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ABSTRACT 

When dea l ing with southern blacks a fter emancipation , 

hi stor ians have tradit iona l ly focused on the p l ight of those 

freedmen who were unable to rea l i z e their aspirations of 

becoming landowners . The major ity of blacks were forced 

into tenant farming which ser iously l imited their economic , 

po l it i ca l  and social pos ition in the South for years to 

come . I n  spite of the problems of white res i stance to black 

landownership , a lack of credit sources , and white violence 

and rac ism , 25 percent of southern black farmers did acqu ire 

land by 1 9 1 0 . Th is study dea ls with one fam i ly of land­

owners in Limestone County , Alabama between 1 8 65 and 1 9 4 0 .  

The acquis it ions of the Br idgeforth family began with 

George Bridgeforth , an ex-slave , in the 1 8 7 0s , and have 

cont inued through the present with his grandson , Darden 

Bridgeforth , one of the largest black farmers in Al abama. 

Us ing deed , mortgage , and tax records , th i s  study shows how 

the fam i ly increased the ir holdings over the years. 

One of the major factors in their success was the role 

of George Ruffin Bridgeforth , who worked under the guidance 

of Booker T .  Washington at Tuskegee I nst itute in the early 

1 9 0 0s. Inf luenced by Washington ' s  ideas , Bridgeforth es­

tabli shed an all black community of landholders in Limestone 

County in 1 9 1 0. The Beulahland community thrived unt i l  the 
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early 19 3 0 s ,  when the Tennessee Va lley Authority ' s  plan for 

the Wheeler Dam and Reservo ir threatened its survival . 

George Ruffin Bridgeforth began writing to the agency , and 

the result ing correspondence provides ins ight into Bridge­

forth ' s  ideology concerning black landown ing . I t  also 

i l lustrates the tens ion that exi sted within the authority in 

part icular and the New Deal in general regarding the pos i­

tion of bl acks in a wh ite-dominated society . 

I n  sp ite of the Authority ' s  lack of a s s istance , Beu lah­

land and the Bridgeforth family continued to prosper . At 

the same t ime , the ir interaction w ith the federal government 

provided them with the means to confront loca l governmental 

policies which di scriminated against blacks . As a resu lt , 

in the late 1 9 3 0 s ,  they increas ingly turned their attent ion 

to issues such as bl ack voter regi strat ion and equal educa­

tional opportun ities for blacks . 
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CHAPTER I 

INTRODUCTION 

For many years , the extent of southern b lack landowner-

ship after the C ivi l War was e ither largely ignored or under 

est imated. Except for w. E. B. DuBoi s , who began explor ing 

the top i c  in the early twentieth century , most histor ians , 

before the 1 9 6 0 s , focused on land tenancy , which involved a 

much larger proport ion of the black rural population. 

Recent ly , however , social and economic h istorians have g iven 

the top i c  more attent ion. Many of the recent studi es resulted 

from the real i z at ion that since 1 9 0 0  "blacks have lost in 

excess of 9 m i l l ion acres of rural land. "1 Concerned with the 

impl icat ions th is tremendous lost of wealth had , and wi l l  con-

tinue to have , on the black population of the south , re-

searchers attempted to ascertain why some southern blacks 

acquired land and others did not. 2 

An additiona l factor in the increased interest in the 

topic has been the inf luence of revis ionist and post-

revi s ioni st hi stor ians , who , beginning in the 1 9 6 0 s ,  shifted 

1 Leo McGee and Robert Boone , The B lack Rural Landowner-­
Endangered Spec ies : Socia l ,  Political , and Economic Impl ications 
( Westport : Greenwood Press , 1 9 7 9) xvi i. 

2 Inc luded in these works would be Leo McGee and Robert Boone ' s  
The B lack Rural Landowner--Endangered Spec ies , " Black Farm 
Operators and Farm Populat ion , 1 9 0 0 - 19 7 0 : Alabama and Kentucky " by 
A. Lee Coleman and Larry D. Hal l ,  " B lack Pol itical Power and the 
Decl ine of Black Land Ownership " by W i l l iam E. Nelson , Jr . .  
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the focus of the black role in southern h istory from one of 

be ing acted upon to ways in which blacks survived in spite of 

the overwhelming raci sm and violence against them . Many of 

these accounts focused on attempts by blacks a fter eman-

cipat ion to control their own dest iny for " blacks ' quest for 

economic independence . . . rema ined centra l to the black com-

mun ity ' s  ef forts to define the meaning of freedom . "3 

Several works by economic histor ians have focused on 

landownersh ip of blacks in the be l ief that the 25 percent of 

blacks who acquired land by 1 9 1 0 , in spite o f  the numerous 

factors working against them , is h ighly s igni f i cant . Using 

tax and census data, these accounts attempt to quant itatively 

determine wh ich particular factors a ided and h indered land 

acqu i s ition . 4 While these wr iters disagree on the extent to 

which certain factors , such as black proportion of populat ion 

3 Eri c  Foner , "Reconstruction Revi s ited , "  Reviews in Amer ican 
History ( Ba lt imore : Johns Hopkins UP , 1 9 8 2} 8 3 . Included in these 
accounts are Rehearsal for Reconstruct ion by Wi l l ie Lee Rose , Joe l 
Williamson ' s  After Slavery: The Negro in S outh carol ina During 
Reconstruction , 18 6 1 - 1 8 7 7 , Janet Sharp Hermann ' s  The Pursui t  of a 
Dream , Exodusters : Black Migration to Kansas After Reconstruct ion 
by Ne l l  Painter , and "The Po l it ics of B lack Land Tenure " by Manning 
Marable . 

4 Among these works are One K ind of Freedom : The Economic 
Consequences of Emancipation by Roger L .  Ransom and Richard Sutch , 
"Accumulat i on of Property by Southern Blacks before World War I "  by 
Robert Higgs , "Accumulat ion of Property by Southern B lacks before 
Wor ld War I :  Comment and Further Evidence " by Robert A .  Margo , 
"Negro Farm ownersh ip in the South " and "Rural Ownership of Land by 
Blacks in Georgia : 19 2 0  and 1 9 6 0 11 both by James s. F isher , and 
Gavin Wright ' s  Old South, New South . 
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and the surviva l of the plantation economy in a particular 

area , inf luenced black acquisition , there are several 

conclus ions they share in common. First , a l l  agree that the 

in the years immediately fol lowing the C ivi l War , acquir ing 

land was particularly diff icult for freedman due to a tota l 

lack of resources and established credit , and whi l e  there were 

many communa l efforts to acqu ire land dur ing th i s  t ime , the 

major ity of ownership carne about through individua l effort of 

d irect purchases of land . Except for Ransom and Sutch , a l l  

have conc luded that there were s igni f icant increases in the 

black purchases of land after 1 8 8 0, and that the peak of land 

ownership carne between 1 9 1 0  and 1 9 2 0 . 

Most of these authors tend to agree that , in order to 

obta in land during this per iod , blacks had to prove themse lves 

acceptable to the white community , and , that wh i l e  the numbers 

of black owners continued to grow , their hold ings tended to be 

" of sma l l  s i z e  and on inferior s o i l . " 5 Manning Marable , on 

the other hand , emphasi zes factors that these authors ignore . 

He attr ibutes the increase to a r i se in the number of black 

owned banks , and hence credit sources , increas ing black 

l iteracy , and the deve lopment of black inte l l ectua l thought of 

the peri od which saw black landownership as the " only hope for 

5 Gavin Wr ight , Old South , New South : Revo lut ion in the 
Southern Economy S ince the Civi l War ( New York : Basic , 1 9 8 6) 1 0 4 . 
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the sa lvat ion" of the race. 6 Thi s  ideology led to the growth 

of agricultura l colleges , and , as a result , "within a s ingle 

generation , thousands of young black men were trained in the 

agricultural sciences. "7 Marable and other authors bel ieve 

that the des ire for land was so great that it overshadowed the 

threats of white violence against black acqu i s ition , with some 

blacks moving into areas with a "history of lynch ings and mob 

violence , so long as land could be purchased at low prices. " 8 

In the 1 8 7 0 s , George Bridgeforth , an ex- s l ave , began 

purchas ing land in Limestone County , Alabama. By the 1 9 8 0 s ,  

h i s  grandson was one o f  the largest black farmers i n  Alabama. 

"A Study of Southern Black Landownership , 1 8 65- 1 9 4 0 : The 

Br idgeforth Family of Limestone County , Alabama , "  w i l l  show 

how the fami ly accumulated property. How do the Bridgeforths 

f it into the above patterns? Most of the ir wea lth was accumu-

lated in the peak per iod between 1 8 8 0  and 1 9 2 0 ,  and before 

1 8 8 0  and after 1 9 2 0 ,  there was few additions to their hold-

ings. George Bridgeforth ' s  purchases before 1 9 0 0  were 

dependent on the assistance , and therefore appova l ,  of James 

Bridgeforth and other whites in the communi ty. Beginning with 

6 Manning Marable , "The Politics of B lack Land Tenure , 1 8 7 7 -
1 9 15 , " Agr icultura l Hi story 53 { 1 9 7 9) :  1 4 2 - 152. 

7 Marable 1 4 6. 

8 August Me ier and Elliott Rudwick , From Plantat ion to Ghetto 
( New York : H i l l ,  1 9 7 6) 2 3 3. 



5 

George Ruf fin Bridgeforth , however , the fami ly ' s  acquisition 

of property came about as a result of the inf luence of 

Tuskegee and Booker T. Washington. Whil e  the number of black 

landowners and ho ldings decreased after 1 9 2 0 ,  they withstood 

the economic pres sures of these times , and managed to retain 

their land. Another way in which they did not follow the 

typical pattern was in the amount of land they owned. While 

the maj ority of black landholdings remained margina l  and 

sma l ler than those of whites , the Bridgeforths control led more 

acreage than did the maj ority of white landowners in Limestone 

County. 

Additiona l factors began to play an important role in the 

continuation of the family ' s  economic we l l -being in the 1 9 3 0 s. 

They were content to live their lives separate and apart from 

the white community until their livelihood was threatened. As 

it became evident that , in spite of their economic success , 

the family was not being treated equa l ly by the loca l , white­

contro l led Soil Conservation agency , they turned to the 

federal government for assistance. For the first time , 

members of the family began to speak out against inequality , 

us ing the Tennessee Va l ley Authority ( TVA) as the intermediary 

in their relationship with the white community. While their 

actions brought no assistance from TVA , having once confronted 

racist policies would make it easier to do so in the future. 

The interaction between the community and TVA ref lects the 
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ambiva lence within the agency toward blacks , and revea l s  the 

l imitat ions of New Dea l po l icies as they were appl ied to 

blacks in the repress ive atmosphere of the South in the 1 9 3 0 s . 

Whi le the Bridgeforths were not the typical b lack southern 

family in the years 1 8 65 to 1 9 4 0 ,  the story of the ir struggle 

to control spec ific aspects of their l ives i s  an important 

one. 
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CHAPTER I I  

INITIAL ACQUI S ITION , 1 8 65- 1 9 0 0  

I n  the forty years preceding the C ivi l War , the newly 

formed state of Alabama grew tremendous ly as p ioneers came to 

take over the " last great Indian hunting ground east of the 

Miss i s s ippi . "9 The vast majority of these new arrival s  

sett led o n  sma l l  tracts o f  land, bui lt rude log cabins , and 

became sel f-suff ic ient farmers . The r i ch river bottoms were 

c la imed by wea lthier slaveho lders able to afford the $50 - $ 1 0 0  

per acre for prime cotton land o n  the Tennessee , Tombigbee , 

and Al abama rivers, leaving the less expens ive h i l l  country 

for the major ity of these recent migrants . 10 

Bounded on the north by the Tennessee state l ine and on 

the south by the Tennessee River , Limestone County, in the 

northern h i l l  country, became the dest inat ion of many migrants 

from the south-central count ies of Tennessee . 11 The 

populat ion of the county grew from about 1 0 , 0 0 0  in 1 8 2 0 to 

9 Virginia Van der Veer Hami lton , Al abama ; A B icentenni a l  
History ( New York : Norton, 1 9 7 7) 3 .  

10 Charles S .  Davis, The Cotton Kingdom in Alabama ( Phi lade l ­
phia : Porcupine Press, 1 9 7 4) 2 8 . 

1 1  Davis 2 2. 
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a lmost 1 6 , 50 0  in 1850 . 12 Whi l e  the southern part of the 

county , conta ining the more fert i le and expens ive Tennessee 

Val ley cotton lands , was dominated by large s l aveholding 

operat ions , sma l ler slaveholders and yeomen tended to sett le 

in the northern part of the county. Cal l ed the Barrens , thi s  

northern region was the extens ion into Alabama o f  the 

high lands of Tennessee . 13 Despite their name , areas w ithin 

the Barrens , espec ially the river hi l l s  surrounding the Elk 

River , were quite conducive to agriculture. In some p laces 

the Elk River flowed through a three to four m i l e  w ide bas in 

whi ch was bordered on each s ide by c l i ffs. The steep , fert i l e  

h i l l s  which dotted the basin were "much des ired as farming 

lands , notwithstanding the natura l disadvantages to whi ch they 

were subject. " 14 

James W. Bridgeforth , a s laveho lder and farmer from G i les 

County , Tennessee was one of these sett lers. I n  1855 ,  after 

the death of his wife , Bridgeforth moved to Limestone County , 

sett l ing on a " sma ll rise overl ooking the Sugar Creek bottom 

lands. " 15 The house he bui lt in no way resembled the mans ions 

12 U. S. Census Off ice , Seventh Census : Popu lation ( Washington : 
GPO , 1 853 ) 1 9 4 . 

13 U. s. Census Office , Report on Cotton Product ion in the 
United States (Washington: GPO , 1 8 8 4 ) 1 0 3 - 1 0 4 . 

w Report on Cotton Product i on 1 0 4 . 

15 Christ ine Edwards and Faye Axford, Lure and Lore of Lime­
stone County ( Tuscaloosa: Portals Press , 1 9 7 8 )  1 4 0 .  
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of the large antebel lum planters . The s imple two-story 

clapboard structure was only several steps above the log 

cabins favored by many front ier f am i l ies i n  northern 

Alabama . 16 Whi l e  it is not known how much land Bridgeforth 

owned , it is poss ible , us ing slave ownership as an indicator 

of wea lth , to determine that he became one of the more 

prosperous farmers in the county . 9  By 1 8 6 0 , Br idgeforth owned 

14 adult s laves and 17 under 1 6  years old . 10 I n  the same 

year , out of the 6 6 6  slaveho lders in Limestone County , only 8 1  

owned more than 3 0  s laves . 1 1  

A s  in other northern Alabama count ies in the years 

preceding the C ivil War , tensions ran high in Limestone County 

when talk turned to the i ssue of secess ion . The county was 

sharply divided between the larger planters , who tended to 

favor secess ion , and the rest of the county ' s  population , who 

supported the "co-operationist" view of the surrounding 

s ixteen counties . I n  January of 1 8 6 1 , when the northern 

counti es sent de legates to the state convent ion to "urge the 

16 Edwards and Axford 1 4 0 . 

9 Gavin Wr ight , Old South , New South ( New York : Basic , 
1 9 8 6) 1 9 . As Wright and other authors have shown , the maj or ity 
of wea lth held by slaveholders was in s l aves , not property . 

10 U. s .  Census Office , Manuscript S l ave Census for 1 8 6 0  
(Washington : GPO , 1 8 6 4) P leasant Grove , Beat #7 . 

1 1  u. s .  Census Office , Eighth Census (Wash ington : GPO , 
1 8 64) 2 2 3 . 
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more caut ious course o f  concerted act ion with other Southern 

states , "  many of the delegates refused to s i gn the ordinance 

of secess ion . 12 The secess ionist Will i am Lowndes Yancey was 

burned in eff igy in Limestone County , and , even after Alabama 

voted to secede , "the United States f l ag st i l l  f l ew over 

courthouses in Athens and Huntsvi l le . " 13 

Although it is unknown where James w .  Bridgeforth stood 

on the i s sue of secess ion , be ing one of the larger planters , 

he , in a l l  probabil ity , supported secess ion . Once the con-

f l ict started , he apparent ly , l ike many of h i s  neighbors , 

supported the Confederacy . At least one son , James w .  Bridge-

forth , Jr . ,  served with the 3 2 nd Tennessee Infantry during the 

war.14 Un l ike other areas of Alabama , the northern count ies 

experienced a great dea l of fighting and much of the area was 

devastated as a result of the two armies contesting the 

land . 15 

I n  the chaos immediately fol lowing the Civil War , ex-

s laves faced many problems regarding the i r  future . Where 

would they l ive? How wou ld they provide for themselves and 

their fam i l ies? What opportun ities , if any , did the future 

12 Hami lton 2 4 . 

13 Hami lton 2 4-2 5 . 

M Edwards and Axford 14 0 .  

15 
Press , 

Peter Kolchin ,  
1 9 7 2 ) 3 .  

First Freedom (Westport : Greenwood 
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hold for them? For some ex-s laves , the choice was a s imple 

one . Free for the first t ime in the ir l ives , they immed iately 

took to the road , moving into urban areas or the B lack Belt 

count ies where their labor was in demand . Many chose to 

rema in in the ir horne counties , but moved to p lantations where 

they would receive better treatment . St i l l  others conti nued 

to work for the ir former masters .16 Many freedmen i n  the 

Tennessee Va l l ey left . The black population of the region 

f e l l  by 17.2 percent in the period from 1 8 6 0  to 1 8 6 6 , and , 

between 1 8 6 6  and 1 8 7 0 ,  whi l e  other count ies in the the 

Tennessee Va l l ey began to gain back black population , 

Limestone County dropped another 3.4 percent . 17 

George Bridgeforth , a young ma l e  s l ave on the James 

Bridgeforth p lantat ion , was one of these who chose to stay 

with his ex-master . Born in Tennessee in 1 8 3 8 , George carne to 

Limestone County with James in 1855.18 Dur ing the war , when 

not help ing run the plantati on , George served as James 

Bridgeforth , Jr . ' s persona l servant in the Confederate Arrny . 19 

At the end of the war , as George ' s  grandson recal ls , he was 

g iven two options by his master : 

16 Kolchin 2 2 - 2 3 . 

17 Kolch in ,  14-15. 

1 8 Manuscript Slave Census , P leasant Grove Beat #7 . 

19 Edwards and Axford 14 0 ,  and Wi l l i am Bridgeforth , 
persona l interview , December , 1 9 8 3 . 
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He said , ' George , you ' re free . ' My grandfather had 
never heard the word free , didn ' t  know what it meant . 
' I ' m  not your master anymore , you ' re not my slave , you ' re 
free to do whatever you want to do . I f  you want me to , 
I ' l l g ive you $ 1 0 0  and you can go anywhere else and work 
or you can stay here with me and I ' l l pay you $ 1 0  a month 
and give you room and board . '  My grandfather said let 
him s leep on it . So the next morning he got up and told 
h im he ' d  stay . 20 

George ' s  decision to stay was probably based on severa l 

factors . I n  1 8 62 ,  he had married Jennie , a s l ave from the 

neighbor ing Andrews plantat ion , and they had started the ir 

fami ly . 21 I n  addition , George ' s  aspirat ion to become an 

independent landowner was probably a cons iderat ion in his de-

cis ion to rema in in the area where he had family and community 

t ies . George shared the desire to own land w ith many other 

freedmen. 

Living in an agricultural economy , " the ex-s lave f elt 

that his economic independence required the acqu i s it ion of 

land . " 22 As i t  became apparent , fol lowing the war , that the 

federa l government wou ld not provide land , those freemen who 

sought to become landowners found three maj or stumbl ing blocks 

in their path : a lack of resources , an inab i l ity to obtain 

20 W i l l i am Bridgeforth , persona l interview , December 1 9 8 3 . 

21 U .  s. Census Off ice , Manuscript Census Limestone 
County , Alabama ( Washington : GPO , 1 9 02 )  P leasant Grove Beat 
#7 , 3 .  

22 Roger L .  Ransom and Richard Sutch , One Kind of Freedom 
( Cambridge : Cambr idge UP , 1 9 7 7 ) 8 1 . 
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credit , and wh ite resi stance t o  black l andownersh ip . 23 In 

spite of these obstacles a sma l l  number of freedmen acquired 

land in the years immediately following the war . I n  Al abama , 

the acc ident of geography often played a key factor as "the 

proportion of blacks owning land var ied inversely with the 

qua l ity of land and the number of blacks in the population . "M 

I n  other words , George Bridgeforth , l iving in the northern 

part of Limestone County , an area where " l and was relatively 

cheap , Negroes few ,  and black labor not heavi ly in demand , "  

stood a better chance o f  ful f i l l ing the dream o f  landownership 

than did freedman in the Black Belt of Alabama. 25 

Although it is not known exactly when George purchased 

his f irst acreage , he was paying rea l estate taxes by 1 8 7 7 , 

apparent ly on a forty-acre tract.M Thi s  was in sp ite of the 

fact that the 1 8 7 0 s were a lean period in Southern agr i -

culture , and that the price o f  cotton had f a l len by near ly 5 0  

percent between 1 8 72 and 1 8 7 9 . n While other black and wh ite 

yeomen found themse lves driven into the ranks of sharecroppers 

23 Ransom and Sutch 8 1 . 

24 Kolchin 1 3  6 .  

25 Kolchin 1 3  6 .  

M Limestone County , Alabama , Tax Abstract { 18 7 7 )  P leasant 
Grove Beat #7 . 

27 Er ic Foner , Reconstruct ion : America ' s  Unfini shed 
Business ( New York : Harper , 1 9 8 8 ) 5 3 5 . 
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and laborers , George increased his holdings . 28 I n  1 8 8 0 ,  George 

sold the f orty-acre tract for $3 3 0 ,  us ing the money as a down 

payment on an eighty-acre tract cost ing $ 7 5 0 . 29 How was 

George Bridgeforth , an ex-slave start ing with no resources , 

able to accomp l i sh thi s  feat? 

In sp ite of having geography in h i s  favor , the problems 

of obtaining money and cred it and overcoming white resi stance 

st i l l  rema ined . Whi l e  the $ 1 0  a month in wages James offered 

him at the end of the war was not a lot of money , " given 

f i fteen years , one might expect that even blacks who began 

freedom completely destitute would have managed to accumulate 

the means necessary for the purchase of land . "30 Assuming 

George ra ised the money by hard work and thr i ft , he s t i l l  

faced the larger and more threatening problem o f  white 

resistance to black landownership . As his grandson reca l l s , 

George turned to his ex-master for assistance : 

28 Foner 5 3 7 . 

� Limestone County , Al abama , Deed Record , Book 2 0  ( 18 8 0 )  
3 5 6  and Deed Record , Book 6 5  ( 18 8 0 )  4 6 .  

� Ransom and Sutch 8 3 . 
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S o  he stayed there and he never rea l ly went out and 
negotiated for a farm either . He ' d  work and made the 
money , t e l l  his master ' There ' s  an old farm over there , 
wi l l  you see what you can do for me? ' So they started 
with th i s  twenty acres , add another forty or s ixty or one 
hundred , and another forty , sixty , or one hundred--must 
have been over a peri od of thirty years . 31 

Both George and James Bridgeforth took r i sks with these 

purchases of land . Immed iately after the war , many whites 

began express ing their oppos it ion to black l andownership . 

Fearing an independent black population out of control ,  some 

states enacted black codes which denied blacks th is right . 

Although these laws were struck down by Rad ica l Reconstruct ion 

governments ,  between 1 8 6 8  and 1 8 72 , wh ite opposit ion turned 

violent . I n  the wave of white violence against blacks which 

swept the region during th i s  period , one of the primary 

targets was " those who achieved a modicum of economic 

success . " 32 Equa l ly at r i sk were whites who sold l and to 

blacks or l oaned them money for land purchases for " they were 

not uncommonly threatened with physica l violence . 11 33 

How real was the threat of violence for George and James 

Br idgeforth? Pulaski , Tennessee , the birthplace of the Ku 

K lux K l an , l ay j ust over the Tennesse l ine from Limestone 

County . Dur ing the Civ i l  War , Nathan Bedford Forrest ,  the 

31 Wi l l i am Bridgeforth , persona l interview ,  December , 
1 9 8 3 . 

32 Foner 29 . 

33 Ransom and Sutch 8 6 .  
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founder o f  the Ku Klux Klan , fought in and around Athens on 

numerous occasion . After the K l an supposedly organi z ed its 

second national Klavern in Athens , one eyewitness of the 

per iod reca lled viewing " a  parade of K lansmen r iding s ingle 

f i le that stretched from . . . E lm Street to the former Luke 

Pryor home fully a mile in length . 1134 The Klan was 

offic ially broken up in 1 8 7 1 ,  and , although George and James 

Bridgeforth may never have experieced d irect contact with 

them , the deeds of the Klan dur ing those years " etched the 

Klan permanent ly in the folk memory of the black community . " 35 

In spite of these threats , Br idgeforth and other freedmen 

did acquire l and , and by 1 8 8 0 ,  9 . 8  percent of black 

southerners had become independent l andowners . 36 Those who 

were able to ach ieve this dream had pa id a pr ice , however . 

They were forced to turn to the wh ite community 'for support ,  

and in the process had to appear "nonthreatening and we l l ­

behaved . "37 I n  other words , t o  get ahead dur ing th i s  t ime , 

34 Robert Henry Wa lker , Jr . , Hi story of Limestone County , 
Alabama ( n . p . :  Limestone County Commiss ion and Robert Henry 
Wa lker , Jr . ,  1 9 7 3 )  1 3 6 .  

35 Foner 4 4  3 .  

� Ransom and Sutch 8 3 . 

37 Wr ight 1 0 7 . 
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rural blacks had t o  "compromise their autonomy i n  order to 

gain it . 1138 

Despite the near col lapse of the southern agricultura l 

economy after the Panic of 1 8 9 3 , and the continued white 

resistance to black ownership , the number of landowners 

cont inued to r i se dur ing the l atter years of the nineteenth 

century . 39 By 1 8 85 ,  Bridgeforth saved enough to purchase 

another 93 acres for $ 1 0 0 0 . �  Sometime before 1 9 1 0 , Br idge-

forth purchased another 1 3 0  acres , bringing h i s  tot a l  holdings 

to 3 0 3 acres , a l l  in the Sugar Creek area on the Elk River , 

and making him the largest black l andowner in Limestone 

County . 41 

I n  order to understand Bridgeforth ' s  succes s ,  i t  i s  

necessary to l ook a t  his farming operat ion . What k ind of 

farmer was he? How did he operate from one year to the next? 

These questions are difficult to answer , for Bridgeforth , l ike 

most farmers of the period , left no wri tten records . I t  i s  

poss ible , however , us ing crop- l ien records found in the 

Limestone County Courthouse , to piece together a rough sketch 

38 Wr ight 1 0 7 . 

39 James s. Fi sher , "Negro Farm Ownership , "  Annals of the 
Assoc . of Amer ican Geographers 63 ( 1 9 7 3) :  485 . 

� Deed Record , Book 65 ( 1 8 85) 48 . 

41 Deed Record , Book 1 3 2  ( 19 14) 6 0 9 , and U .  S .  Census 
Office , Negroes in the United States : Bu l let in 1 2 9  (Washing­
ton : GPO , 1 9 15) 1 6 0 . 
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of h i s  operation . Whi l e  the most preva lent arrangements in 

the South during the per iod were sharecropping and tenant-

farming , crop- l iens were an a lternative for the landowner . 

Under thi s  system a l andowner borrowed money from a merchant 

to make his crop and repa id the debt a fter the harvest . As 

secur ity , he put up h i s  crop and "any other property . 

such as a mule . "� The f irst crop- l iens appeared in 

Bridgeforth ' s  name in the 1 8 7 0 s . In 1 8 75 , he borrowed $ 3 3 

from a Robert Patr ick , and in 1 8 7 8 , Wi lkinson & West , a l ocal 

cotton gin , loaned him $ 1 1 . �  

I n  the 1 8 8 0 s , the amounts Bridgeforth borrowed increased . 

Twice he borrowed $50 from a Henry Warten . «  H i s  maj or source 

of credit , however , wa s a loca l merchant and gin owner , H .  

Beas ley . (A story told by C .  Eric Lincol n ,  Duke professor of 

religion and hi story , who grew up in L imestone County , 

i l lustrates the possible white host i l ity Br idgeforth faced in 

dea l ing with his white creditors , espec i a l ly the Beas ley 

fami ly . After Lincoln and his grandmother worked severa l days 

picking cotton for Beasley , he approached the merchant to get 

his pay , which Lincoln calculated at $ 3 . 6 0 . When Bea s l ey 

� G i lbert C .  Fite , Cotton Fie lds No More ( Lexington : The 
UP of Kentucky , 1 9 84) 5 .  

� L imestone County , Alabama , Mortgage Record , Book 1 6  
( 1 8 75) 4 8 -49 , and Mortgage Record , Book 1 8  ( 1 8 7 8) 457 . 

« Mortqaqe Record , Book 3 0  ( 1 8 8 6) 2 25 ,  and Mortgage 
Record , Book 3 1  ( 1 8 8 7) 2 04 .  



1 9  

f l ipped h im a quarter , Lincoln questioned the amount . As a 

result , Beas ley severely beat the 1 3 -year-old , and warned h im 

to never aga in " try to count ' round no white man . ") 45 

The co l l ateral for these l oans supply another source of 

information about Bridgeforth ' s  operation . For one thing , an 

increase in the amount of l ivestock owned shows that Bridge-

forth ' s  operat ion prospered . In 1 8 75 , he only had a " one-eyed 

sorrel mare " for col latera l ,  but by 1 8 8 2 , he used " a  bay mare 

Mel l ey ,  bay mare Salley ,  1 red cow and ca l f , one sow and s ix 

shoats and his ent ire wheat , corn , cotton crop and a l l  other 

produce rai sed . "46 By 1 8 8 7 , George not only grew crops on h i s  

own l and , but rented addit iona l acreage as we l l . For the $ 1 15 

he borrowed from Beasley that year , he put up as col later a l  " 2  

mares , 1 co lt , 1 heffer ( s ic) , 1 white cow and ca l f , another 

cow , 10 hogs , entire crop of corn and cotton raised by me on 

my place and elsewhere in Limestone County , Alabama . 1147 

The crop l i ens a l so show that Bridgeforth was go ing 

aga inst the trends of Southern agr iculture at the t ime . Those 

who rented land or worked on shares were often forced to put 

more and more of the ir acreage into cotton . Even f armers who 

45 Keith L .  Thomas , " Past Imperfect , "  The At lanta Con­
st itution 13 Mar . 1 9 8 8: 1H . 

46 Mortgage Record , Book 1 6  ( 18 75) 4 8 -4 9 ,  and Mortgage 
Record , Book 2 3  ( 1 8 8 1 - 1 8 8 3) 6 1 1 . 

� Mortgage Record , Book 3 1  ( 1 8 8 7) 5 6 3 . 
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owned the ir l and began ra i s ing more cotton at the expense of 

foodstuffs , and , as a result , they became less self-

suf f icient . �  Bridgeforth , with enough l and to prov ide 

gra z ing for l ivestock , was able to withstand thi s  pressure . 

I nstead of becoming indebted to l ocal merchants he 

increasingly moved toward greater self-su f f iciency and hence 

independence . George Bridgeforth , starting as an ex-s l ave 

with no resources and everything working aga inst h im , had 

found a way to not only survive the rac i a l  prej ud ice of the 

South , but to actua l ly prosper in spite of h i s  environment . 

� F ite 8 9 -9 0 . 
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CHAPTER I I I  

THE PEAK O F  OWNERSHIP ,  1 9 0 0 - 19 2 0  

Between 1 9 0 0  and 1 9 2 0 ,  the number of southern black 

landowners cont inued to rise , reaching its peak between 1 9 1 0  

and 1 9 2 0 .  Nationwide , the peak occurred i n  1 9 1 0 , with 

2 18 , 46 7  owners ,  compris ing 24 percent o f  a l l  black farm 

operators , control l ing 15 . 7  m i l l i on acres . 1 In Alabama , the 

numbers continued to rise between 1 9 1 0  and 1 9 2 0 . I n  1 9 1 0 , 

the number of black owners was 1 7 , 0 8 2  or 15 . 5  percent of a l l  

farm owners . By 1 9 2 0 ,  blacks comprised 1 8 . 1  percent of a l l  

farm owners and the numbers had r isen s l ighty t o  1 7 , 2 0 2 . 2 

Limestone County a lso fol lwed thi s  trend with the number of 

black owners increas ing from 2 3 6  in 1 9 1 0  to 3 05 in 1 9 2 0 . 3  

Beginning in 1 9 2 0 ,  when the " rea l price of cotton plummeted 

6 0% , " the number of owners gradua l ly dec l i ned due to con-

1 Fite 2 1  and F isher 485 . 

2 U .  s .  Census Off ice , Census of Agriculture ( Washing­
ton : GPO 1 9 2 2) 48 0 .  

3 U .  s .  Census Office , Negro Popul ation : 1 7 9 0 - 1 9 15 
( Washington : GPO , 1 9 1 8) 7 0 1  and Census of Agr iculture , 1 9 2 0  

4 9 2 . 



t inuing low cotton prices , the impact of the bol l  weevi l ,  

and increased violence against blacks . 4  

I n  addit ion to favorable economic factors , thi s  in-

crease in black ownership between 19 0 0  and 1 9 2 0  was in-

f luenced by the admonishments of Southern black leaders of 

the peri od . After the ear l i er promi ses of Reconstruct ion 

2 2  

were laid t o  rest , black l eaders shifted the ir emphas i s  from 

pol itical to economic equa l ity , in the bel ief that self-

help , thr i ft , hardwork , and good character would a l l ow 

blacks to be accepted into the larger soc i ety . Chief among 

the proponents of th is phi l i sophy , and one who wou ld direct-

ly inf luence the Bridgeforth family , was Booker T .  Washing-

ton . To understand thi s  inf luence we must turn our atten-

tion to the Bridgeforth fami ly . 

One of the maj or effects of emanc ipation was the trans-

formation which occurred within the black fam i ly . The con-

trol of the fam i ly and its labor passed from the hands of 

the master to within the family itself . As a result , im-

mediately a fter the war whites complained that freedmen 

''have a lmost universa l ly withdrawn the ir women and chi ldren 

from the f i e lds , putting the f irst at housework and the 

4 Robert H iggs , "Accumu lation of Property by Southern 
B lacks before Wor ld War I , " Amer ican Economic Revi ew 7 2  
( 19 8 2) 343 , and Fisher 487 . 



2 3  

latter at school . " 5  A s  blacks struggl ed economica l ly t o  

survive the hard times o f  the 1 8 7 0 s ,  many women and children 

found themselves once again in the fields . I n  spite of 

this , blacks continued to exert the new found control over 

their own labor , and the family " decided where and when 

black women and children would work . 116 A maj or f actor in 

George Bridgeforth ' s  success during the late nineteenth and 

ear ly twentieth centuries was the labor and support of his 

wife and children . 

It has been estimated that for every forty acres under 

cultivation , one man and one mule were needed , and , by 1 9 0 0 , 

with at least 1 7 3  acres to farm at this time , the labor of 

his wife and children wa s essential to Bridgeforth ' s  pros­

perity . By 1 9 0 0 , George and Jennie Bridgeforth ' s  family had 

grown to nine living chi ldren . Two of their sons , Wil liam 

and Bascom , lived at home and assisted with the running of 

the farm . 7 In addition to assisting their father , the sons 

also raised crops of their own , preparing for the day when 

they would start families . One son , Wil liam , borrowed his 

first crop money when he was only fourteen years o ld . 8  

5 Foner 8 5 .  

6 Foner 8 7 . 

7 Manuscript Census , 1 9 0 0  P leasant Grove Beat #7 , 123 . 

8 Mortgage Record , Book 8 4  ( 18 9 7 ) 5 7 . 
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Two of the other sons pursued an educat ion . After at-

tending Tuskegee Inst itute , I ssac ( Ike ) came back to Lime-

stone County and started a farming operation adj acent to his 

father . The e ldest of the Bridgeforth sons , George Ruff in ,  

followed a s l ightly d i fferent track . Whi le a boarding stu-

dent at the Trinity School in Athens , Bridgeforth caught the 

eye of some of the school ' s  teachers who encouraged him to 

cont inue his education . Upon his graduation from Trinity in 

1 8 9 4 , he made h i s  way to Ta l ladega Co l lege . From there he 

trave led to Amherst , Massachusetts where he graduated from 

Massachusetts Agr icultural Col lege in 1 9 0 1 . I n  1 9 02 ,  he 

found emp loyment as a teacher of agricu lture at Tuskegee 

Norma l and Industr ial Institute in Tuskegee , Alabama . 9  

Bridgeforth ' s  f irst years at Tuskegee were extreme ly 

busy ones . I n  addit ion to teaching courses on bee-keep ing 

and l ivestock-ra is ing , he became an assi stant to George 

Wash ington Carver , the director of agri cu lture . 10 Carver 

and Bridgeforth al so team-taught the ' 'Short Course in Agr i -

culture . "  Started in 1 9 0 4 , the course r a n  f o r  s ix weeks 

dur ing the winter months . Its purpose was to educate and 

9 Dati e  Russe ll , personal interview , July 1 9 8 9 , and 
Frank Lincoln Mather , Who ' s  Who of the Colored Race 
( Chicago : 1 9 1 5 )  3 7 . 

10 Tuskegee Institute Annua l Cata loaue ( Tuskegee : Tus­
kegee Institute Press , 1 9 02- 1 9 1 8 ) .  
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assist l ocal farmers by helping them " solve some o f  the ir 

problems . "11 

It was a lso during these early years that a running 

feud devel oped between Carver and Br idgeforth that would 

continue unti l  Bridgeforth left the school i n  1 9 1 8 . Bridge-

forth and Carver ' s  c lash appeared to be an extension of on-

going conf l icts between Carver and Booker T .  Washington 

regarding Carver ' s  admini strat ion of the Agri cultural De­

partment . 12 I n  addit ion a number of people working under 

Carver " resented the attent ion h i s  laboratory work rece ived 

at the expense of the ir own work . " 13 The compla ints of 

Bridgeforth and other faculty members under Carver ' s  author-

ity eventua l ly led to a restructuring of the department with 

Carver becoming the " Director of the Experimenta l Station 

and Agr icultural Instruction , "  and Bridgeforth being named 

head of the new " Department of Agricultural I ndustr ies . " 14 

Eventua l ly the departments were reunited , and Bridgeforth 

became d irector of the new Agricultural Department . When 

Carver compla ined about having to work under Bridgeforth , 

1 1  Al len w .  Jones , " The Role of Tuskegee Institute in 
the Educat ion of Black Farmers , "  Journal of Negro History LX 
( 1 9 7 5 ) : 26 1 .  

12 Linda o. McMurry , George Washington Carver : Scient ist 
and Symbol ( Oxford : Oxford UP , 1 9 8 1 )  5 8 . 

13 McMurry 5 8 . 

14 McMurry 62- 65 . 
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Washington "made i t  c lear that Carver was Bridgeforth ' s  

subord inate and that ' in a l l  matters of d i f ference ' Bridge­

forth had the ' authority to decide . ' 11 15 After Washington ' s  

death in 1 9 1 5 , the new president of the schoo l , Robert 

Moton , s i ded with Carver in his criti c i sm of Bridgeforth . 

Having lost h i s  a l ly ,  Bridgeforth left Tuskegee i n  1 9 1 8  to 

take another j ob .  16 

I n  spite of these conflicts , Bridgeforth ' s  early years 

at Tuskegee were excit ing ones . I n  1 9 0 6 , he became involved 

with one of the most successful programs ever run by the 

schoo l .  Wh i l e  the courses offered at the s chool were wel l -

attended and popular among local farmers , Wash ington be-

l ieved Tuskegee could have an even greater effect by taking 

demonstrat i ons and lectures directly to the surrounding 

communities . Washington , Carver , and other professors at 

the school frequent ly made trips into the countrys ide to 

talk with and advise farmers , and out of these trips came 

the idea for a movable school of agriculture . 17 

Beginning in the summer of 1 9 0 6 , Bridgeforth drove a 

wagon , outf itted with farming equipment and supp l ies , into 

the communities surrounding Tuskegee . He began working i n  

15 McMurry 6 6 . 

16 McMurry 1 5 9 - 1 6 1 . 

17 Fe l ix James , "The Tuskegee Institute Movable School , 
1 9 0 6 - 1 92 3 , "  Agricultural H i story , 4 5  ( 1 9 7 1 ) : 2 0 1 -202 . 



an area by looking over individua l farming operations , 

asking quest ions , and offering advice . Having vis ited in-

d ividua l farms , he then held a large outdoor meeting and 

demonstrati on . I n  addition to d i splaying the l atest i n  

f arming equipment , Bridgeforth taught the proper u s e  and 

app l i cation of fert i l i z ers , as wel l  as the benef its of 

rais ing vegetables , hogs , da iry cattle , and other food 

crops . Wh i l e  pra is ing self-suffic iency , he a lso preached 

27 

the " gospe l of Tuskegee " --the importance of black landowner­

ship . 18 When farmers asked how they could poss ibly obtain 

the resources to buy land , Bridgeforth would suggest cooper-

at ive buying efforts , us ing as an example the community 

started at Fort Davis by Rev . Moses E l l ington . 19 

The idea of cooperat ive ownership had its origins i n  

the efforts made during the C ivi l War to provide blacks with 

conf iscated l ands . 20 Starting with Reconstruction , there 

were numerous examples of blacks "who had pool ed thei r  

resources to buy plantations , which they then divided among 

themse lves . " 21 From the Sea I s lands to Mound Bayou , groups 

18 Booker T .  Washington , "A Farmer ' s  Col l ege on Wheel s , "  
Wor ld ' s  Work , 1 3  ( 19 0 6 - 1 9 0 7 ) : 8 3 5 3 . 

19 Washington 8 3 5 4 . 

20 August Meier and E l l i ott Rudwick , From P l antation to 
Ghetto ( New York : Hi l l , 1 9 6 6 )  1 5 0 - 152 . 

21 Me ier and Rudwick 1 5 3 . 



28 

of freedmen attempted to ensure their economic independence 

through col l ect ive ownership . The first such effort at 

Tuskegee was the Southern Improvement Company , started i n  

1 9 0 0  by " the leading Northern reformers in the S outhern 

educati ona l movement . "n Founded to provide acreage to 

l andless blacks in the country surrounding Tuskegee , the 

Southern Improvement Company was f irst and foremost a bus i -

ness venture , intended t o  provide its investors with f inan-

cial rewards . 23 S imi lar in nature was the Tuskegee Farm and 

Improvement Company founded in 1 9 14 by Booker T .  Washington 

to enable Tuskegee graduates to purchase land of thei r  own . 

Known as the Ba ldwin Farms , the company a l so made loans to 

landowners for crops and equipment . It too was run as " a  

bus iness rather than a charitable" venture , and George 

Ruf f in Br idgeforth served as its vice-pres ident for several 

years . �  

I n  the f a l l  of 1 9 0 6 , Br idgeforth turned the movable 

school over to Thomas M. Campbe l l , the " f irst b lack demon-

strat ion agent in the United States , "  but the lessons he had 

n James D .  Anderson , " The Southern Improvement Company : 
Northern Reformers ' I nvestment in Negro Cotton Tenancy , 
1 9 0 0- 1 920 , "  Agricultural History 52 ( 19 7 8 ) : 1 1 1 . 

n Anderson 1 1 1 - 1 12. 

� Lou i s  R .  Harlan , Booker T .  Washington ; the W i z ard of 
Tuskegee ( Oxford : Oxford UP , 1 9 8 3} 214 , and Who ' s  Who of the 
Co lored Race 3 7 . 
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both taught and learned whi l e  on the wagon rema ined with him 

for years to come . 25 Whi l e  st i l l  at Tuskegee , Bridgeforth 

took these lessons and began to apply them to h i s  own f am i ly 

and communi ty in Limestone County . He started by purchas ing 

land of h i s  own , beginning with two lots in Athens whi ch 

cost $3 0 0 , and in December , 1 9 0 3 , he acquired an additional 

510 acres . Located next to h i s  father ' s  property on the Elk 

River , thi s  tract cost $4 , 5 0 0  and , whi l e  the deed was in 

George Ruf f in Br idgeforth ' s  name , his parents and brothers 

a lso owned part interest in the land . I n  1 9 0 9 , three months 

before f inal payment was due , Bridgeforth pa id off the land 

in ful l . 26 Whi le these land purchases made the Bridgeforths 

the only black farmers in Limestone County in 1 9 1 0  with over 

2 6 0  acres , they were not content to stop with thi s  ac-

comp l i shment . n 

In October , 1 9 1 0 , incorporat ion papers were f i led with 

the Limestone County Clerk for a company to be cal led the 

Southern Sma l l  Farm Land Company . 28 The obj ect of the cor-

poration was to: 

� Jones 2 6 4 . 

M Mortgage Record , Book 6 7  ( 19 0 3 }  5 9 6 - 5 9 7 . 

27 Negro Population in the United States , 1 7 9 0 - 1 9 1 5  
7 0 1 . 

28 Limestone County , Alabama , Corporation Appl i cat ion 
( 19 1 0 )  5 5 - 6 1 . 
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Encourage the ownership of land and the stimulat ion o f  
improved methods of farming among Negroes , to farm o n  a 
cooperat ive bas i s , to buy and s e l l  land and merchan­
dise , seed , fert i l i z ers , farming utens i l s  and other 
art icles needed and of benfit to its members and also 
the pub l i c  in genera l . �  

The president of the company was George Ruff in Bridgeforth , 

whi l e  Ike Bridgeforth served as vice-pres ident and Watkins 

Cox was secretary and treasurer . The corporation l i sted 25 

stockholders , with each share worth $ 5 0 . Thirteen stock-

holders control led one to three shares each . The maj or 

shareholders were members of the Bridgeforth fami ly . George 

and Jennie held 4 1  shares , whi l e  Ike , Wi l l i am , and Bascom 

together controll ed 4 4  shares . George Ruf f i n  and his wife , 

Dat i e , owned 8 9  shares , making them the largest shareho l-

ders . Whi le the maj or ity of the shareho lders were from 

Limestone County , two were from Tuskegee , three from Mis-

sour i , and one was from New York . �  w .  R .  Petti ford of 

Birmingham , a c lose friend of Booker T .  Washington ' s  and 

founder of Alabama ' s  f irst black bank , The Alabama Penny 

Savings Bank , owned one share . 3 1 

I nstead of cash , many of the smal ler investors traded 

lega l or f inanci a l  work in exchange for shares in the com-

� Corporat ion Appl ication 5 5 . 

� Corporation Appl i cation 5 6 . 

31 August Me ier , Negro Thought in America : 1 8 8 0- 1 9 1 5  
(Ann Arbor : Univers ity o f  Michigan Press , 1 9 7 0 )  143. 
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pany . The investments of the larger shareholders usua l ly 

consisted of property they deeded over to the company . For 

example , Jennie Bridgeforth , in exchange for her interest in 

the 510 acres on the Elk River , received 1 9  shares of the 

company . George Ruff in and Datie Bridgeforth , the largest 

stockho lders , deeded over the ir Athens lots as wel l  as thei r  

interest in the 5 1 0  acre tract . n  

Fol lowing the formation of the Southern Sma l l  Farm Land 

Company , a series of comp l i cated land and cash transactions 

occurred . After deeding the ir land to the company , some of 

the stockholders , mainly those in the Bridgeforth fam i ly , 

took out mortgages with the company on other tracts o f  land . 

Apparently , the object of these transactions was to d i spose 

of land held in Athens and the northern part of the county , 

and , in exchange , receive portions of a tract in the south­

ern part of the county on the Tennessee River . Why were the 

Bridgeforths moving the ir farming operat ion to thi s  new 

locat ion? 

The Bridgeforth family had made an adequate l iving from 

the land on the E lk River , but the region was not ideal for 

cotton growing . Overa l l  it was h i l ly and sub j ect to ero­

s ion . The land on the Tennessee River , on the other hand , 

was l eve l , fert i le , and had always been prime cotton ac-

n Corporat ion App l ication 5 9 . 



reage . Although owned by whites , the land was i nhabit ed 

primari ly by black tenants--the be lief be ing that blacks 

were not as l ikely to be a ffected by the annual inf lux of 

mosqu itoes . I n  December , 1 9 1 0 , George Ruf f in and Dati e  
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Bridgeforth a long with Watkins and Lel i a  Cox sold the South-

ern Sma l l  Farm Land Company 7 0 5  acres of land on the Ten-

nessee River for $14 , 2 0 0 . n  In the same month and cont in-

uing throughout 1 9 1 1 , the company began s e l l ing tracts of 

thi s  land to both stockholders and individua l s  with no 

interest in the company . The price of the land varied be-

tween $ 1 8 - 2 5  an acre , depending on the location and fer-

t i l ity of the so i l . George and Datie Bridgeforth bought 5 2  

acres for $ 9 6 0 , Watkins and Lel i a  Cox purchased 2 4  acres for 

$62 5 ,  and Ike Bridgeforth received 40 acres for $ 1 0 0 0 . Two 

hundred and forty f ive out of the 5 0 0  acres sold in 1 9 1 1  

went t o  either Bridgeforth family members or company inves-

tors . �  

Who bought the other 2 6 5 acres? George Ruf f in Br idge-

forth was drawn to the Tennessee River area for potent i a l  

resources other than j ust fert i l e  land . The black tenant 

farmers l iving in the area played a cruci a l  role in the idea 

n Deed Record , Book 1 1 6  ( 19 1 0 )  2 3 6 ,  2 3 9 -2 4 0 . 

� Deed Record , Book 1 0 9  ( 1 9 1 0 )  5 6 8 -5 6 9 , Deed Record 
Book 1 5 6  ( 1 9 1 8 ) 1 5 6-1 5 7 , Deed Record , Book 1 1 3  ( 1 9 1 1 )  3 6 6 -
3 7 5 ,  4 2 7 -4 3 1 ,  and Deed Record , Book 1 1 6  ( 1 9 1 0 )  2 3 4 - 2 3 5 . 
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beh ind the Southern Sma l l  Farm Land Company . As W i l l i am 

Bridgeforth recal led : 

He ( George Ruffin Br idgeforth} sold to I som Ma lone , 
George Settles , Adam Lucas--sel l to black f amil ies 
only . When he approached these black f am i l ies about 
buying some land for yourself and farm for yoursel f , 
they said thi s  i s  aga inst the law , blacks are not 
supposed to do that . They went and ask some whites was 
it lawful for them to own l and l ike anybody else , own 
mules , pay taxes l ike anybody else . The answer was 
i t ' s  a l l  r ight . They bought land from the Sma l l  Farm . 
The idea was to get land into the hands of black per­
sons . �  

At least two , i f  not more , o f  those who bought the rema ining 

245 acres had never owned land before . One one-hundred-acre 

tract was purchased by three couples from the same fam i ly . 36 

George Ruf f i n  Bridgeforth , by start ing the Southern Sma l l  

Farm Land Company , enabled land less blacks t o  become a vita l 

part of thi s  new a l l -black community known as Beul ahland . 

After the initial f lurry of land transactions , the cor-

poration apprent ly went out of bus iness or at least ceased 

to operate as an act ive real estate company . The last 

transact ion recorded in the Southern Sma l l  Farm name oc-

curred in 1 9 1 3 , when Robert and Price Hendricks , white 

l andowners , traded a tract of land on the Tennessee River 

� Wi l l iam Bridgeforth , persona l interview , December 
1 9 8 3 . 

36 Deed Record , Book 1 1 3  ( 1 9 1 1} 3 6 9 - 3 7 0 ,  429 -4 3 1; Deed 
Record , Book 1 1 6  ( 1 9 1 0} 2 3 4 -235; Limestone County , Alabama , 
Tax Abstract ( 1 9 0 0 - 1 9 05} , and Limestone County , Alabama , Tax 
Collector ' s  Cash Book ( 18 9 8 - 1 9 0 6} . 



3 4  

for a lot i n  Athens owned by the company . 37 Whi l e  it i s  not 

known how successful the corporation was in terms of i n-

creas ing the monetary wea lth of its shareholders , by 19 13 , 

it had g iven r i se to the formation of an a l l-bl ack community 

of landowners .  They owned some of the r i chest land in the 

county and a l l  shared a stake in the surviva l of the black 

community of Beulahland--for these reasons a l one the S outh-

ern Sma l l  Farm Land Company could be deemed a success . 

I n  sp ite of the f luctuations in the cotton economy over 

the next years , the res idents of Beulahland held on to thei r  

land , and some even increased their acreage . I n  1913 , 

George and Jennie Bridgeforth purchased another 4 6  acres i n  

the community , and a year later , they sold a l l  of the i r  

rema ining land in the northern part of the county . 38 George 

and Dat ie Bridgeforth also added to the ir holdings , purchas-

ing another 2 2 4  acres , and mak ing them the largest land­

holders in the community . 39 Between 19 17 and 19 2 0 ,  whi l e  

one o f  the original famil ies in the community sold thei r  

n Deed Record, Book 12 8 ( 19 13 )  4 2 6 - 4 2 9 .  

38 Deed Record, Book 13 2 ( 19 14 )  6 0 9 , and Deed Record , 
Book 119 ( 19 13 )  5 0 2 . 

39 Deed Record, Book 157 ( 19 17 )  9 2  and Deed Record , Book 
156 ( 19 18 )  2 4 8 . 



land to another black couple , at least two new fam i l ies 

purchased farms in Beulah land . �  

By the t ime of George Br idgeforth ' s  death i n  1 9 2 2 , he 

and Jennie could look with pride to thei r  accomp l i shments . 

The ex- s l aves had gone from owning nothing after the C ivi l 

War to having substanti a l  holdings on some of the most 
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fert i l e  land i n  the county. Two of the ir sons had graduated 

from col l ege , one going on to become a college professor and 

the other a successful farmer . Several of the i r  other chi l -

dren were landowners i n  the a l l  black communi ty o f  Beulah-

land . After h i s  death , the community would cont inue to 

prosper . Ike Bridgeforth started a t imber bus iness in the 

mid- 1 9 2 0 s ,  and in addition to employing h i s  sons , he a lso 

h ired men from the community . 41 After leaving Tuskegee in 

1 9 1 8 , George Ruff in Bridgeforth became head of Kansas Voca-

tional Col lege in Topeka , and from there went to Tennesse 

Agr icu lture and I ndustrial Col lege in Nashvi l le . 42 H i s  

Beulah land farm was run by tenants during those years , but 

he stayed in c lose contact with his fam i ly and often v i s ited 

the community . 43 

� Deed Record , Book 157 ( 1 917} 5 0 - 5 4 . 

41 Darden Bridgeforth , persona l interview , July 1 9 9 0 . 

42 " Negro Educator Here i s  Recommended for Post , " Ala­
bama Cour ier/Limestone Democrat March 16 1 9 3 3 : 1 .  

43 Dati e  Bridgeforth , personal interview , July 1 9 8 9 . 



As the population of the community increased , so did 

its need for a school . In order to get an education , Beu-

lahland ' s  chi ldren boarded with friends or relat ives i n  

Athens whi l e  attending the Tr inity School . I n  the 19 2 0 s ,  

George Ruf f i n  Bridgeforth gave the communi ty l and , and 

appl ied for a grant from the Rosenwald Fund to bui ld an 

elementary schoo l . The communi ty supp l ied the t imber and 

labor , whi l e  the fund provided other expenses . After the 

school was completed , the community col lected money each 
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year to pay teachers salaries , and took turns providing them 

with room and board . Older chi ldren st i l l  had to trave l to 

Athens to the nearest black h igh school ,  but everyone could 

now rece ive at least a minimal educati on . «  

As the end of the decade approached , i t  appeared that 

Beulahland was a prosperous and growing community . The 

quest ion that now rema ined was could its substantial success 

withstand the coming blows of the Great Depression? 

« W i l l i am Bridgeforth , personal i nterview , December 
19 8 3  and Datie Russe l l , persona l interview , July 19 8 9 . 
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CHAPTER IV 

BEULAHLAND AND THE NEW DEAL , 1 9 2 0 - 1 9 4 0  

Between 1 9 2 0  and 1 9 3 0 ,  black landownership i n  the South 

decreased due to bol l  weevil infestati ons in the early 

1 9 2 0 s , and cont inued economic instabil i ty in the cotton 

market through out the rest of the decade . The genera l  

prosper ity of 1 9 1 6  t o  1 9 1 9 , when cotton pr ices went as h igh 

as 3 5  cents a pound , was followed by the devastating ex­

perience of 1 9 2 0 ,  when pr ices fell  to between 13 and 1 5  

cents a pound . 1 Although the market recovered somewhat be­

tween 1 9 2 2  and 1 9 2 4 , it was down aga in in 1 9 2 5 .  By 1 9 2 9 ,  

the pr ice per pound dropped to 1 6  cents , and by 1 9 3 1 ,  i t  was 

down to 5 cents.2 The depress ion struck the South par­

ticularly hard as "the income from farm product ion in the 

ten ma in cotton states dropped from $2 . 4  b i l l ion in 1 9 2 9  to 

only $9 2 9  m i l l ion in 19 3 2 . " 3 

The ef fect on black and white landownership was im­

mediate. In 1 9 2 0 ,  over 2 17 , 0 0 0  blacks owned land , but by 

1 9 3 0 ,  fewer than 1 8 2 , 5 0 0  sti l l  contro l l ed thei r  own 

1 Fite 1 0 2. 

2 F i  te 1 2 5. 

3 Fite 1 2 0. 
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acreage . 4  I n  Limestone County , there were 1 7 6 8  white owners 

in 1 9 2 0 and only 1 3 8 4  by 1 9 3 0 .  B lack ownership in the 

county dur ing the same years went from 4 9 2  to 2 3 6 . 5  Between 

1 9 3 0  and 1 9 3 5 , both groups improved somewhat with 1 4 6 9  white 

and 2 6 1  black landowners . 6 

Although it is not known i f  any Beulahl and owners lost 

thei r  farms dur ing these years , many of them took out mort-

gages on their property . Wash Settles was only one year 

late in paying off a $ 1 6 0 0  second mortgage he took out on 

his 1 2 5  acres . 7  In 1 9 2 3 , Adam Lucas mortgaged 4 0  acres to 

the Federal Land Bank for $7 0 0 . Whi l e  he did not lose h i s  

property in the lean years that fol lowed , h i s  f inal payment 

was made in 1 9 3 4 , seven years a fter it was due . 8 The Fed-

era l Land Bank was also the source for a $2 5 0 0  mortgage 

taken out by George Ruffin and Dat ie Br idgeforth in 1 9 2 6 and 

paid in full by 1 9 3 5 . 9  

4 F isher 4 8 2 . 

5 Census of Agriculture ( 1 9 2 0 )  4 9 2 , and U. s. Census 
Off ice , Census of Agri culture (Washington : GPO , 1 9 2 7 ) 7 8 5 . 

6 u .  s .  Census Office , Census of Agrcicu lture (Washing-
ton : GPO , 1 9 3 7 ) 6 2 9 . 

7 Deed Record , Book 2 2 5  ( 1 9 2 3 ) 3 1 .  

8 Deed Record , Book 1 6 2  ( 1 9 2 3 )  2 04 . 

9 Deed Record , Book 1 6 2  ( 1 9 2 3 )  3 1 5 .  
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By the time of Frank l in D .  Rooseve lt ' s  e lect ion in 

1 9 3 2 , Southern farmers were desperate , and h i s  v ictory 

assured them " that the federal government would at last 

init iate some k ind of bold farm relief program . " 10 Whi l e  

the New Dea l has often been crit i c i z ed for the damage it did 

to the l ives of both black and white southern tenant farm-

ers , many of the same po l icies that drove tenants from the 

land , favored the landowner . 1 1  As the depres s i on deepened , 

l andowners in Beulahland increas ingly turned to the Federa l  

government for assistance , and , although none o f  the fam i -

l ies app l i ed for or received pub l i c  rel ief , other New Deal 

programs proved beneficia l . Several took advantage of the 

lowered interest rates from the Federa l Land Bank . For ex-

ample , George Ruffin and Dat ie Br idgeforth had paid 5 . 5  

percent interest for a mortgage taken out in 1 9 2 6 ,  but by 

1 9 3 6 ,  interest rates for s imi l ar mortgages had dropped to 

four percent , and they ref inanced their loan . 12 Severa l  of 

1° Fite 1 2 7 . 

1 1  Pete Daniel , " The New Dea l , Southern Agri cu lture , and 
Economic Change , "  The New Dea l and the South , eds . James C .  
Cobb and Michael V. Namorato ( Jackson : UP of Mississipp i , 
1 9 8 4 )  6 0 . 

12 Deed Record , Book 1 6 2  { 19 2 3 )  3 1 5 , and Deed Record , 
Book 3 2 3  { 19 3 6 )  2 6 0 . 



the Br idgeforths a l so took out mortgages on their property 

under the Emergency Farm Mortgage Act of 1 9 3 3 . 13 

4 0  

Another program that benef ited Beulahland ' s  farmers was 

the Agricultural Adj ustment Act (AAA) , which in 1 9 3 3  began 

paying farmers $7 to $ 1 0  an acre not to p lant cotton . M  

Whi l e  AAA pol icies tended to favor l arger landowners , and 

the payments to most sma l l  farmers were minima l , in 1 9 3 4 , at 

least four Beu lahland owners rece ived payments that ranged 

from $50  to $ 1 0 0 . 15 Tenants in the commun ity , on the other 

hand , only received payments of between $4 and $ 5 0 , and 

obviously the program was of l ittle help to them . 16 

The federal program that would have the most impact on 

the community , however , was the Tennessee Va l l ey Authority 

( TVA ) . " Designed to bring permanent help to a substanti a l  

number of southern farmers , "  TVA p lanned t o  construct 

Wheeler Dam and Reservoir on the Tennessee River in order to 

13  Deed Record , Book 3 1 8 ( 19 3 4 ) 4 3  and 1 0 0 , and Deed 
Record , Book 3 2 3  ( 1 9 3 6 )  2 9 6 . 

14 F ite 1 3 1 .  

15 Fite 1 3 9 , and Tennessee Va l ley Author ity , Fami ly 
Remova l Questionnaires ( Form 9 7 0 ) . 1 9 3 5 . (At lanta : Re­
gional Archives Branch , Federa l Archives and Record Center ) 
Nos . 7 5 0 , 7 8 1 , 1 0 1 1 ,  1 0 1 2 , and 1 5 0 1 . 

16 TVA 9 7 0  Surveys , Nos . 6 9 5 , 1 0 1 6 , 1 1 0 4 , and 1 5 2 1 .  Two 
of these tenants worked on the George Ruf f in Bridgeforth 
farm . Whi l e  the ir AAA payments were not very l arge , it 
should be noted that both had comparat ively l arge incomes 
from cotton sales for the year . 



aid with f l ood and eros ion control ,  generate e l ectricity , 

and br ing modernization to the communities surrounding the 

r iver . 17 In 19 3 4 , the Authority began acquiring land along 
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the banks of the Tennessee River . Eight hundred and thirty 

f ive f ami l ies in a f ive-county area in northern Alabama were 

forced to relocate . Among these were at least 12 fam i l ies 

from the Beulahland community . TVA relocati on took about 

one-ha l f  of the community ' s  land . Some fam i l ies were tota l -

l y  unaffected , others lost port ions of farms , and sti l l  

other s had t o  turn over their ent ire holdings . 1 8 

When f irst approached by TVA staf f  about s e l l ing the ir 

farms and moving , the community ' s  res idents responded with 

less than overwhe lming enthus iasm . After the agency assured 

them they would receive good prices for the ir land and 

assistance in locating and moving to farms of equal value , 

most res idents quiet ly packed the ir belongings and prepared 

to move . They al so became aware of proposals for soc i a l  

change be ing d iscussed with in TVA and the Rooseve lt ad-

ministrat ion that they felt would be of benefit to the 

community . Aid to the landless tenants and sma l l  farmers , 

cooperative agriculture and fert i l i z ation proj ects , rura l 

17 Fite 14 9 .  

1 8 Tennessee Va lley Authority , " Fami l i es o f  the Wheeler 
Reservoir Area , "  (Knoxvi l l e : TVA , 19 3 5 )  1 ,  and TVA 9 7 0  
Surveys . 
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electr i f i cation , and employment with TVA a l l  sounded l ike 

good ideas . To understand how thi s  hope and opt imism turned 

to bitterness we must look to the community and the events 

which began in 1 934 . 

The Whee ler Dam relocati on proj ect was the f irst t ime 

TVA worked with a large black populat ion . Whi le the black 

populati on of the f ive counties ran between 18 to 30 per­

cent , over 5 0  percent of the fami l ies up for remova l were 

black . The fami l ies were divided into groups according to 

the ir landholding status . Almost 80 percent of the group 

were either sharecroppers or tenants , whi le 13 . 6 percent 

were farm laborers . Owner operators only made up 7. 1 per­

cent of the tota l . 19 

Before relocat ion proj ects began , TVA sent in teams of 

invest igators to ta lk with res idents being moved from their 

homes . In these interviews , TVA comp l ied extens ive socio­

l ogic and economic data on each fami ly . The surveys con­

ducted with res idents of Beu lahland offer insight into the 

dai ly l ives and economic status of these fami l ies , but 

because only fam i l ies affected by relocation were inter­

viewed , the surveys were not necessari ly representative of 

the entire community . 

19 " Fami l ies of the Wheeler Reservo ir Area "  3 .  
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O f  the eleven fami l ies interviewed by TVA , f ive were 

landowners ,  four were tenants , and two were l aborers who 

worked for TVA clear ing land . 20 Overa l l ,  the Beulahland 

fami l i es were about average in a l l  categor ies covered in the 

survey except l and ownership . Landowners made up 4 5  percent 

of the Beu lahland population , compared to the 7 . 1  percent 

ownership in the tota l black and white popultion included in 

the survey . 21 

Like most fam i l ies in the Wheeler area , the Beul ahland 

res idents l ived in wood frame houses . The only d i f ference 

was that the ir homes tended to be somewhat larger than 

those of other fam i l ies . Most of the homes were clean and 

wel l-organ i z ed ,  the except ion being one house already par-

t ia l ly removed , which had a l l  the furniture stored in one 

room . The homes were fairly we l l  furnished and nine of the 

fam i l ies owned sewing machines , three had phonographs , and 

two had radios or organs . n  

Fac i l ities in the Beulahland homes were typical of 

others in the area . TVA reported that , in the ent ire 

Whee l er area , "not a s ingle farm house had e ither a bathtub 

20 TVA 9 7 0  Surveys Nos . 6 9 5 , 7 8 0 ,  7 8 1 , 1 0 1 1 , 1 0 12 , 1 0 1 6 , 
1 1 0 4 , 1 1 1 8 , 1 4 3 6 ,  and 1 5 2 1 .  Because the two l aborers did no 
farm work they wi l l  not be included in th i s  d i scuss ion . 

21 " Fami l ies of the Wheeler Reservoir Area " 4 .  

22 " Fami l ies of the Wheeler Reservo ir Area , "  and TVA 9 7 0  
Surveys . 



or an ins ide toliet , " and the Beulahland homes were no 

exception . 23 Fam i l ies drew the ir water from nearby spr ings 

or wel l s  and used tubs for bath ing . Although the fam i l ies 

tended to have about the same leve l of education as other 

blacks in the study , they subscribed to more magaz ines and 

newspapers than whites or other blacks . Women in the com-

munity tended to have more education than d i d  thei r  hus -

bands . For example , one woman , married to a man with no 

forma l education , had completed the eighth grade . The 

number of cars and trucks in the commun ity was much higher 

that among other survey respondents . Forty percent of the 
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famil ies owned relatively new trucks , compared to less than 

2 4  percent of whites and only nine percent of blacks . Two 

of the recently purchased trucks were used i n  l ogging and 

cl earing operati ons for TVA . 24 

The fami l ies , with a medi an of 2 5  years in the com-

munity , were extremely stable compared to others in the 

area . Whi l e  the ir farms were about average in s i z e ,  they 

produced s l ightly more in crops than did other farmers , 

which could mean they a l l owed shorter fal l ow per i ods . As a 

result , and because cotton and corn , the two principal crops 

grown , were part icularly hard on the l and , thei r  future 

23 " Fami l ies of the Wheeler Reservoir Are a "  1 1 . 

24 " Fami l ies of the Wheeler Reservo ir Area , "  and TVA 9 7 0  
Surveys . 



yields might have been reduced . Whi le TVA noted that the 

" ab i l ity to get a long on its cash crop , cotton , had made 
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l ivestock relat ively scarce '' i n  the area , this did not apply 

to the Beulah land farmers . �  Most of them owned at least 

one or two mules , hogs , and pou ltry . Cows , which were 

part icularly scare in the Wheeler area , were the favored 

anima l in Beulah land , even among the tenants . Each fami ly 

had at l east one cow , and severa l owned four or f ive . A l l  

o f  the fami l ies grew food crops , and several of the l and-

owners had above average yie lds in thi s  category . 26 

After TVA l and purchases were comp l eted , the Beulahland 

fami l ies that were to be relocated started look ing for new 

farms , and a l l  hoped to be able to remain in the immediate 

vicin ity . 27 Wh i l e  George Ruffin Br idgeforth lost 3 6 5 acres 

to TVA , he st i l l  owned remaining acreage , and his brothers 

and three other owners purchased tracts from him . Sever a l  

of the fam i l ies s imply moved the ir homes onto part i a l  tracts 

whi ch they were able to retain . For others , the process was 

more d i f f icult . Land va lues in the area increased substan-

t ia l ly when the larger white landowners ,  anti cipating bus i -

ness deve lopment on the reservoir , refused t o  s e l l  any of 

25 " Fami l ies of the Wheeler Reservoi r  Area " 15. 

26 " Fam i l ies of the Wheeler Reservo ir Area , " and TVA 9 7 0  
Surveys . 

27 TVA 9 7 0  Surveys . 
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the ir land . u  As a resu lt , many of the rema ining res i dents 

were forced to move to Pete ' s  Corner , about ten mi les 

away . 29 

Whi le TVA promised assistance in f i nd ing l and of equal 

value , among a l l  the fami l ies moved , only one , the Bascom 

Bridgeforth fami ly , rece ived any help from the agency . 

After Bridgeforth refused to move , the agency f inal ly got 

invo lved . As h i s  son , Wi l l iam ,  reca l led : 

They started negot iat ing and they were talking 
about $17 . 5 0 an acre and he absolutely refused to take 
that . They re-negot iated aga in for something l ike $ 2 5  
a n  acre . H e  refused that . He was sti l l  hanging on . 
Others around h im had sold and he said ' no ,  I ' m not 
going to sel l . I ' m going to Ohio . I ' ve got a l awyer 
up there and you a l l  are j ust trying to take my land . ' 
He was j ust bluff ing about the l awyer . S o , he d i dn ' t  
sel l unti l  they offered him $50  and he took $ 5 0 . 
Whites didn ' t  have any problems gett ing their $ 5 0 , but 
lots of black people sold for alot less than $ 5 0 . 30 

As Bascom Bridgeforth found , TVA treated blacks and 

whites dif ferently , and the only way the black community 

would rece ive equal treatment was to make demands . George 

Ruf fin Bridgeforth d i scovered the same to be true when he 

began dea l ing with the agency . Returning to Limestone 

28 W i l l iam Bridgeforth , persona l interview ,  December , 
1 9 8 3 . 

29 Tennessee Va l l ey Authority , " Fami ly Case Summary 
Sheets " and " Colored Farmers Relocated , "  ( Knoxvi l le : TVA 
Technical Library ) , and TVA 9 7 0  Surveys . 

30 Wi l l i am Bridgeforth , persona l interview ,  December , 
1 9 8 3 . 
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County i n  1 9 3 3 , he made his home i n  Athens ,  and frequent ly 

vis ited his farm and fam i ly in Beulahland . After a l ife 

spent teaching agricultura l theory , he now had the t ime and 

opportunity to put that theory into practice . Dur ing the 

next f ive years he corresponded regularly with TVA in an 

attempt to get the agency ' s  assistance and approval for a 

ser ies of proj ects to benef it what remained of Beulah land . 

He began writ ing letters to the agency i n  1 9 3 4 , and the 

ensuing correspondence revealed not only Br idgeforth ' s  

vision of what the community could be , but a lso h i s  wi l l ing­

ness to forge beyond that vis ion into the rea lm of black 

equa l ity . In addition , the letters i l lustrated how TVA 

perceived blacks in general and the Beu lahland commun ity in 

part icu lar , as wel l  race relations between the agency and 

the peop le it was created to serve . 

The letters a l so ref lected the conf l ict within TVA over 

how to deal with the black populat ion . O f f i c i a l s  l ike A .  L .  

Sne l l  and w .  G .  Carnahan of the Fami ly Remova l Section , 

represent ing the more l iberal view ,  tended to support 

Bridgeforth ' s  proposa l s ,  and act ively worked to get them ap­

proved . They never indicated that Bridgeforth ' s  mot ives 

were less than s incere and seemed to recogn i z e  h i s  concern 

for the community ' s  we l fare . These same off i c i a l s  were a l so 

the ones express ing concern for the agency ' s  adverse affect 

on the people of the Wheeler Reservoir . At one po int , Car-
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nahan , stated that he be l i eved the agency should do every-

thing poss ible to accommodate the community in "view of the 

rather d i f f icult problems we face in the readj ustment o f  

Negro popu lation . " 31 H e  had vis ited the community and was 

" qu ite impressed with the att itude of the Negroes we inter­

viewed . "32 These officials left TVA by 1939 , however , and 

with them went the agency ' s  concern for the speci a l  problems 

of blacks in the Tennessee Va l l ey . 

Oppos ing thi s  faction were those officials  who came to 

dominate and control TVA a fter 1939. Not want ing to offend 

l oca l whites , they worked within the confines of southern 

rac i sm . Most o f  these officials were located in Knoxvi l l e ,  

never had d irect contact with Bridgeforth or the community , 

and yet questioned Bridgeforth ' s  integr ity and motivati ons . 

They a l so made the f inal dec i s ions concerning the community . 

For instance , in denying his request to use br icks from an 

o ld house on TVA property to construct a c lub house for the 

proposed recreation area , Bridgeforth was character i z ed as 

" a  trouble maker and the Authority shou ld have as l ittle to 

do with h im as possible . "n On another occas i on , John Nee-

ly , who never met Bridgeforth , referred to h im as " that 

31 W .  G .  Carnahan to L .  N .  A l l en , 2 2  June 1938. 

n Carnahan to Allen . 

33 Nancy Grant , " Bl acks , Regiona l P lanning , and the 
TVA , " d i ss . , U of Chicago , 19 7 8 , 2 7 8 . 
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col ored man who has caused the Author ity more trouble i n  the 

operat ion of its lands than a lmost anyone else . " 34 TVA 

management was obviously not used to deal ing with outspoken 

and assertive blacks . 

Bridgeforth ' s  f irst request to the agency , i n  1934 , in-

volved establ i shing "a new community with mode l  school 

fac i l ities , a town church , and a recreati on center" with a 

modern sanitation and water system . 35 Initia l ly TVA was 

interested in the relocation of entire black communities , 

and even ta lked of f inding " iso lated areas away from whites " 

for the communities . 36 The agency later backed down on thi s  

idea and decided that loca l agenc ies shoul d  assume respons i -

b i l ity for decisions regarding these black communities . As 

a result , the agency ' s  pos it ion was to " unoff i c i a l ly d i s -

courage the development " of Br idgeforth ' s  proposa l .  Thi s  

dec i s ion was a l so based on a n  agency report character i z ing 

h im as a "wily entrepreneur more interested in s e l l ing h i s  

tracts of l and to relocated fami l i es than bui lding a model 

community for humanitarian purposes . 11 37 As a result o f  thi s  

report , some TVA officials doubted Bridgeforth ' s  mot ives . 

34 John Neely to L .  N .  Al len , 30 August 1 937 , as quoted 
in Grant , 2 7 8 . 

35 Grant 2 73 .  

36 Grant 2 7 2 . 

37 Grant 2 7 4 - 2 7 5 . 
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There may have been some truth to the ir bel iefs , for a fter 

a l l  Br idgeforth ' s  examples came from the S outhern Improve-

ment Company and the Tuskegee Sma l l  Farm Company , both of 

which were started with profit as the primary goa l . 

What TVA administrators fai led to rea l i z e  i s  that the 

two motives of pro f it and publ ic service did not necessar i ly 

conf l ict . George Bridgeforth a lways had at heart the i nter-

ests of the community and less fortunate blacks . 38 

Br idgeforth ' s  next proposal involved creat ing a black 

recreation area next to the Beulahland schoo l . A .  L .  Snel l ,  

head soc i a l  worker of the Fam i ly Remova l Section for the 

Wheeler Reservoir , recommended that TVA comply with the 

request , for the community had " suf f i ci ent interest and 

inf luence to make thi s  a worthwh i l e  proj ect . "� In letters 

to Bridgeforth , Sne l l  indicated that the propos a l  would be 

approved . What the agency fai led to tel l  Bridgeforth was 

that they had quest ions regarding " the att itude of white 

peop le near th i s  location , and the l ikel ihood of the ir 

mis interpret ing a lot of noise and hi lar ity for undes irable 

38 Datie Russe l l , persona l interview ,  July , 1 9 8 9. In 
this interview Ms . Russ e l l  spoke of her father ' s  upbringing 
of h i s  chi ldren . Even though they were relatively better off 
than some black fami l ies , he admonished them to a lways 
cons ider the welfare of a l l  blacks . Dur ing the summers ,  the 
daughters were encouraged to teach in rura l b lack com­
munities in order to see how poorer blacks l ived and to be 
of assi stance to those people . 

� A .  L .  Sne l l  to w .  G .  Carnahan , 9 July 1 936 . 



behavior . "� They even went so far as to contact a l l  the 

white landowners and renters near the property , including 

heirs to one p i ece of land who l ived in Kentucky , to gain 

the ir permiss i on for the proj ect . When one of the heirs 

questioned what the park would do in terms of the resale 

va lue of the l and , Sne l l  assured h im that i f  wh ite pro-

spective buyers obj ected to the park , it would be c losed 
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down . Even a fter receiving a satisfactory ana lys i s  from the 

hea lth d ivis ion concerning sanitat ion and mosquito contro l 

at the proposed s ite , TVA management withhe ld its approva l 

of the park , and eventua l ly Br idgeforth ' s  request was 

she lved . 41 

One inc ident in particular i l lustrated the complex ity 

of the relationship between Br idgeforth and the agency . 

When f irst approached about s e l l ing the ir l and , the Beu lah-

land farmers were promi sed that " i f the authority ' s  l ands 

were ever used by private individual s  the former owners 

wou ld have the ' refusa l ' or f irst chance at its use . "G For 

severa l  years after remova l ,  Beulahland f armers were a l lowed 

to use the ir former lands for pastur ing , hay , and water for 

� A .  L .  Sne l l  to W .  G .  Carnahan , 16 June 1 936 . 

41 TVA correspondence f i le ,  Beulahland Commun ity , June­
July 1 936 . 

42 Bascom Bridgeforth and Plea Orr , Letter to H .  A .  
Morgan , Apri l  1938 , TVA Technical Library , Knoxvi l le .  



l ivestock . In the spring of 1 9 3 8 , however , TVA turned the 

l and over to the Limestone County Soi l  Conservat i on D i s -

trict , a n  agency staffed solely by local whites . Within a 
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few weeks , the tractors o f  white l andowners moved across the 

f ields which , in the previous fal l ,  had been prepared by the 

black farmers with the ir mule-drawn mowers and pans . 

Convinced the agency was conspiring aga inst them , the 

black farmers of Beul ah land and Orrsvi l l e , a nearby com-

munity , f ired off letters to H .  A .  Morgan , TVA board member , 

and Wi l l  Alexander , Director of the Farm Secur ity Ad-

ministrat ion . Cal l ing themse lves the Beulah-Orrsvi l l e  Co-

operative Marketing Association , they spoke of their prob-

lems : 

our money crop i s  being threatened by reduc­
ing our cotton acreage and we must turn to l ive­
stock and other crops for support for our f ami­
l ies , and to pay our taxes . We turned over our 
l itt le homes in many cases aga inst our wi l l  w ith 
the sacred promise that the owners woul d  have 
chance to use the l ands they sold not covered by 
water . . . .  We shal l  l ook with great d i s favor on 
the big seed growers from other secti ons us ing 
these l ands that were promised . �  

George Ruf f in Bridgeforth ' s  letter to Wi l l  Alexander 

was even more d irect in defining the problem as one of white 

versus black , and sma l l  landowner versus l arge , mechani z ed 

operat ions : 

43 Bascom Bridgeforth and P leas Orr to H .  A .  Morgan , 
Apri l  1 9 3 8 . 



Last year a l l  of our l ittle farms where we 
had tri ed to make some k ind of l iving for our 
fam i l ies and pay our taxes , were turned over to 
the big men of the county that could a fford to buy 
tractors and combines . . . .  There can be no ques­
t ion about it was a l l  set up for a few big men 
from the towns and other sections . . . .  The TVA 
agent i n  Decatur , Mr . M .  w .  Rice , seems to be the 
poor man ' s  worst enemy . Unless we can get some 
rel i ef and get the continued use of our l ands 
taken from us there wi l l  be about 2 5  colored fami­
l ies soon to go on rel ief . «  

These letters were referred to the manager of Musc l e  

Shoa l s  Properties , John Nee ly , who served as the d irect 

l i a i son between the TVA board and the northern Alabama 

5 3  

divi s ions of the agency . Neely in turn referred the matter 

to L .  A .  Al len , the Reservoir Property Manager in Knoxvi l l e ,  

d irecting Al len to request a wr itten report from W .  M .  Rice , 

the department ' s  representative in Decatur . After contact-

ing the community , Rice determined that : 

The real reason and explanat ion to their 
letter i s  that they , l ike most sma l l  farmers , are 
in bad f inancial condition and in an e ffort to 
better that condit ion seek the use of idle TVA 
property which they bel ieve can be had for l ittl e  
o r  nothing per acre . �  

Rice a l so drew up a chart ind icat ing the number of 

acres each farmer had sold to TVA , how many acres rema ined , 

the number of acres each had bought , and the number o f  acres 

under cultivati on . Us ing thi s  data , Rice concluded that : 

« George Ruffin Bridgeforth to Wi l l  Alexander , Apri l  
1 9 3 8. 

� W .  M .  Rice to John Nee ly ,  2 3  Apri l  1 9 3 8 . 



A l l  of them are j ust as wel l  off and severa l 
are in better condit ion than before the sale of 
property to TVA . The method and mode of l i fe in 
these communities i s  equa l to or better than in 
the past . �  
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Rice ' s  ana lys is of the s ituation was based on the fact 

that s ix of the the twe lve landowners had increased the ir 

acreage . H i s  appra isal , however , fa i led to note the qua l ity 

of the l and . The land in quest ion was ,  in fact , h i l l i er and 

not as fert i l e  as the land that had been taken by TVA . At 

the same time , the acreage of the rema ining s i x  owners had 

actua l ly decreased . �  

Whi l e  Rice ' s  eva luation o f  the s ituation was accepted 

by his super iors , he a l so had h i s  cr itics . W .  G .  Carnahan , 

Populat ion Readj ustment Advisor , noted that ' 'Mr . Rice ' s  

appra isal of whether or not the Negroes are adverse ly af-

fected by the TVA program i s  s l ight ly opt imistic and might 

not bear close examination . "a The Beul ah l and res idents 

were not the only relocated farmers with thi s  problem . In 

its f inal report on readj ustment for all f am i l ies , the 

Reservoir Fam i ly Remova l Sect ion noted that only e ight 

percent of the new farms had " better l and and lay of s o i l , "  

whi l e  6 9  percent were removed to l and that was " genera l ly 

� Rice to Neely . 

� Rice to Nee ly . 

a w .  G .  Carnahan to L .  N .  A l l en , 2 2  June 1 9 3 8 . 



poor and less satisfactory than l and on which the fam i ly 

former ly l ived . "� I n  spite of Carnahan ' s  remarks , the 

agency refused to make any concess ions to the Beulahland 

farmers . Neely suggested that nothing be done for the 

moment , apparent ly in the hope that the probl em would 

d isappear . 
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Tired of wa iting for the agency t o  act , Br idgeforth put 

yet another proposa l before TVA . Thi s  propos a l  not only 

ref lects what he preceived to be the perfect so lut ion to the 

problem ,  but it a l so l a id forth his thoughts concerning the 

future of the black farmer in the South--thoughts that 

sounded a great deal l ike those of Booker T .  Washington in 

the ear ly twenti eth century : 

That a l l  lands formerly owned by the Southern 
Sma l l  Farm Land Company . . . be used for educa­
t i ona l and demonstrat ion purposes to teach the 
co lored people better methods of farming , manage­
ment , soil  bui lding , the keep ing of 6 0 - 1 0 0  cows 
with pure bul ls . . .  and the growing of truck and 
market ing the same in a cooperative manner . Such 
a pol i cy would remove these lands in the community 
from the present system as we l l  as remove doubt 
and fear now existing . A demonstrat ion in l iving 
at home . �  

Though the proposal for a demonstration f arm was never 

t aken ser iously by top management in the agency , s evera l 

� Tennessee Va l l ey Authority , '' Popu lation Readj ustment 
Wheeler Area , "  ( Knoxvi l le :  TVA , 1 9 3 5 )  1 3 . 

50 George Ruffin Br idgeforth to G .  B .  Phi l l ips and M .  w .  
Rice , 2 3  May 1 9 3 8 . 
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loca l officials be lieved Bridgeforth ' s  suggesti on had merit . 

Both Carnahan and M .  A .  Wi l son of Reservoi r  Property Manage­

ment bel ieved the idea was workable and encouraged manage­

ment to seri ously consider the proposal . I n  spite of the ir 

recommendation the plan fai led to win approva l ,  and thi s  was 

the last t ime Bridgeforth requested assistance from TVA . 51 

51 Carnahan to Allen . 
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CHAPTER V 

CONCLUSI ON 

Thi s  last encounter with TVA did , however , bring about 

change in the Beulah land community . I n  Rice ' s  report to 

Neely , he reaffirmed the growing tendency within the agency 

to withdraw support from the sma l l  farmer and encourage 

deve lopment of corporate , mechani z ed operat ions : 

The whole trouble l ies i n  the l ack of efficient 
organi z at ion in the farming industry which we a l l  know 
about . The Authority , of course , i s  not respons ible 
for that but the ir problem i s  referred to the Authority 
because we have idle l and . . . .  They resent the fact 
that last year few of them were able to get seed sowing 
contracts . The answer to that is--due to the ir sma l l  
means i t  was not practical to give them contracts . 
They were not equipped to save seed and were unable to 
get that equipment . 1 

It was a vicious circle : they were to blame for thei r  

problem because they were inefficient and sma l l ,  but because 

they were ineffic ient and sma l l  they cou ld not improve their 

operations . Therefore , the seed contracts went to the lar-

ger , white farmers who had the resources . 

The Bridgeforths were not the kind of peop l e  to stand 

by and let opportunity pass . Within a year , both George and 

Bascom Bridgeforth purchased tractors , and , shortly after 

that , both started the f irst da iry operati ons in the coun-

1 Rice to Nee ly . 
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ty . 2 For severa l years , George Bridgeforth organi z ed the 

res idents of Beulahland in cooperative garden ing proj ects , 

and he a lways took t ime to teach management and farming 

practices to young farmers in the community . 3  

Bridgeforth ' s  efforts to improve the community did not 

end with agricultural innovation , however . Rea l i z ing eco-

nomic success would not ensure black equa l ity , he began 

work ing to improve the education of bl acks in the county , 

and pushed for equa l pay for black and white teachers . 4  I n  

1 9 3 3 , Bridgeforth became one o f  the f irst blacks in the 

county to regi ster to vote s ince the early 1 9 0 0 s , and he 

cont inued to encourage voter regi strat ion among blacks up 

unt i l  the t ime of his death in 1 9 5 4 . 5 

To the end , George Br idgeforth persi sted in h i s  dream of 

the independent black farmer , a dream he erroneous ly be-

l ieved was shared by TVA . Shortly before h i s  death he heard 

that TVA was having a huge parade in Athens to celebrate the 

accomp l i shments of the agency in northern Alabama . Rea l i z -

ing that TVA had fai led to solicit black representation-- in 

1 9 8 3 . 

2 Darden Bridgeforth , persona l interview , July 1 9 9 0 . 

3 Wi l l i am Br idgeforth , personal intervi ew , December 

4 Datie Russe ll , persona l interview ,  July 1 9 8 9 . 

5 Limestone County , Po l l  Tax Records ,  1 9 3 3 - 1 9 5 4 , and 
Wi l l i am Bridgeforth , personal interview , December 1 98 3 . 
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a n  area where blacks accounted for one-quarter of the pop­

ulation--Bridgeforth decided to enter a f l oat . He went to 

his own expense to construct the f loat . Along with P leas 

Orr , a neighbor , he created a scene representi ng the sma l l  

farmer in the Tennessee Va l ley . The f l oat contained a farm 

complete with machinery , repl icas of farm anima l s , an 

electri c  fence , a pasture , and var ious k inds of crops . 

Bridgeforth inc luded TVA on the f l oat--the agency repre­

sented agr i culture in genera l .  While he may have had TVA on 

the f loat " represent ing" agriculture , the " rea l "  looking 

farm on the f loat which was his idea l was iron i ca l ly never 

shared by TVA--in fact , TVA ' s  "rea l "  farm would have been 

white agribus iness . 

Today , many of the Br idgeforth fam i ly st i l l  l ive in 

Beulahland . The dream of independent landowner and farmer 

sti l l  l ives on in the fami ly . Darden Br idgeforth came back 

into farming i n  1 9 4 5  after working with h i s  father , Ike , in 

the t imber bus iness for many years . Today , he and s i x  of 

his sons , who chose to fol low him into agriculture , own over 

1 , 4 0 0  acres and rent another 5 , 1 0 0  acres . They run one of 

the largest black farming operat ions in Alabama today . 
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Re l e ase F o r m  

Y o u  a r e  i nvi t e d  t o  p a r t i c i pa t e  i n  t he gat he r i ng o£ o r a l  h i s t o r y  
i nvo l vi ng t he c ommu n i t y  o £  Beu l ah l a n d ,  Al abama . Your p a r t i c i pat i o n 
wi l l  c o ns i s t o£ o ne or mo r e  i nt e r vi ews t hat wi l l  be e i t he r  aud i o-­
t a ped or r e c o rded l n  wr i t t e n  n o t es . You wi l l  be i de nt i F i e d  a nd 
c r e d i t e d as t he s o u r c e o£ t he i nF o rmat i o n you p r o v i de . The n o t es o r  
t a p e  o F  y o u r  i n t e r v i e w  wi l l  rema i n i n  t he p os sess i o n  o £  Nanc y C a r d e n ,  
P r o j e c t  D i r ec t o r ,  3 0 0 1  Se v i e r  Ave nue , Ap t . 4 ,  Kn oxvi l l e ,  T N  3 79 2 0 , 6 1 5 -
5 73 - 9 84 8 .  H e r  t he s i s  c o mmi t t ee , c o ns i st i ng o£ M i c hae l McD o na l d ,  
C ynt h i a  F l e mi ng a nd James C ob b ,  wi l l  have a c c ess t o  t he t ap e s  o r  n o t es . 

I nF o r mat i o n p r o v i ded by you w i l l  be used i n  Ms .  Carde n ' s  t hes i s  £ o r  
t he Mast e r ' s  Deg ree i n  H i s t o r y  £ r om t he U n i ve r s i t y  o £  T e n nessee , 
vi l l e ,  a nd a n y  pub l i shed a r t i c l es t hat resu l t  f r o m  t h i s  t hes i s .  
b e  c re d i t e d  i n  a n y  wr i t t e n  w o r k  £ o r  t he i nf o r mat i o n you p r o v i de . 

Knox­
You wi l l  

The t o p i c  or t he t hes i s  i s  t he h i st o r y  o £  t he B eu l ahl and c o mmu n i t y  a n d  
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1 84 0s .  P o ss i b l e t op i c s t hat w i l l  be dea l t  wi t h  i n  t he c ou r s e  o£ t he 
i n t e r v i e w  i nc l ude f ami l y  h i s t o r y , ag r i c u l t u r a l  p r ac t i ces , a nd t he e f F e c t  
o £  T VA remo va l  i n  t he 1 93 0 s  o n  t he c ommu n i t y . 

Y o u r  p a r t i c i pat i o n wi l l  be vo l u n t a r y  and you ma y de c l i ne or wi t hd r aw 
f r om p a r t i c i pat i o n  at � n y  t i me wi t h out p e na l t y  or p re j u d i c e .  The i n t e r ­
vi ewe r  wi l l  be hap p y  t o  p r ovi de a ns we r s  t o  a n y  q ue s t i o ns y o u  ma y have 
a b o ut t he p r o j e c t . 

I h a ve r e ad a nd ur.de rst o o d  t. h i s  e xp l a na t i o n o f' t he Be ul ah l a nd o r a l  
h i s t o r y  p r o j ec t  a nd have had my q ue s t i o ns a b o u t  i t  
t o r i l y . I vol u n t a r � t Y agree t o  p a r t i c i pat e .  

� / '/ /.. /' -· j /  I) 7 ...z...L__ L/( ,;,/ � u7C y oa. 4fr.r 1 � 
Name • ' 

t ' / / . 
____. � L:<:4t'!t"� 
S i g na t u r e  
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answe r ed sat i s £ a c -
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