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3.1. Tract Condition and Land Tenure  

Our data derive from US Forest Service archives that contain legal descriptions, maps, economic 
assessments, deed abstracts, and other records pertaining to the acquisition of land by the US 
government during the Purchase Era (1933–1941). Boundaries for 86 tracts were digitized from legal 
descriptions and maps produced by professional surveyors. Tracts varied widely in ownership, 
valuation, and ranged in size from 9.2 to 2341.4 hectares (ha) (Appendix A). At the time of purchase, 
55 tracts had land use units identified as active agricultural fields. Agricultural fields averaged about 
3.7 ha, but ranged from 0.06 to about 45 ha and covered a total of 1120.6 ha, just under 10% of the 
study area. Overall, tracts purchased by the US Forest Service were either entirely abandoned or had 
relatively high quality active agricultural land. The highest quality agricultural lands were terraced 
to conserve soils and even some of this land was already abandoned by 1933 (Figure 5). Only one of 
the 55 actively farmed tracts is noted as having un-terraced agricultural land. 94% of the severely 
degraded land was obtained in 1934, the first year of US Forest Service purchase. 

 
Figure 5. 1933 Aerial Photo of a portion of the study area (Rose Hill Plantation) showing bench 
terraces on active and abandoned agricultural fields. Aerial Photo: Brecheisen, Z.; Cook, W.C. 
Calhoun CZO 1933 aerial imagery composite [40]. 

We used Forest Service purchase documentation to characterize the general type of land tenure 
for tracts in our study area. Thirty-one tracts were entirely abandoned by the time of purchase 
(classified as “abandoned”). Land tenure on the 55 actively farmed tracts fell into three general 
categories (Table 1, Figure A1): owner-operated, fixed-rent tenants, and sharecropper tenants. The 
owner-operated tenure type indicates that the tract owner was actively engaged in farming the tract. 
Fixed-rent tenants paid a fixed price rent to farm a tract, supplied all of their own equipment and 
material inputs, but were able to keep any profits they obtained through sale of their agricultural 
produce [31]. Sharecropper tenants paid a share of their crop, 50% in our study area, to the land 
owner or a middleman “merchant”.  
  


