

. store, farm equipment, school and community building. Wwhen the

(Number &ll entriss)

Significance (Continued - Page 2)

decent living. To meet the needs of the ill-housed, ill-clad,
and ill-nourished segment of the rural Dopulatlon, resettlement
projects were established.

After careful scrutiny, certain farm families were selected to
become part of the government's great experiment. Only those
families who had proved their cood intenticons and shown a defin-
ite ability to succeed were chosen. Each farmer was provided with
an acreage allotment {(usually 30 - 50 acres), a simple, bhut
respvectable home, and a barn, Most of the resettlement farms
were set up so that the residents could purchase their farms over
a long-term period. The Resettlement Administration felt that if
an honest, hard-working tenant farmer could be given an opportu-
nity to cast aside his yoke of unending poverty, made even more
unkearable by the depression, he could make a success of the
experiment. Many farmers were given such a start, and though
many failed, others were able to make a new and better life for
themselves and their families.

In the attempt to change farm tenancy to farm ownership, the
Resettlement Administration established a number of rural
resattlement preojects throughout the Scuth. The first project
to be officially and ceremconiously dedicated was located in
Jeffarson County, Arkansas., Plum Bayou Homesteads marked the
implementation of an economic theory which had, up to then,
existed only on paper.

Plum Bayou was typical of the resettlement projects which were

to follow. Almost 1,000 acres were purchased by the Resettlement
Administration (prior to Federal purchase, the land had been
owned by several individuals but cultivated by convict labor
from the nearby penitentiary)}. The land was divided into 200
family units averaging about 43 acres each. A four to six room
hous=z with electricity and running water was built on each tract,

low income families from all parts of Arkansas. Each farm
famnily was responsible for their own tract of land. After a
trizl period each successfully resettled family was given a
centract to purchase their farm with payments extended over a
forty year period.

One of the most innovative features of the resettlemerit projects
were the community and cooperative services. Jointly owned by
all residents of the farm were prop=srties such as a cotton gin,

corrarcial ventures showed a profit, the excess was divided
equal.v _ancng the project settlers.
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manuscripts relating to the Resettlement Administration,
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