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Plum Bsyou Homesteads was established in  December, 1935, along t h e  
east bank of the Arkansas Rive r  about 3Q m i l e s  north of Pine Sluff, 
Arkansas. The Resettlement Administration purchased 9,853 acres o f  
r iver  bottom Ianc! for a total of $386,000.00. The land was d iv ided 
i n t o  200 family-size f a r m  units o f  which 180 were developed. 

Piurn Bayou was a planned agricultural community. I t  was l a i d  out i n  
rectangular t r a c t s  of  approx imate ly  forty acres w i  t h  one t r a c t  
allotted to each family. Several community bui ld ings  were b u i l t  a t  
the n o r t h t e s t  boundary o f  the p r o j e c t .  These bui l d i n g s  were t h e  
center  of  community l i f e ,  and housed the social activities t h a t  he l?ed  
mate t h i s  planned rural community a success. The community center ,  
school,  s to re ,  and g i n  w e r e  a p a r t  of  she common property  of  P l u m  
Bayou residen~s. Several  o f  these s imple  white f rame buildings a r e  
nod uszd t o  house Plum Bayou High School. 

P l u m  Bayou h o f ~ s e s  were s m a l l  one-storey s t r u c t u r e s  w i  t h  w h i  t e  ship-lap 
siding. Three sl i g h t l y  d i f f e r e n t  archi  t c c tu ra l  s t y l ~ s  provided 
var ie ty  i n  t h e  f o u r ,  f i v e  and s i x  room houses .  Each !muse had a 
wood burn ing  fireplace, running water and electricity. Square, T-shape, 
or e l l - s h a p e  Floor plans were used w i t h  gable or hipped roofs to 
produce bungalow style houses. Behind each house was a two-s torey 
barn  w i t h  a gambrel roof ,  along w i t h  such small structures a s  a 
poultry house, well-house and privy. AI1-weather roads ran i n  f ron t  
o f  each f a r m  house, making t r anspor ta t i on  and communication e a s i l y  
access ib le  to a1 l Plum %you r e s i d e n t s .  

Though many o f  t h e  original houses have been moved away to other  
comrnuni t i e s ,  a b o u t  f i f t y  o f  the homestead houses remain. Host of 
these have received minor a l t e r a t i o n s ,  such as screening porches, 
adding shutters,  e f c . ;  however, the overall integrity 05 t h i s  1930's  
government housi ng project  remains. The simp1 e features  of these 
w h i t e  Frame houses, the two-storey barn behind each house, and the 
small outbuildings with each homestead combine t o  exemplify the 
typ ica l  farm homesteads established under the Resettlement Adminis t ia t ia  
&cen t  i n t r u s i o n s  are minimal, and are l i m i t e d  to a f e w  commercial  
aod residential s t r u c t u r e s  i n  t h e  area of the original cornunity 
center  complex, n o w  t h e  Wright community. 
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Because it was t h e  first in the Nat ion ,  t h e  ded ica t ion  of Plum 
Bayou on November 20, 1936 ,  was a t tended by many dignitaries, 
i n c l u d i n g  Resettlerent A d m i n i  s t r a t o r  Rexford G. Tugwell, 
Secretary of Agriculture Henry A .  Wallace, Senators Joe T. 
Ronbinson and Hattie Carraway, and o ther  s ta te  and l o c a l  
o f f i c i a l s  . 
In presenting keys t o  t h e  f i r s t  homes at Plum Bayou, Administra- 
tor Rexford Tugwell told *he new residents that he w a s  g i v i n g  
them not only keys  to the houses, but also keys to the future. 
Tugwel l  saw the Plum Bayou p r o j ~ c t  as representative of a new 
c h a p t e r  in Arr.erican a g r i c u l t u r a l  h i s  to ry .  

Secretary of Agriculture Henry A. Wallace spoke to the large 
crowd about  t h e  era of t r a n s i t i o n  f r o m  farm t e n a n t  to land 
owner. He hcped that business  and indvstry would c l o s e l y  
w a t c h  this e x ~ e r i n e n t  in f a r r s t ead  opera t ion  and see it succeed 
on a b~siness bzs is  as a pay ing  proposition. According to a 
rece?t (1974) i n t e r v i e w  w i t h  Mr. E. B, Whit t-aker,  A s s i s t a n t  
Regionzl Director of the Resettlercent Administration, Plun 
B ~ y o u  proved to be t h e  most s u c c e s s f u l  of t h e  s i x t e e n  resettle- 
ment  p r o  jecks in Arkansas, 

Today about a fourth of t h e  180 developed honesteads are s t i l l  
i n t a c t  and in use at Plum Bayou. Many of the original houses 
have been moved to nearby communities; nevertheless, most of 
these are recognizable as o r i g i n a t i n g  at Plum Bayold b,  cause 
of the uniform and s imple  archi tec tura l  s t y l e s  used at the 
farm project. The community b u i l d i n g s  now house  educational 
facilities, Though still standing, the gin is n o w  longer in 
use and is r a p i d l y  de t e r i o r a t i ng ,  

D e s p l t e  the r e m ~ v a l  of many of t h e  ortginal buildings, the 
area still retains its historic i n t e g r i t y  as a government -  
e s t a b l i s h e d  farn cornncnity. Piun Bayou represents the Reset- 
tleaent Administration's success in t r a n s f o r m i n g  at l eas t  a 
part of the old cotton c i ; l k c r e  tenant farmers i n t o  s u c c e s s f u l  
and independent landowners. B~cause it w a s  t h e  f i r s t  of the 
mzny Reset t lernent  A d r , i n F s t r a t i o n  f u r n  ?ro j ~ c t s ,  an6 beca-dse 
it represents an i n p o r t a n t  p?rt of A m e r i c a n  a g r i c u l t u r a l  and 
s o c i a l  h i s t o r y ,  ?lum Baycu is an i n p o r t a q t  t u e n t i c k h  c e n t u r y  
h i s t o r i c  site. 
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Beca~se  most f a r m  t enan t s / sha re  c rop-p r s  l i v e d  below subs is -  
tence Levels, t h i s  socio-economic s y s t e m  was ccnsidered t o  
be one of the greatest social b l i g h t s  in America. By 1930 
Southern t enan t  farmers w e r e  addi.ng a b i l l i on .  dol-lars annually 
to t h e  world economy, yet the c o t t a n  growers themsel~es w e r e  
t h e  most impoverishsd and backward" group. of producers .in 
t he  Nation, 

- .  . . . , . 

When Pres ident  F rzqk l in  D. Roosevelt took office in 1932 ,. he 
p r o m i s e d  a !?New Dealr*  for eke American peaple who were then 
suf fertng  through the G r e a t  Depression. Among the many groups 
of people  to benefit by the  New D e a l  programs were Southern 
t e n z n t  farmers. Rural re l ie f :  r e h a b i l i t ~ t i o n  and r e f u r n  came 
to the t enznk  f a r m  s o c i s t y  through t b e  s f f o r t s  of tke 
Rese t t1ama-k  Administration, established 3 0 ,  1 9 3 5 ,  by 
E x e c u t i v e  Order 7207. 

* 

* .  i ' I S  

' i  

The p a l s  of ths Resettlement A-dministration were deeply 
humanistic a?d canccrned w i t h  t h e  overall improvement  of the 
human condi t ion-  .kcord ing  to ' h is tor ian Sidney EaPdwin, t h e  
overall rural rehabilitation program had l i t t l e  wfdespread 
effect on ?he nation's ag r i cu l tu re ;  nevertheless, it had a 
t r e m ~ n d o u s  benef ic ia l  impact an the lives of t h e  - i o w - i n c o r , ~  
farm f a m i l i e s ,  
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The resettlement ?Ian  was to zove t e n a n t  farmers off marginal 
and ovemrurked land and onto l a n d  c~paSle of producing a 
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I n  t h e  years fol lowing the Civil War, t h e  loss of t h e  slavery 
system l e f t  southern planations w i t h  'an inadequate labor 
supply. There fo re ,  the cont inued existence o f  the cot ton  

1 1  t 

culture became dependent on a new breed of Zzborer. A system I 
of f a r m  tenancy grew up in which  large landowners r e n t e d  out  
small por t ions  of theis l a n d  to individual farmers. Rent w a s  
paid in cash, or by provid ing  the landlord with a por t ion  of 
the crop prodcced on the land. As each p o s t - C i v i l  war decade 
passed, the number of t enan t  farrn~rs cont inued  to increase .  

! 
i 
F 

By 1930, over s i x t y  percent  of Southern co t ton  f a r m s  were [ : 
! 1 

operated by t enan ts ,  1 1  
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decent living. To meet t h e  needs of t h e  i l l - h o u s e d ,  i l l - c l a d ,  
and ill-nourished segment of t h e  rural population, r e s e t t l e n e n t  
projects were e s t ab l i shed .  

A f t e r  careful  scrutiny, c e r t a i n  farm far t i l ies  were selected to 
Seccrne part of the gavernnentqs great experiment. Only those 
families who had proved t h e i r  qood i n t e n t i o n s  and shown a d e f i n -  
i te  a b i l i t y  to succeed were chosen,  Each faraer was provided w i t  
an acreage allotment (usually 30 - 50 acres) ,  a simple, but 
respectable  hone, &,rld a barn? Most of t h e  resettlement farms 
were s e t  up so that t he  r e s i d e n t s  could  purchase t h e i r  farms over 
a lonq-term per iod .  The Resettlement A d m i n i s t r a t i o n  felt tha t  if 
an h o n e s t ,  hard-working tenant farmer c o u l d  be given an opportu- 
n i t y  to c a s t  aside h i s  yoke of unending poverty, made even n x e  
unbearable by the depression, he c o u l d  m a k e  a success of t h e  
e x ~ z r i m e n t .  Many farrrers were given such a s t a r t ,  and though 

f a i l e d ,  others were able to make a new and better life for  
themse lves  and t h e i r  families, 

In k h e  a t teapt  to change farm tenancy to f a r m  ownership, the 
Resettlement A d m i n i s t r a t i o n  e s t a b l i s h e d  a number of r u r a l  
resettlement projects th roughout  t h e  Scuth. The f i r s t  project 
to be o F f i c i a l l y  and ceremoniously dedicated was located  in 
Jefferson County, Arkansas. Plum aayou Xomesteads marked t h e  
imple~.e2ta t ian  of an economic theory  w h i c h  had, up to then, 
ex i sked  only on paper.  

P lun  Bayou was t y p i c a l  of the r e s e k t l e m e n t  projects w h i c h  were 
to fol low.  Almost 1 ,OGO acres were purchased by the Resettlement 
Administration ( p r i o r  to Federal purchase,  the  l and  had been 
owned by several individuals b u t  cultivated by convic t  labor 
fron the nearby pen i t en t i a ry ) .  The land was divided i n t o  200 

' f a n i l y  units averaging about 4 3  acres each. A four to sPx room 
h o ~ ? :  <--:ith e l e c t r i c i t y  and running w a t e r  w a s  b u i l t  on each t r a c t ,  
a l o n q  --"ii th a barn and several smaller farm-s~pport structures. 
Families selected to l i v e  at, Plurn Bayou were chosen from amcng 
l o w  incone families from a l l  parts  of Arkansas .  Each farm 
family w a s  responsible f o r  t h e i r  own t r ac t  of land. A f t e r  a 
trizl per iod  each successfully resettled fami ly  was  given a 
c o n ~ r a c t  to purchase  their farm with payments extended over a 
f o r t y  y e a r  per iod.  

One of the most innovative features of the resettlement projects 
were 5k .e  c o m m u n i t y  and cooperative se rv ices .  Jointly owned S y  
all residents of t he  f a r m  were prope r t i e s  such  as a cotton gin, 
s to re .  farm equipment, school  and co~ .mun i ty  Suildiny, When t h e  
cor i rerc ia l  vent~res showed a p r o f i t ,  t h e  excess was div ided  
equa; l - 5 .  a ~ c k  
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