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land on a trajectory of regeneration. Yet, below the surface, the legacies of degradation remain, their 
trajectories subject to scientific scrutiny [12]. Importantly, however, this narrative ignores the local 
processes that may already have been leading to ecological regeneration at the time of purchase 
through processes of agricultural abandonment and natural reforestation. Indeed, it is likely that the 
reason the National Forest establishment program had such significant buy-in is a function of a 
locally sourced process that merged with national level policies. 

3. Materials and Methods  

To understand the transition from plantation agriculture to a forest-dominated landscape, we 
analyze land use and tenure at the time the US government acquired the majority of what became 
Sumter National Forest, 1933–1941. Our investigation focused on two spatially and conceptually 
different units of analysis: property ownership or “tract” level and the land management level or 
“land use unit” (Figure 4). Land use units comprise a contiguous and bounded area of homogenous 
land use, for example an agricultural field or a woodlot [39]. Tracts are comprised of multiple land 
use units and constitute contiguous, legally bounded units of land ownership. Tracts are here 
assumed to be operationally equivalent to individual farms or plantations where landowners singly 
determine the number, nature, duration, and diversity of land tenure agreements. Land tenure 
agreements, in turn, define the possibilities and constraints within which individual farmers made 
their land use decisions. 

 
Figure 4. Example of tract and land use units of analysis (1933–1941). Tract boundaries represented 
by solid black line while land use units are classified by land use. 

We conducted two separate statistical analyses to capture the role of biophysical and social 
factors in determining land use practices in specific locations under specific management 
arrangements (see supplementary material Table S1 for data, Table S2 for data codes, and Table S3 
for analysis instructions). The first analysis is a multinomial logistic regression which assesses 
associations between land use classes and explanatory variables including physical and material 
assets, topographic indices, and transportation networks. The second analysis, a binomial logistic 
regression, captures the influence of social relationships, represented by land tenure arrangements, 
on land use decisions.  


