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introduction

In many ways the people of the Cumberland Plateau are
uniquely related to the land. Their dwelling units are dis-
tributed over the landscape in a manner which, by casual ob-
servation, can be noted to be different from that found in many
other regions of the United States. The homes are not com-
pletely disseminated across the countryside, nor are they con-
fined to close-knit villages. Furthermore, although the people
are living in quasi-agglomerations, they cannot be said to be
grouped into urban settlements. The settlement pattern does
not present the uniformity found in a rectangular distribution,
vet there is a noticeable system to the arrangement.

What is the settlement pattern of the Cumberland Plateau?
How does it differ from that of other regions? What is the
organization of the social groups? How are the family units
related to each other? What are the factors to which such an
arrangement seem to be related? These are some of the ques-
tions into which the writer has probed with this study.

Areal limitations and surface features of the region

The Cumberiand Plateau in Tennessee is a region of ap-
proximately 4,500 square miles which comprises about ten
per cent of the total area of the state. This upland is restricted
principally to ten of the state’s ninety-five counties which are
Fentress, Scott, Campbell, Morgan, Cumberland, Van Buren,
Bledsoe, Grundy, Sequatchie, and Marion. Only a small pro-
portion of the eastern parts of six more counties, Pickett, Over-
ton, Putnam, White, Warren, and Franklin, extend onto the
plateau’s dissected western edge; and four others, Hamilton,
Rhea, Claiborne, and Anderson have small areas which reach

up over the eastern escarpment.

The Cumberland Plateau is usually considered to include
all that portion of the Appalachian Plateaus which lies south
of the Kentucky River (1). The sections which extend north-
ward into Kentucky and southward into Alabama, however,
are more maturely dissected, and consequently do not possess
surface features which are ordinarily thought of as being typical
of a plateau.
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N. M. Feenman best describes the surface of this northeast-
southwest trending tableland when he says, “In its most typical
part, mainly within the state of Tennessee, the Cumberland
Plateau has an undulating surface submaturely dissected by
young valleys whose steepness and depth increase toward the
edges” (2). There are two areas of the plateau in Tennessee,
however, which present exceptions to the general youthfulness.
At its southern end, mostly in Marion County, the plateau has
reached maturity, therefore no appreciable flat-topped inter-
fluves remain. In the northeastern section of the province, in
parts of Scott, Campbell, and Morgan counties, where the strong
Pottsville sandstones are still overlain by weaker rocks, the
plateau surface is also maturely dissected, and the higher di-
vides are sharp (3).

The general levelness of the present surface of the plateau
is due to peneplanation, but this fact is of little geographic con-
sequence, for the rocks which have been but little disturbed
lie nearly horizontal. The eonly notable exceptions to virtual
herizontal bedding are the Sequatchie anticline and the Pine and
Cumberland mountains. The Sequatchie anticline extends from
approximately midway of the plateau in Tennessee to the
province’s southern end in Alabama. Pine and Cumberland
mountains are in the northeastern part of the province, limited
in Tennessee principally to the central part of Campbell County.
Other than in these two areas of structurally controlled trellis
drainage, the drainage pattern of the plateau is dendritic.

Extending through the central part of the plateau is a flat-
topped area of varying width. The topography of this section
is more typically that of the true plateau. Here the present
erosion cycle has just begun, therefore the valleys are quite
narrow and have not reached great depths. The flat-topped
section is widest in Cumberland County, allowing this county
to possess geographic conditions most like those thought to be
typical of the tableland.

The distributional pattern of settlement

The pattern made by the distribution of people on the
Cumberland Plateau is similar to that made by the roads. This
is true of most settled areas of the world, for people desire to
live close to transportation routes.. There remains a problem
worthy of consideration, however, for if there are peculiarities
in the road pattern there will be peculiarities in the settlement
pattern. The first question to be answered is, to what other
tactors are the roads related.

Topography is a strong factor shaping road patterns. The
pattern found on the Appalachian Plateaus stands in sharp con-
trast to that of many other regions of the United States, for
example the Interior Lowlands. The roads of the greater part
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of the plateau are winding and without apparent system, a
result of following the easiest courses over an irregular terrain,
whereas the plains of the lowlands permit a uniform rectangu-
lar arrangement of transportation routes.

The Cumberland Plateau in Tennessee can be divided
topographically into three sections: (1) the northeastern moun-
tainous area in Scott, Campbell, and Morgan counties; (2) the
young central area; and (3) the southern maturely dissected
area. In all three of these sections, with the exception of the
two limited areas mentioned above, the dendritic drainage
pattern has made itself felt in directing the routes of travel.
The principal difference among the sections is that in the ma-
rurely dissected areas the roads are in the valleys, whereas in
the youthful areas the roads seek the more level land of the
interfluves. In the central flat-topped section, however, the
road pattern is only slightly affected by the topography. In
Cumberland County, for example, the roads converge upon
the market and trading center, Crossville, like the spokes of
a wheel.

The people of the Cumberland Plateau are found to be
distributed largely along the main roads. This arrangement
leaves some relatively large, virtually unpopulated expanses
between the principal routes of travel. In areas which have
irregular surfaces that are mostly in timber, both the cleared
places and the roads tend to be on the land with least slope.
If the topography is youthful, least slope will be found on the
interfluves, whereas in mature lands the valley bottoms may be
more nearly flat. Thus, conveniently, the clearings and roads
assume identical patterns. This allows the people to live both
on their clearings and along the roads which in the young
central area of the plateau are on the higher lands between
the streams.

Valley settlements have resulted in the parts of the plateau
which are in a later stage of erosion, for example, in the pla-
teau’s southern end. Broader valleys have been cut into the
underlying limestone allowing for the formation of more fer-
tile soils, a result best typified by the Sequatchie Valley. The
valleys of the plateau’s southern end permit relatively easy
intra-regional communication as well as free access to other
regions. The valley settlement pattern in the sub-mature north-
eastern sections, however, has brought about a greater degree
of internal isolation, for communication from one narrow valley
to another is always handicapped. The valley settlement pattern
has not permitted easy access to a centrally located market as in
the vouthful central section with its ridge settlements. Further-
more inter-regional relations have been less well developed in the
northeastern valley settlements, for, even though the valleys ulti-
mately lead to the Great Valley on the east or the Interior Low-
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lands on the west, the necessity of following the circuitous
courses of streams makes travel more difficult.

The agglomerated settlements

By definition of the U.S. Bureau of the Census the Cumber-
land Plateau tableland in Tennessee is completely rural, and only
one town within the boundaries of the physiographic province
in Tennessee meets the urban requirement of 2,500 people.
This one example with a population of 2,573 in 1950 is South
Pittsburg in the Sequatchie Valley near the Alabama state
line. Seven of the ten plateau counties are limited to one in-
corporated place each, the county seat. The county seats of
two counties, Bledsoe and Sequatchie, are in the Sequatchie
Valley, with the result that these counties have no incorporated
place on the upland.

The lack of urbanization of the people on the plateau is
in keeping with their predominant occupations. The extractive
industries, lumbering and mining, and subsistence tarming
have continued to employ most of the people. The manufac-
turing plants are exerywhere small: consequently, according
fo the generally accepted geographical definition, as well as
by the definition of the Bureau of the Census, the people
of the plateau are rural. The meager development of manu-
facturing industries and the small per cent of cultivated land
in this physiographic province are closely tied to soil conditions
and slope and relief of the land.

The use made of the land has in turn resulted in a rela-
tively low density of population on the plateau. In 1950, the
average density of population in the province was only thirty-
four per square mile, less than half the density for the whole
of Tennessee which had an average of 78 persons per square
mile.

The rural population of the plateau is not disseminated
uniformly across the land in single dwelling units as they
are found typically in the central plains of the United States.
Instead, the people of the plateau tend to live in agglomerated
settlements more on the order of those found in most parts of
the world outside Anglo-America, Australia, and New Zealand.

Rural communities and neighborhoods

The term rural community has come to be used by sociolo-
gists to indicate the relationships existing between people and
institutions in the area composed of a village and its surround-
ing farms (4). Such rural communities are typical of American
agricultural regions in which farm families are dispersed over
their lands about a village or town which serves as a center
for their buying, marketing, church-going, recreation, and other
common activities. The conception has been that of a town-
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country community, supplied with specialized stores, a bank, a
high school, garages, and marketing or shipping facilities. Be-
cause these services might be found only in the county seat and
because of a feeling of unity furthered by such factors as the
interests of civic organizations, the counties of the Cumberland
Plateau function in many respects as communities. Even though
in most counties many ol the institutions necessary for the
proper functioning of a total community are found only in the
county seat, the one town in the county, this conception of a
rural community must be meditied for the Cumberland Plateau
counties. Modification is necessary because there are many areas
on the plateau, within counties, which do not contain towns
that provide all the necessary functions, but which are con-
sidered to be communities and which, in some cases, are even
formally organized for such purposes as “community improve-
ment.”

How then are the people ol the Cumberland Plateau organ-
ized into social groups on some areal basis smaller than the
county? The unit next larger than the family that functions in
rural regions is the neighborhood. The neighborhood consists
of a group of families, living in a more or less continuous area,
who have frequent face to face contact with each other, and in
which a consciousness of belonging to a group is felt (5). Mem-
bers of neighborhoods on the Cumberland Plateau have a
strong feeling of belonging to a group, to 2 particular neighbor-
hood. These neighborhoods all have formal names, for ex-
ample the General Highway Map of Cumbeiland County pub-
lished by the State Highway Department contains fifty-four
neighborhood names which are locally used, and in some in-
stances rather widely known. The neighborhoods on the Cum-
berland Plateau are frequently referred to by the people of the
region as settlements; the term settlement is used synonymously
with neighborhood, possibly because of the origin and/or the
isolated conditions of some of the neighborhoods.

The neighborhoods of the Cumberland Plateau vary con-
siderably in size, service agencies, and degree of self sufficiency.
With respect to number of members, they vary from as few
as ten to as many as 150 families.

The neighborhoods tend to focus upon a church, a school,
or a store which serves as the principal point ol contact for
the member families. A church and some kind of store are
found in nearly all of them, and most of them had a school
at some time in the past. Consolidation, permitted by better
roads, has eliminated the schcols from many.

Nearly half of the fifty-four neighborhocds of Cumberland
County, or at least twenty-five of them, once had U. S. post
offices. Previously, isolation which resulted from the dirth
of good routes of travel made rural free delivery impractical
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in this region, but improved roads and modern modes of
travel have now caused the rural post office to vanish along
with the one-room school. Only four post offices remain in
Cumberland County outside of Crossville.

Church buildings are found in most of the neighborhoods,
but in many of them Sunday School is the only regular weekly
service. For worship services the people of these neighborhoods
depend upon *“circuit riding” ministers whose Sundays are
shared with other churches.

In some instances a grist mill was the chief aitraction bring-
ing people together at the focal point of the neighborhood. Some
of these old mills may still be seen.

The members of many neighborhoods have asscciations with
other neighborhoods because of the limited services rendered
in their own areas. Thus, in a number of cases there is a func-
tioning sccial group which includes several neighborhoods; this
is the rural community of the Cumberland Plateau. About forty-
five neighborhoods are combined to make up the twelve rural
communities of Cumberland County (6).

The extent to which neighborhoods can be grouped together
into communities is dependent upon means of transportation.
Families financially able to own an automobile may drive a
considerable distance to trading centers where wider selections
of goods can be had, whereas those dependent upon walking
must trade either at the local neighborhood store or with “roll-
ing stores.”! Retail stores may be the strongest force shaping
community structure, but the general pattern will be followed by
other community functions. The size of the area served by a
church, for instance, will be no greater than the distance people
feel they can afford to travel to the services.

The communities, as do the neighborhoods, occupy given
areas, and thus have a spatial concept. They both tend to have
recognized focal points, which, as was pointed out above, may
be either a store, a church, a school, or a combination of these.
The focal points are likely to be located at crossroads, which
points bear the neighborhood or community name. Although
a community consists of a group of neighborhoods, the same
name by which the community is known is the name of one of
the neighborhoods comprising it.

The fact that communities are likely to receive the name

of one of the neighborhoods composing them results from the
nature of the development of rural communities; and centripetal

‘Rolling stores consist of trucks. loaded with groceries and sundry
household items, which make scheduled trips over regular routes through
rural areas, stopping from house to house.
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forces of superior or more extensive services of one neighbor-
hood lead families of other neighborhoods to have associations
with 1it.

In areas where resources are greater and travel is easier, the
families from a number of neighborhoods may conveniently con-
verge upon one place for certain community functions, but in
some ol the more isolated areas of the Cumberland Plateau it
is difficult for a significant proportion of the families to get
to places other than their own neighborhood centers. Thus,
there are many neighborhoods whose member families have
little association with other neighborhoods, except for their
infrequent contacts with their respective county seats. Conse-
quently, these groups of families are recognized as independent
neighborhoods and are not joined with others to form communi-
ties.

Summary

In summary, these major findings can be noted: The topo-
graphic, geologic, and soil conditions of the Cumberland Plateau
have encouraged such land uses as have produced only a rela-
tively sparse population.

The limited number of people have not developed urban
characteristics. The drainage pattern, which is dendritic in gen-
eral, has molded a road pattern and a pattern of settlement which
are similar. Both the people and the roads are in the valleys
of the maturely eroded and structurally controlled areas, but
they are on the divides of the youthful areas. The people are
not disseminated evenly over the land, but tend rather to be
agglomerated into rural neighborhoods and communities, of
varying sizes and degrees of independence, for purposes of so-
cial, economic, and other common activities. These rural ag-
glomerations have focal points usually at crossroads where there
is a school, church, or scme other vital service, vet both the
neighborhoods and communities have a spatial concept such
that boundaries can be drawn placing the member families in
the neighborhood and/or cemmunity to which they have a
definite feeling of belonging.
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