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Figure 2. (a) Study Area location; (b) study extent (showing pre-1962 boundary of the Calhoun 
Experimental Forest) and (c) climate conditions. 

Historical Context 

Piedmont farmers began to orient their productive strategies toward the growing cotton market 
as early as the 1790s [30]. Although household-level subsistence farming continued in some areas of 
Union County, by 1820 much of the study area was consolidated into large slave-holding plantations 
dominated by cotton production. Following the emancipation of the slaves at the end of the US Civil 
War (ca. 1865), plantations were radically reorganized [31]. Labor relations transitioned to annually 
renewable share- and fixed-rent tenancy agreements and settlement transitioned to a dispersed, 
household-centered pattern. Throughout this period, erosional processes triggered by upland, 
market-oriented cultivation are thought to have led to some of the most extreme degradation in the 
country, although the exact timing and pace of degradation continue to be investigated.  

Cotton, followed by corn, was Union County’s primary agricultural export between 1849 and 
1949. Cotton covered approximately half of Union County’s fields and corn occupied a quarter, 
leaving one quarter of the county’s fields for other crops. By 1920, the effects of agricultural 


