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Cumberland Homesteads

Essential Question: What were the successes and failures of the Cumberland
Homesteads?

The Cumberland Homesteads were created from one of the lesser known New Deal programs,
the Division of Subsistence Homesteads. The program was originally part of the National Industrial
Recovery Act, but eventually became part of the Farm Security Administration. The program was
based on the “back to the land” philosophy which said that rural living was better than city living for
the poor. The movement was based on relief work begun by the American Friend’s Service Committee
in mining areas of West Virginia, Maryland, Kentucky, Tennessee, Illinois, and Pennsylvania. Eleanor
Roosevelt was an admirer of the group’s work. Her interest and support would prove vital to the
success of the Subsistence Homesteads project.

The Subsistence Homesteads project targeted three groups of people for assistance. Part-time
farmers near industrial sites, farmers resettled from poor farmlands and stranded communities.
Stranded communities were isolated communities of miners or timber workers who had been out of
work since the economic collapse in the 1920’s. This was the most controversial aspect of the
program. Critics argued that the communities would never be self-supporting because they were too far
from job opportunities. Cumberland Homesteads was one of four stranded communities in the
program.

The idea behind the program was to give families homes and land on which to raise vegetables,
chickens, cows and hogs to provide for their basic needs and supplement their income while working
at other jobs. Homesteaders were also expected to work for the good of the community. Women were
strongly encouraged to their skills at handcrafts, especially weaving, to help support their families.

In 1934, the government purchased 11,600 acres of land in Cumberland County for the project.
Relief workers from the Civil Works Administration (CWA) began clearing the land while the agency
screened applications for homesteaders. Over 2,500 applications were received for 350 planned
homesteads. Applicants had to be American citizens, over 21 years of age, have enough income to
make payments on the homestead, but not enough income to receive a home loan from a bank. The
homesteaders were also expected to have a strong work ethic and be willing to work not only on their
own homes, but also on community projects.

The community and the buildings within it were planned by architect, William Macy Stanton.
The community had fifteen different home designs. The homes were made from sandstone and wood
processed on the homestead site. The plans also called for the homes to have electricity and indoor
plumbing. This proved controversial. Senator Byrd of Virginia thought that electricity, refrigerators
and indoor toilets were too expensive for county people. Senator McKellar of Tennessee complained
that homes were stone mansions and that the resettlement workers lived in nicer homes than he did.
Support from Eleanor Roosevelt ensured that the homes had both electricity and indoor plumbing. In
addition to the homes, there were a number of community buildings including an elementary school,
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high school, administration building and water tower, two factories, a cooperative store, and a loom
house.

On July 28, 1939 a ceremony was held to mark the completion of the project, though only 251
of the planned 350 had been completed. The government began transferring ownership of the homes
to the homesteaders. In 1947, ownership of the schools, and administration building were transferred
to the county when the last house transfer was completed.

Opinions differ as to the success of the project. Some sources claim that the project was a
success because it gave the homesteaders a means of survival during difficult times as well as building
a sense of kinship within the community. Others claim that the industrial and agricultural cooperatives
failed due to mismanagement at the local and federal levels. Families were left with no jobs and poor
farmland that was prone to erosion. It is claimed that many simply moved away. In either case, the
project did generate much needed jobs for hundreds of people during the dark days of the Great
Depression.

Source: Straw, Liz. “Cumberland Homesteads, A Resettlement Community of the Depression.”
Nps.gov. National Park Service, 2008. Web. 27 July 2014, <
<http://www.nps.gov/history/history/online_books/sero/appalachian/sec8.htm>

Tabler, Dave. “Indoor privies for country people at Cumberland Homesteads.”
Appalachianhistory.net Appalachian History, 2010. Web. 27 July 2014. <
<http://www.appalachianhistory.net/2010/05/indoor-privies-for-country-people-at.html>

“History of the Cumberland Homesteads.” Cumberlandhomesteads.org. Cumberland
Homesteads Tower Association, 2010. Web. 27 July 2014. <
http://www.cumberlandhomesteads.org/history.html>
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Cumberland Homesteads

Create a poster advertising the homesteads constructed in the Cumberland Plateau. Be

sure to include text in the poster that outlines some specifics of the program.

Do you think that this housing program was a good idea? Why or Why Not?

_______________________________________________________________________

_______________________________________________________________________

_______________________________________________________________________

_______________________________________________________________________

_______________________________________________________________________

4



Cumberland Homesteads Key

Create a poster advertising the homesteads constructed in the Cumberland Plateau. Be

sure to include text in the poster that outlines some specifics of the program.

Do you think that this housing program was a good idea? Why or Why not?

Answers will vary.

_______________________________________________________________________

_______________________________________________________________________
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Cumberland Homesteads

Create a poster advertising the homesteads constructed in the Cumberland Plateau. Be

sure to include text in the poster that outlines some specifics of the program.

What do you know about the 1930s? Why were these homes necessary?

_______________________________________________________________________

_______________________________________________________________________

_______________________________________________________________________

_______________________________________________________________________

_______________________________________________________________________

_______________________________________________________________________

_______________________________________________________________________
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Cumberland Homesteads Key

Create a poster advertising the homesteads constructed in the Cumberland Plateau. Be

sure to include text in the poster that outlines some specifics of the program.

What do you know about the 1930s? Why were these homes necessary?

Answers will vary, but should reflect understanding of the Great Depression and New

Deal.

_______________________________________________________________________

_______________________________________________________________________

_______________________________________________________________________

_______________________________________________________________________
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Cumberland Homesteads
The following document was created by the Department of Agriculture’s Farm Security Administration

FACTS ABOUT CUMBERLAND HOMESTEADS

Department of Agriculture

Farm Security Administration

OFFICIAL NAME: Cumberland Homesteads

LOCATION: In Cumberland County, on the Cumberland Plateau, east- central Tennessee. Four and
one-half miles from Cross- ville, seventy-six miles west of Knoxville, ninety miles north of
Chattanooga, and one hundred and twenty miles east of Nashville.

HISTORY OF PROJECT : By the Division of Subsistence Homesteads, December 10, 1933.
Transferred by Executive Order to the Resettlement Administration, May 15, 1935.

PURPOSE OF PROJECT: The project is designed for the rehabilitation of three groups of families:
timber workers, miners, and farmers in poor land areas.

PROJECT DESCRIPTION: Construction of 251 new homes and development work from which the
homesteaders originally derived their livelihood has been completed. The men have now found work at
the canning factory which employs 300 workers and in the coal mine on the project. These
co-operative enterprises are owned by the Cumberland Homesteaders' Cooperative Association, a
non-profit community association with homestead membership chartered under the laws of the State of
* Tennessee .

Many of the families supplement their cash income by raising crops on individual tracts of 17 acres.
Approximately 8,000 quarts of fruits and vegetables were canned by homemakers last year for family
consumption. In their spare time, many of the women weave curtains and rugs at the weaving shop
where they are instructed in the art.

Community facilities include a new grammar school, a high school, an administration building, and a
trading post.
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HOUSE DESCRIPTION: Homes are of four to seven rooms, equipped with modern plumbing and
electricity, fifteen architectural plans, eight of which are recurring, have been used in constructing the
houses which are built of local materials — native Crab Orchard Stone and white pine.

HOMESTEADERS: Cumberland homesteaders were selected from approximately 4,000 families
applying for one of the 251 homesteads in the community. Many of them had been dependent upon
public and private relief funds for as long as five years. An early survey of the homesteaders revealed
that more than 75 percent were unemployed at the time they applied. This distress was caused by
economic conditions. In 1920, the coal mines and commercial timber operations provided full- time
jobs and cash for the families on the Plateau. Thousands of men were busy swinging axes, felling,
trimming, sawing, and hauling its rich resources in timber. The coal mines were running double shifts.
Fifteen years changed this picture. Continual cutting depleted the timber resources to the point where
further commercial operations were unprofitable. The development of new fuels, the invention and
improvement of machinery, the competition from areas richer in coal and better located with respect to
transportation caused the abandonment and closing of the mines. Many of these timber workers and
miners turned to farming to eke a livelihood. Others, however, lived in poor land areas incapable of
pro- viding even bare subsistence.

Source: Farm Security Administration. “Facts about Cumberland Homesteads.” Internet Archive.
Internet Archive, 2001. Web. 25 July 2014. < https://archive.org/details/factsaboutcumber00unit>

9


