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ABSTRACT 

 

In U.S. history, the displacement of marginalized groups is unfortunately 

common. In many instances, displacement occurs when government authorities use 

eminent domain laws to seize land for large-scale projects such as parks, dams, roads, 

military installations, or urban development. East Tennessee is a microcosm for such 

federal displacement, which has led to modernization and progress but at the risk of 

disregarding the lives and livelihoods of displaced residents, in addition to their 

traditional cultures and cultural landscapes. The regionôs residents encountered many 

examples of federal project displacement between the 1920s and 1970s, a misfortune that 

some families experienced more than once. This dissertation will take existing 

scholarship on the significant impact various federal constructions had on East Tennessee 

as a point of departure to explore the demographics, stories, and significance of displaced 

Oak Ridge communities with a particular attention given to how they have been 

remembered and interpreted by historians and the public. 
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INTRODUCTION  

 

In 1939, President Franklin D. Roosevelt and other federal officials learned about 

Nazi Germanyôs attempts to develop nuclear weaponry. In response, the United States 

secretly launched the Manhattan Project, a top-secret plan to develop atomic bombs to be 

used during World War II. As Director of the Manhattan Project, General Leslie R. 

Groves chose three sites for research and development: Hanford, Washington; Los 

Alamos, New Mexico; and Oak Ridge, Tennessee. 

In Tennessee, the Army Corps of Engineers constructed the City of Oak Ridge, 

seemingly overnight. The federal government displaced approximately 3,000 former 

residents from their farms in late 1942 and early 1943. Over 75,000 newcomers, who 

flooded the once rural hills and valleys to contribute to the United Statesô secret effort to 

end the war, replaced them. 

Historical writings about Oak Ridge almost always mention those displaced from 

the pre-war communities of Elza, New Bethel, New Hope, Robertsville, Scarboro, and 

Wheat. However, historians have recorded little else about the Appalachian families who, 

willingly or not, gave up everything they owned to a nation in need.  For decades, pre-

Oak Ridge communities have been overshadowed with tales of nuclear discoveries, the 

World War II home front, Cold War-era weaponry, and continued scientific 

advancements. Due to the tremendous impact of Oak Ridge since 1942, this focus is no 

surprise. However, the history of Oak Ridge began before 1942, which should be 

reflected in education 
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n materials and historic preservation efforts.   

The dispossession of pre-war residents in Oak Ridgeôs Anderson and Roane 

Counties can be viewed as part of a larger story of serial displacement that occurred in 

East Tennessee over six decades of the twentieth century. Portions of the cityôs tale are 

similar to countless other examples of federal project displacement nationwide, a 

phenomenon that overwhelmingly affects marginalized communities, which only adds to 

the difficulty of recording their history. 

Though Oak Ridgeôs story is unique, its similarities to other displacement 

narratives makes it a useful example to analyze how reviving community engagement can 

safeguard the history of displaced communities and enhance the historical record of those 

communities or projects that replaced them. Knowing more about pre-Oak Ridge villages 

can help answer questions, like What can we, as public historians and educators, do to 

ensure that people understand a fuller story of the federal governmentôs spectacular 

success in Oak Ridge? How do we preserve the stories of life in Anderson and Roane 

Counties before Oak Ridgeôs creation so that future generations understand the cost of 

that success? When communities are erased from the physical landscape, how can we 

prevent their subsequent erasure from the historical record? How can we keep displaced 

communities engaged so that their histories are not lost? 

With Oak Ridgeôs international prominence, the opportunity to broaden the 

historical narrativeð to include the voices of the displacedðcould also bring about 

lasting change in interpretation at other historic sites. Displacement of marginalized 

groups is a persistent issue in U.S. history. Publicizing the stories of those who lived 
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through such experiences in Oak Ridge would not only create a richer history but could 

also serve as an example of how to reach new audiences, enhance heritage tourism, and 

provide the public with a more thorough understanding of the site and its significance. 

This dissertation contains five chapters divided into three sections. Section I: A 

Lack of Public Engagement includes three chapters that explain displacement as a 

broader trend in East Tennesseeôs history before transitioning to Oak Ridgeôs specific 

story. In each example discussed in Section I, a lack of engagement among displaced 

community members has contributed to erasures of such communities from history as 

physical landscapes change and dispossessed residents move away. Chapter I will place 

Oak Ridgeôs displacement narrative in the context of twentieth-century serial 

displacement caused by large-scale federal projects conducted by organizations like the 

National Park Service, the Tennessee Valley Authority (TVA), and the Department of 

Transportation. In this chapter, I describe the similarities of several examples of 

displacement in East Tennessee as well as how the crisis of World War II made Oak 

Ridgeôs story unique. Given that Oak Ridge is one example in a much larger arc of 

federal displacement, Chapter II shifts to a much narrower focus on the histories of pre-

Oak Ridge communities. Wheat, Robertsville, Scarboro, and Elza are described from 

their settlement periods to 1942. Next, Chapter III explains the process by which the 

federal government sought portions of Anderson and Roane Counties to create Oak Ridge 

as part of the Manhattan Project to develop nuclear weaponry during World War II. This 

displaced 1,000 families, as the Army Corps of Engineers acquired an initial 56,000 acres 
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in late 1942. This chapter uses specific examples to detail how families reacted, moved 

on, and in some cases fought against their dispossession. 

Section II: The Engaged Public Historian discusses the status of Oak Ridgeôs 

historical assets and what public historians can do to broaden the cityôs historical 

narrative. Chapter IV discusses historic preservation and interpretation of pre-war life in 

modern-day Oak Ridge. At various times in the cityôs history, a lack of engagement 

between stakeholdersðlike city officials, community members, government entities, and 

public historiansðhas isolated pre-1942 stories from those who visit and study Oak 

Ridge. In this chapter, I provide strategies to combat this erasure from the historical 

record and suggestions for interpreting Oak Ridgeôs historic landscape. 

Finally, Section III: Engagement with the Present includes one chapter that 

focuses on using local primary sources in the secondary classroom. Chapter V provides 

approaches for educators looking to introduce their students to multiple historical 

perspectives that will encourage community engagement, curiosity, and empathy. 

To conclude, there are many ways to ensure that fuller versions of history are 

shared. The displacement of people and communities complicate this mission, as seen in 

Oak Ridge. However, the use of historic preservation and education are two strategies 

that can lead to increased public engagement that is critical to understanding, 

documenting, protecting, and sharing more accurate versions of history. 
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SECTION I: A LACK OF PUBLIC ENGAGEMENT  

CHAPTER I : SERIAL DISPLACEMENT IN TWENTIETH -CENTURY 

EAST TENNESSEE 

 

ñ[O]ur area had gotten a lot of the people when they took the Smoky Mountains. 

We got a lot of people. And when they started Norris Dam, we got a lot of people. God 

rest them, they hardly got their things put down, when they had to move again.ò 

ï Dorathy Moneymaker1 

 

In a 2001 study, psychologists M. Carmen Hildalgo and Bernardo Hernandez 

define ñplace attachmentò as ñan affective bond or link between people and specific 

places.ò2 Many variables, such as age, location, and gender, affect how people view their 

homes and home places. However, a common thread emerges in Hidalgoôs and 

Hernandezôs research. After interviewing 177 people, they found that social attachment 

to place was always greater than physical attachment.3 Home places, then, are more than 

physical landscapes; they are places filled with memories, ancestral and community 

connections, and in most cases, futures.    

Myriad scenarios exist as to why people may become separated from places to 

which they are attachedðnew careers, the pursuit of adventure, caring for aging family 

members, and even natural disasters. However, when residents are forcibly removed from 

their home places, they are more likely to view their detachment with discontent or anger. 

 
1 Dorathy Moneymaker, ñLife in the Oak Ridge Area Before 1942: Part 3,ò 

interview by Mick Wiest, April 18, 1998, American Museum of Science and Energy, 

City of Oak Ridge Public Library, 

https://cdm16107.contentdm.oclc.org/digital/collection/p15388coll1/id/291/rec/3.  
2 M. Carmen Hidalgo and Bernardo Hernandez, ñPlace Attachment: Conceptual 

and Empirical Questions,ò Journal of Environmental Psychology 21, no. 3 (September 

2001): 274.  
3 Ibid., 279. 
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A phenomenon of discontentment is seen throughout the mid-twentieth century in the 

Appalachian region of East Tennessee where residents experienced serial displacement 

due to large-scale federal projects including national parks, dams and reservoirs, military 

installations, and interstate highways.  

This chapter discusses the role Southern culture, and the strong social and familial 

ties that exist therein, played in how East Tennesseans viewed their Appalachian home 

places and eventual dispossession. Southernersô attachment to home and land make the 

colossal number of involuntary displacements in the region ironic and at times tragic. The 

Southôs agricultural heritage and rurality made dispossession more disruptive for its 

residents when compared to urban citizens who were more apt to relocate in order to 

improve their lifestyles.4 In contrast, for rural Southerners, the land itself was and is an 

essential part of their cultural preservation; without it, their communities are often 

forgotten.  

In addition to a strong connection to the land, politics have shaped the 

displacement experience of Southerners. Tinges of Anti-Federalism from the Early 

Republic and support for statesô rights during the nineteenth and twentieth centuries still 

saturate the political fabric of the South, where the notion of small government reigns 

supreme. Excluding large cities and the Black Belt, a region that stretches from Southern 

Virginia to West Texas and is known for its lush black soil and larger populations of 

African Americans, the Southôs politics are primarily conservative. Residents usually 

 
4 Michael J. McDonald and John Muldowny, TVA and the Dispossessed: The 

Resettlement of Population in the Norris Dam Area (Knoxville: University of Tennessee 

Press, 1982), 241. 
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oppose high taxes and are skeptical of government intervention. This tendency stems not 

only from the financial struggles that burden the region but also from the intrinsic pride 

that is associated with individualism. Providing for oneôs family is a common goal 

throughout the world, but the stigma of government assistance seems more prevalent in 

Southern culture. Consequently, Southerners value self-reliance and typically view 

eminent domain, government acquisition of private property for public use, as unjust. 

Therefore, the frequently used paternalistic claim that dispossessed people would benefit 

from relocation did not yield much support from the displaced during the mid-twentieth 

century.  

On the other hand, regardless of how critical Southerners were and may still be 

about government intervention and assistance programs, their support for the nation as a 

whole remains strong. Patriotism is an imperative part of the Southern ethos. Lyrics in 

country music, 4th of July celebrations, and the number of flags flown at homes, 

businesses, and on truck tailgates are telling signs of the regionôs love of country, in 

addition to more concrete statistics such as the high volume of military volunteerism and 

U.S.O. (United Services Organization) participation.5 In most cases, regardless of their 

patriotism, displaced people felt like victims of government overreach. However, this 

chapter argues that while residents were undoubtedly upset by their dispossession, the 

story of Oak Ridge, Tennessee, is a more complex one due in part to American loyalty 

and patriotism surrounding World War II. 

 
5 George M. Reynolds and Amanda Shendruk, ñDemographics of the U.S. 

Military,ò Council on Foreign Relations, April 24, 2018, 

https://www.cfr.org/article/demographics-us-military. 
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Finally, it is impossible to study the South without engaging the turbulent racial 

history of the region, which likewise guided decisions about who federal projects would 

displace. One need not look far to understand the complexities of race in the South, 

where the beauty of diversity thrives in art, food, music, and dance; yet violent 

undertones from a vicious past are ever-present. During the mid-twentieth century, 

African Americans and their allies made successful strides toward overcoming racial 

injustice, but discrimination faced by minorities displaced during urban renewal and 

highway projects continues to have lasting effects in cities across the South, not to 

mention the rest of the nation. The connection between race and eminent domain is 

striking and adds yet another layer to the complex issue of displacement in the South.  

In this chapter, I will briefly summarize the serial displacement that affected East 

Tennesseans during the mid-twentieth century. In each of these examples, a sense of 

place, residentsô attachment to home and their land, and the political, social, and 

economic characteristics of Southern culture are evident. Then I will examine the themes 

of displacement that are present in East Tennessee as well as other locations before 

moving to themes of modernization associated with displacement. Lastly, I will introduce 

Oak Ridge, Tennessee, the focus of this dissertation. While instances of displacement in 

Appalachia and the broader South are similar to one another, the story of Oak Ridge, 

Tennessee, stands apart and provides a case study for determining how displaced 

communities can be remembered and preserved even after their physical landscape has 

been destroyed. 
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Eminent Domain and East Tennessee 

Despite eminent domain being the antithesis of Southern culture, the region has 

been consistently, and arguably more, affected by it than the rest of the United States in 

terms of civilian displacement and human cost. The federal governmentôs power of 

eminent domain stems from the Fifth Amendment to the Constitution, which states that 

ñprivate property [shall not] be taken for public use, without just compensation.ò6 

Essentially, the government can seize land so long as its owners are compensated fairly. 

However, only in rare instances does eminent domain result in satisfaction for everyone 

involved. The U.S. Supreme Court has debated exactly what constitutes the Fifth 

Amendmentôs aforementioned ñpublic use,ò most recently in Kelo v. City of New London, 

a controversial 2005 decision that allows state and local governments to condemn private 

property on behalf of developers whose new construction would hypothetically benefit 

the greater community. Opponents of this decision worry that linking ñpublic useò to 

broader economic benefits will allow private entities to take advantage of marginalized 

groups by preying on their land in order to create wealth.  Justice Sandra Day OôConnorôs 

dissent in Kelo argued that ñany property may now be taken for the benefit of another 

private party, but the fallout from this decision will not be random. The beneficiaries are 

likely to be those citizens with disproportionate influence and power in the political 

process.ò7 Kelo proves that the controversy surrounding eminent domain law in America 

 
6 U.S. Constitution, amend. 5. 
7 Kelo v. City of New London, 545 U.S. 469 (2005). 
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is a persistent issue, and there is no better proof of its recurring influence than in East 

Tennessee. 

Displacement by the federal government has been more concentrated in the 

Appalachian region of East Tennessee than elsewhere in the United States. During each 

decade for the greater part of the twentieth century, large federal projects swallowed the 

homes of the areaôs citizens. However, to understand fully the context of displacement in 

East Tennessee, it is also necessary to look beyond the immediate region to other state 

and national parks, dams, urban development and highway projects, and military 

infrastructure that have caused displacement.  While other examples, such as Virginiaôs 

Shenandoah National Park and the Savannah River Site in South Carolina, will be 

referenced in this chapter, the focus will be East Tennesseeôs arc of displacement from 

the early 1920s to the late 1970s.  

The regionôs first project in which the government evoked the power of eminent 

domain began in 1923 when boosters from Knoxville, Tennessee, began fundraising to 

create a national park in the Great Smoky Mountains along the Tennessee and North 

Carolina border. These states obtained donations from a variety of sources, ranging from 

the Rockefellers to schoolchildren, to purchase land from six thousand residents; the 

states then donated that land to the federal government to establish Great Smoky 

Mountains National Park (GSMNP) in 1934. Today, it is enjoyed by locals and attracts 

more visitors than any other national park.8 However, during its creation, the parkôs 

 
8 Katia Hetter, ñAmericaôs Most Popular National Park Is éò CNN Travel, April 

19, 2020. https://www.cnn.com/travel/article/most-popular-national-park-service-sites-

2019/index.html.  
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boosters experienced significant opposition from lumber companies and landowners, 

especially residents of Cades Cove.9 This antagonism caused by displacement became a 

consistent theme in East Tennessee in subsequent decades. 

 

Figure 1.1: Great Smoky Mountains Regional Map 10 

 

 
9 Dan Pierce, ñGreat Smoky Mountains National Park,ò in The Tennessee 

Encyclopedia of History and Culture, edited by Carroll Van West (Knoxville: University 

of Tennessee Press, 2018), https://tennesseeencyclopedia.net/entries/great-smoky-

mountains-national-park/; See also Durwood Dunn, Cades Cove: The Life and Death of a 

Southern Appalachian Community, 1818-1937 (Knoxville: University of Tennessee 

Press, 1988). 
10 ñGreat Smoky Mountains Regional Map,ò Great Smoky Mountains National 

Park, accessed July 23, 2018, http://npmaps.com/wp-content/uploads/great-smoky-

mountains-regional-map.pdf.  
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Even before GSMNP boosters completed their seventeen-year struggle to 

establish the park TVA began displacing residents in Anderson County, roughly sixty 

miles to the north. In 1933, U.S. President Franklin D. Rooseveltôs administration created 

TVA with the purpose of maintaining river navigation, controlling flooding, preventing 

soil erosion, generating affordable electricity, and retiring distressed farmland.11 With 

these goals in mind, TVA initiated its first dam and planned community, Norris, located 

on the Clinch River, evicting residents of the ñdensely settledò Norris Basin prior to the 

damôs construction and subsequent flooding in 1936.12 The displacement was 

exacerbated by recent in-migration to the area as the Great Depression brought home 

many young people who had previously moved to Knoxville and the industrial North 

during the 1920s.13 TVA officials claimed that the basinôs farmland and economy could 

not adequately sustain this increase in population and controversially argued that 

relocating the areaôs population would benefit the displaced individuals as well as the 

larger region.  Overall, TVA purchased 153,000 acres and displaced 3,000 families, 

making the Norris Dam and Reservoir its largest project in terms of dispossessed 

residents and contributing another chapter to the ongoing displacement of East 

Tennesseans during the mid-twentieth century.14 

 
11 Carl Kitchens, ñThe Use of Eminent Domain in Land Assembly: The Case of 

the Tennessee Valley Authority,ò Public Choice 160, no. 3-4 (September 2014): 457. 
12 McDonald and Muldowny, TVA and the Dispossessed, 75. 
13 Ibid., 85. 
14 Ibid., 4. 
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Figure 1.2: Norris Lake 15 

 

Just six years after Norris Dam was completed, residents in the region again 

became victims of dispossession. In 1942, the federal government acquired 56,000 acres 

in rural Anderson and Roane Counties to establish the secret city of Oak Ridge, 

Tennessee. After displacing 1,000 families, Oak Ridge became a bustling town of 75,000 

residents, whose scientific and military advancements in atomic energy helped end World 

War II in the Pacific.16 After the federal government successfully completed the 

Manhattan Project (its effort to create nuclear weaponry during the 1940s) Oak Ridgers 

continued to play an important role in the national security of the United States during the 

Cold War. The nature of Oak Ridgeôs creation in terms of displacement, as well as its 

location, connect the city to the broader story of Southerners affected by eminent domain. 

 
15 ñNorris Lake,ò Norris Lake Front Rentals, accessed July 23, 2018, 

https://www.norrislakefrontrentals.com/norris-lake.  
16 Daniel Schaffer, Atoms in Appalachia: Historical Report on the Clinch River 

Breeder Reactor Site (Knoxville: Tennessee Valley Authority, 1982), 1, 

https://www.osti.gov/servlets/purl/5116680. 
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However, the way in which Oak Ridgeôs landscape, history, and memory evolved after 

the federal government evicted its former inhabitants make its story unique. 

 

Figure 1.3: Oak Ridge: Projected Site for Atomic Production Plants, 1942 17 

 

 

During the early Cold War-era, East Tennessee experienced its most wide-

reaching occurrence of displacement; said to be U.S. President Dwight D. Eisenhowerôs 

favorite policy, the Federal Highway Act of 1956 sought to ease travel restrictions for a 

 
17 ñOak Ridge: Projected Site for Atomic Production Plants, 1942,ò The 

Manhattan Project: An Interactive History, U.S. Department of Energy, accessed July 23, 

2018, https://www.osti.gov/opennet/manhattan-project-

history/Resources/maps/oakridge_1942map.htm.  
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growing population, stimulate economic growth, and increase national security. From the 

1950s to the early 1970s, the Interstate Highway System successfully contributed to each 

of those goals but displaced residents across the United States lost their homes and 

communities in the process.18 Interstate 40ðwhich begins in Wilmington, North 

Carolina, and ends in Barstow, Californiaðextends throughout the entire state of 

Tennessee. As in the rest of the United States, highway construction has adversely 

affected marginalized communities in Tennessee, especially African Americans in 

Nashville and Memphis. Typically, officials chose the location of interstate highway 

routes based on economic reasons as well as plans for urban renewal (the removal of 

ñblighted areasò to make room for wealthier businesses and residents). Considering the 

era of interstate construction overlapped the Civil Rights Movement, it is not surprising 

that local and state governments often used highways as a means of ñmaintain[ing] white 

privilegeò and purposefully destroying minority communities. ñTransportation racism,ò 

as Robert Bullard, a Distinguished Professor of Urban Planning and Environmental 

Policy, called it, was a nationwide issue, 19 but in Tennessee, the displacement it caused 

was nothing new. 

 
18 David Karas, ñHighway to Inequity: The Disparate Impact of the Interstate 

Highway System on Poor and Minority Communities in American Cities,ò New Visions 

for Public Affairs 7 (April 2015): 10, 

https://www.nashville.gov/Portals/0/SiteContent/Planning/docs/trans/EveryPlaceCounts/1

_Highway%20to%20Inequity.pdf. 
19 As quoted in Karas, ñHighway to Inequity,ò 15. 
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Figure 1.4: I-40 Map, Tennessee20 

 

Before interstate highways in Tennessee were completed, yet another story of 

displacement began in the stateôs Appalachian region. In 1967, TVA initiated 

construction of its last dam, Tellico, which impounded the Little Tennessee River in 

Loudon County. While some locals favored the Tellico Project as a potential financial 

boon, other groups (including residents, environmentalists, representatives from the 

fishing industry, and Cherokee Indians, who considered the land sacred) heavily 

protested TVAôs acquisition of 22,000 acres southwest of Knoxville.21 The last chance 

for this united resistance against Tellico Damôs construction was the snail darter, a three-

inch-long fish found in the region in 1973, which had been included on the list of 

endangered species the same year. Opponents of the dam fought TVA in court and, even 

though the dam was almost complete at the time, forced construction at Tellico to a 

 
20ñI-40 Map Tennessee,ò Roadnow: I-40, accessed July 23, 2018, 

https://roadnow.com/i40/map-tennessee-6.  
21 Stephen J. Rechichar and Michael R. Fitzgerald, ñAdministrative Decision and 

Economic Development: TVAôs Tellico Dam Controversy,ò Public Administration 

Quarterly, 8, no. 2 (Summer 1984): 226. 
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standstill with the U.S. Supreme Courtôs decision in Tennessee Valley Authority v. Hill 

(1978). However, by 1979 TVA had successfully transferred snail darters to nearby rivers 

and streams, and construction of the dam resumed.22 Though attempts to halt TVAôs 

development in the area ultimately failed, Tellicoôs story is one of activism. By the time 

of the Tellico Damôs construction, federal projects had repeatedly displaced East 

Tennesseans for nearly half a century, making Tellico a fitting example of how reactions 

to displacement evolved in the region. 

 

Figure 1.5: Map of the Little Tennessee River Watershed 23 

 
22 ñTelling the Story of Tellico: Itôs Complicated,ò Tennessee Valley Authority, 

accessed July 23, 2018, https://www.tva.com/About-TVA/Our-History/Built-for-the-

People/Telling-the-Story-of-Tellico-Its-Complicated; William Bruce Wheeler and 

Michael J. McDonald, TVA and the Tellico Dam, 1936-1979: A Bureaucratic Crisis in 

Post-Industrial America (Knoxville: University of Tennessee Press, 1986), 217-18; 

Frances Brown Dorward, Dam Greed (self-pub., Frances Brown Dorward, 2009), 134-35. 
23 Map of the Little Tennessee River Watershed, ñLittle Tennessee River: 

Georgia, North Carolina, Tennessee,ò American Rivers: Rivers Connect Us, accessed 

August 5, 2018, https://www.americanrivers.org/river/little-tennessee-river/. 
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Throughout the mid-twentieth century, East Tennesseans were serially 

dispossessed by GSMNP, TVA, the Manhattan Project at Oak Ridge, and interstate 

highways, with each instance leaving a lasting impact on the region and its residents. 

Widespread displacement and construction changed East Tennessee, not just 

environmentally but also politically, socially, and economically. Before the region was 

able to recover from one displacement, a new federal project caused the eviction of 

residents in neighboring counties or the same one in the case of Anderson County in the 

1940s. Overall, thousands of families who once occupied hundreds of thousands of acres 

in this region fell prey to government land acquisition. In comparing these examples, 

themes of displacement and modernization emerge and can be used to analyze not only 

Tennesseeôs Appalachian region but also the larger South. 

 

Themes of Displacement 

Regardless of the reasons cited for government land acquisition and the removal 

of residentsðbe they regional economics, national security, or some other interestðthe 

anguish felt by people forced to leave their homes was universal. This hurt was true of 

Southerners displaced from the 1920s to the 1970s who oftentimes felt hopeless and 

homesick, unable to recreate their lost communities. Typically, landowners were 

dissatisfied with the payments they received for their land, and residents who did not own 

land were rarely compensated at all. Historically, marginalized communities have fallen 

victim to land condemnation more often than their more affluent neighbors, but as time 
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progressed so did resistance to displacement. Therefore, the legacies of displacement are 

similar across the South despite occurring under dissimilar circumstances. 

Lack of Community 

After dispossession, the physical destruction of a place can sometimes be 

compensated with new houses, buildings, and roads; however, the residentsô sense of 

community can almost never be recreated. Cades Cove is an example. Originally an 

important area for Cherokee commerce and travel, whites first settled the cove in 1818, 

and it became part of GSMNP in the late 1920s.24 Economic loss made forfeiting Cades 

Cove incredibly difficult for its residents, but losing the sense of home that the cove 

represented was even more devastating. Most residents in the cove had familial ties to the 

original settlers, learned of their home from hearing stories about their ancestors, and 

knew the colloquial name for nearly every geographical feature in the region. ñ[T]he cove 

proper contained no streamlets, no meadow fields, rocky ridges, or trees too small not to 

be named.ò25 The land was deeply significant to residents of Cades Cove, and as 

evidenced by their wills, it was meant to stay in the family. The majority of displaced 

people from the cove worried about having access to the land to care for their cemeteries. 

As historian Durwood Dunn explains, they were concerned with more than just 

headstones; their culture was dependent on familial ties and stories about their 

ancestors.26 Hence the area was more than just land; it had been the centerpiece of the 

 
24 Durwood Dunn, Cades Cove: The Life and Death of a Southern Appalachian 

Community, 1818-1937 (Knoxville: University of Tennessee Press, 1988), 7, 251. 
25 Dunn, Cades Cove, 147. 
26 Ibid., 183, 248. 
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Cades Cove community for over a century. Unfortunately, park boosters failed to seeðor 

perhaps care aboutðthe cove from the perspective of its residents. 

TVA did not do a much better job of empathizing with dispossessed residents. 

Historians Michael J. McDonald and John Muldowny, who have written extensively 

about TVA, note that isolation in the Norris Basin similarly contributed to close-knit ties 

that community members could not replicate after displacement. For instance, a 1937 

TVA follow -up study showed that church participation among residents had drastically 

decreased after the region was depopulated. Just a few years prior, churches and their 

ministers had served as a link between TVA representatives and the larger Norris Basin 

population; the church therefore served not only a religious purpose but was also as an 

organizational and social hub for the community. 27 Nonetheless, this decline in church 

attendanceðin a region where the church was a cultural focal pointðwas a significant 

change in the lives of the displaced and further proves it was difficult for them to adjust 

to their new surroundings. TVA may have been able to provide electricity and access to 

greater job opportunities, but residents longing for their old communities remained 

dissatisfied. As Carroll Van West observed in Tennesseeôs New Deal Landscape:  

TVA dams did more than destroy home places; it destroyed the fabric of 

community by demolishing or relocating local churches, cemeteries, and community 

landmarks. Those dispossessed of their land, especially older residents, often had 

difficulty sustaining a sense of family and community in their new homes, no matter how 

modern and improved the dwellings appeared to outsiders. The power and importance of 

a sense of place and belonging to the people of the Clinch River was rarely understood by 

New Deal planners, engineers or social experts.28 

 

 
27 McDonald and Muldowny, TVA and the Dispossessed, 113. 

 28 Carroll Van West, Tennesseeôs New Deal Landscape (Knoxville: University of 

Tennessee Press, 2000), 226. 
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A similar dissatisfaction occurred in the communities displaced in South Carolina 

after World War II. Historian Kari Fredericksonôs research focuses on the Savannah 

River Plant, a Cold War-era hub for nuclear energy built near Aiken, South Carolina, in 

the 1950s, which provides an interesting comparative story to Tennesseeôs Oak Ridge.29 

Because the Manhattan Project was no longer a secret, residents displaced from this 

South Carolina atomic site were able to move entire houses and buildings when they 

relocated. Residents from Ellenton, South Carolina, established New Ellenton just 

fourteen miles away, but as political scientist William Lanouette notes, the new town 

never felt like home to many of them.30 Frederickson explains that while locals 

appreciated the opportunities brought about by the Savannah River Plant and its operator, 

DuPont, they still wanted to retain a portion of their former lives. Regardless of what 

their homes were like before, rural or urban, or whether their families were struggling or 

self-sufficient, displaced individuals reacted similarly to being displaced, mostly agreeing 

that no amount of money or new opportunities could replace the community they had 

lost. 

Unfair Payments 

By law, the federal government gave ñfair market valueò to displaced residents in 

return for their land, but the prices paid in cases of eminent domain seldom if ever 

seemed ñfairò to those on the receiving end. This perception was especially true for 

 
29 Kari Frederickson, Cold War Dixie: Militarization and Modernization in the 

American South (Athens: University of Georgia Press, 2013). 
30 William Lanouette, ñ'Our Town' v. 'National Security' (Ellenton, South 

Carolina, Savannah River Plant),ò Bulletin of the Atomic Scientists 46, no. 10 (December 

1990): 31-33. 
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families in Cades Cove and Norris who were forced to sell their greatest financial asset, 

their land, after Depression-era economics had caused their property values to plummet. 

Most residents in the region were subsistence farmers with little monetary wealth, which 

made losing their property even more detrimental. Rising unemployment and the inability 

to establish new farms on the same scale as their previous farms distressed the now-

scattered former community members who were no longer able to rely on a group of 

close-knit neighbors.31 For those leaving Cades Cove, isolated from their earlier 

neighbors and families, Dunn notes that ña more hostile or unwelcome environment for 

newcomers could scarcely be imagined.ò32  Similarly, in the Norris Basin, remaining 

farm values had increased during the acquisition period, and ñback taxes, mortgages, and 

any liens on the land were deductedò from the price residents were given.33 These 

deductions (coupled with low valuations) made nearly certain that the final sums of 

money received by landowners could not adequately replace what they had lost; and 

though ñ94.2 percent of the tracts were voluntarily conveyed,ò families were not 

completely satisfied with their offers or the smaller farms they purchased once TVA 

relocated them.34 

It is difficult to fathom a group being more negatively affected by displacement 

than dispossessed landowners, but residents who did not own the land they worked were 

oftentimes even more devastated. Tenant laborers fared significantly worse than 

 
31 McDonald and Muldowny, TVA and the Dispossessed, 29-38, 98. 
32 Dunn, Cades Cove, 252. 
33 McDonald and Muldowny, TVA and the Dispossessed, 248. 
34 Ibid., 138. 
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landowners in eminent domain cases. At Norris, tenants ñreceived no compensation of 

any kind for removal.ò35 Even when sharecroppers and tenants did receive compensation 

for harvested crops, such as at the Savannah River Plant, they were still left homeless 

when landowners relocated their tenant houses to new property.36 Such sharecroppers 

also struggled to find employment outside of agriculture, as they faced stiff competition 

and generally had few transferable skills.37 Many times throughout the mid-twentieth 

century, eminent domain left Southern tenants and sharecroppers not only without a 

home but also without a way to make a living. 

For landowners in the Appalachian region of Tennessee, land valuation and 

payments were only part of the reason many felt that they had been treated unjustly. 

Economist Carl Kitchens explains the process by which TVA purchased land privately. 

First, the location for a dam and flood zone would be chosen. Next, surveyors appraised 

the property before TVA made an offer. If the landowner accepted the initial offer, TVA 

then paid them; if not, TVA often adjusted the price. If the landowner again refused the 

offer, eminent domain proceedings moved to court. Kitchens concludes that ñlonger land 

tenures, [owning] more tracts of land, and higher debt levels [made landowners] more 

likely to hold out.ò38 In some cases, TVA appraisers purposely judged land below market 

value in retaliation against residents ñwho were difficult to deal with,ò which made going 

 
35 Ibid., 169. 
36 Kari Frederickson, Cold War Dixie, 68. 
37 Ibid., 69. 
38 Kitchens, ñUse of Eminent Domain in Land Assembly,ò 457, 464. 
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to court their ñonly opportunity for restitution.ò 39 Even after court proceedings, some 

residents did not feel they had been treated fairly. For instance, a local judge, Bennie 

Simpson, ñsaw the Tellico Project as a land grabé[and] a misuse of the law of eminent 

domain.ò He felt there was no effective recourse for objecting to TVAôs prices, because 

landowners were then sent to a three-judge court ñcontrolled by TVA.ò40 Many residents 

simply agreed to prices they deemed unfair, because they believed a legal battle with 

TVA was futile. However, landowners who did choose to fight for higher land valuations 

had some success. In court, ñsympathy for the landowners was the defendantsô ace in the 

hole.ò This agreeableness among the dispossessed was especially true at the Savannah 

River Plant, where attorney and former governor Strom Thurmond represented many 

displaced residents. Thurmond and others were able to leverage their clientsô patriotism. 

Connecting clients to military service or other ñpatriotic sacrificesò sometimes led to 

higher sale values, but as with other examples, residents of the Savannah River Valley 

were typically dissatisfied with payments that they considered to be unfair.41 

 

 
39 Kitchens, ñUse of Eminent Domain in Land Assembly,ò 462.  See also Katrina 

M. Powell, The Anguish of Displacement: The Politics of Literacy in the Letters of 

Mountain Families in Shenandoah National Park (Charlottesville: University of Virginia 

Press, 2007), 3,78-79, 87-89. Playing nice with the authorities in order to receive more 

fair treatment was common among people displaced from Shenandoah National Park as 

well. Katrina Powell explains how letters written by residents to park officials made 

attempts to make themselves seem worthy, agreeable, and wholesome. Residents at 

Shenandoah had a unique situation after their land was condemned. Roughly 25 percent 

of them remained on the now-federal land and needed permission to alter any part of it, 

such as planting, plowing, cutting firewood, or picking apples. 
40 Dorward, Dam Greed, 45. 
41 Frederickson, Cold War Dixie, 66. 
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Increased Resistance 

Similar to the level of frustration felt by displaced residents across the South, 

resistance against eminent domain became progressively stronger over time. In the late 

1920s and early 1930s, landowners in Cades Cove wrote letters to state and national 

politicians as well as philanthropist John D. Rockefeller Jr., who donated $5 million for 

the GSMNP project in 1928, begging for their community to be left out of the park 

boundary line. Comparable to the experience at Shenandoah National Park, people from 

Cades Cove continued to live on federal land after GSMNP was established. One of the 

most well-known residents who lingered was mail carrier and Primitive Baptist minister 

John Oliver. Oliver was a leader in the community and significantly influenced his peers 

when he disputed the stateôs right to seize his 337.5 acre farm. In 1937, after six years 

and three appeals to the Tennessee Supreme Court, Oliver left his home in the cove.42 

Oliverôs personal interactions with park officials, growing more hostile as time 

progressed, were mimicked by others in Cades Cove. 

In The Anguish of Displacement, Professor of English Katrina M. Powell argues 

that there is an ñinextricable link between literacy and identityò that is relevant to the 

resistance of residents in the Shenandoah Valley who lost their homes to the park in 

1935.43 Here, government officials attempted to paint the region as backwards, in need of 

help, and full of ñpoverty, illiteracy, and isolation.ò44 There was little public opposition to 

the establishment of Shenandoah National Park in the 1930s, because government 

 
42 Dunn, Cades Cove, 241, 248, 251, 254. 
43 Powell, The Anguish of Displacement, 11. 
44 Ibid., 37. 
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officials coupled paternalistic rhetoric with Farm Security Administration photographs 

depicting poverty-stricken Virginians. Most people who saw these assumed that the park 

would be a positive change for people in the mountains. Presumably, New Deal jobs and 

better transportation would help Virginians in the Appalachians overcome poverty. For 

example, the construction of Skyline Drive, a 105-mile scenic road through the Blue 

Ridge Mountains, offered both. While some of these expectations were agreeable to the 

displaced residents and many stayed after their property was transferred to the federal 

government, it was nonetheless a traumatic experience for those who lost property and 

autonomy. Powell explains how Shenandoah residents used letters to rewrite ñthe myth of 

the mountaineerò and resist the stereotypes assigned to them by proponents of the park.45 

Park residents asked for fairness, petitioned for change, and most importantly proved that 

mountain people were not just ñinnocent pawnsò; they created a counter-history to the 

narrative told by Shenandoah National Park representatives.46 

Some displaced people found creative ways to resist, though some of their actions 

might not have been considered resistance by the residents themselves. For example, 

Lorena Stark, a local café owner displaced by the Savannah River Plant, was 

disheartened by the approximately 6,000 graves that were to be disinterred during the 

plantôs construction. Stark hid her familyôs headstones so that their graves would be left 

alone. Another resident was much more combative in her resistance: Louise Cassell 

opened the door of her home to meet ñthe óGovernment man, Mr. Bellôò with knife in 

 
45 Ibid., 11. 

 
46

 Ibid., 119. 
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hand after Bell asked the Cassells to vacate. Cassell recalled another instance when Mr. 

Bell strung a banner on her porch that read, ñThis is government property.ò47 At the plant 

in the 1950s, as well as at Oak Ridge during the previous decade, national security 

concerns eclipsed resistance to displacement; this focus on defense, however, did not stop 

vocal opposition to displacement at both sites. 

In subsequent decades, Tennessee residents continued to actively protest the 

dispossession of their properties. The construction of over 46,000 miles48 of interstate 

highways that now span the United States was extremely controversial at each level of 

government during the decision-making and construction processes. While 

highwaymenð those involved in planning and constructing Americaôs interstatesð were 

free from major objections from 1956 (when the Federal-Aid Highway Act was passed) 

to the late 1960s, the counter-cultural spirit prevalent during the 1960s helped activists, 

whom historian Raymond Mohl calls ñfreeway fighters,ò ignite resistance.49 To 

successfully oppose interstate construction in order to save communities from being 

destroyed or separated, Mohl argues that there had to be ñpersistent neighborhood 

activism, [and] cross-city, cross-class, and interracial alliances,ò in addition to political 

and legal action.50 Though highwaymen and some politicians pitched interstates as an 

 

 47 Frederickson, Cold War Dixie, 59. 
48 U.S. Department of Transportation, Federal Highway Administration, 

ñInterstate Frequently Asked Questions,ò accessed January 22, 2021, 

https://www.fhwa.dot.gov/interstate/faq.cfm#:~:text=Currently%2C%20the%20Interstate

%20System%20is,41%2C000%20miles%20at%20the%20time.  
49 Raymond A. Mohl, ñThe Interstates and the Cities: Highways, Housing, and the 

Freeway Revolt,ò Civil Rights Research (Poverty and Race Research Action Council, 

2002): 66, http://www.prrac.org/pdf/mohl.pdf. 
50 Mohl, ñInterstates and the Cities,ò 39. 
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important part of national security during the Cold War, their actual construction was not 

an emergency, which put state and local politics, not the nationôs safety, at the center of 

the controversies surrounding highways. In other words, state and local officials were 

able to decide when and where highways were built in their cities, and for the most part, 

only extremely well-organized activists stood in the way of their plans. In cities where 

activists were successful at creating alternate routes or nixing demolition plans, such as 

Memphis and Baltimore, local groups formed and connected with regional and national 

organizations. For example, the Citizens to Preserve Overton Park group, who saved a 

twenty-six-acre green space in Memphis, established an alternate route for I-40 that 

satisfied developers and preserved the park. As is obvious from the massive 

displacements that occurred during the mid-century, groups were not always successful in 

their preservation pursuits. The African American community in Nashville was devasted 

by the interstate in the late 1960s. As Mohl and Karas point out, Nashvilleôs African 

American I-40 Steering Committee seemed to function as an island, unaware that African 

Americans in other cities had been somewhat successful at altering interstate plans from 

destroying their communities.51 Overall, resistance grew throughout the 1960s, but not 

before interstate highways caused irrevocable damage to marginalized urban 

communities across the country. 

As in urban settings, sometimes enormous support from various groups was not 

enough to shield residents from displacement in rural areas either. However, there are 

 
51 Karas, ñHighway to Inequity,ò 11-12. For more on the impact of interstates on 

Tennessee cities, see Carroll Van West, Tennesseeôs Historic Landscapes (Knoxville: 

University of Tennessee Press, 1995), 100 and 113. 
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other instances when some residents refused to put up a fight. Local historian Frances 

Brown Dorward explains that many Appalachian Americans declined to participate in 

fighting TVA to save the Little Tennessee River Valley from Tellico Dam in the 1970s. 

The residentsô ñstoic natureò meant that they accepted what they saw as inevitable after 

news of the dam became public and construction began in the late 1960s.52 Don Keeble, a 

former resident displaced by the Tellico Dam project, explains that farmers did not have 

the means to fight Washington, fishermen lacked organization and funding, 

environmentalists were overpowered by people who wanted industry, and politiciansð

overly-concerned with their own electabilityðwere too scared to speak out against TVA. 

However, resistance was intense enough to temporarily halt construction with the U.S. 

Supreme Court ruling in Tennessee Valley Authority v. Hill in 1978. 53  Anti-dam 

advocates fought TVA in court over its last and most controversial dam from many 

different angles, the most effective being the damôs unquestionably negative impact on 

the snail-darter population, an endangered fish, discovered in 1973, native to the Little 

Tennessee River. Similar to some protests against interstate highways, the fight against 

TVA at Tellico was successful, if only for a few years, because landowners and groupsð

such as the Tennessee Game and Fish Agency, environmentalists, scientists, and 

lawyersðworked together toward the same goal. Tellico therefore provides one of the 

clearest cases in which resistance among displaced people became stronger over time, 

due to increased connections between support networks and individuals with political 

 
52 Dorward, Dam Greed, 157. 
53 Ibid., 182, 184-85. 
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power who shared the like-minded goal of preserving property on the Little Tennessee 

River, regardless of how different their incentives might have been.54 

Targeting Marginalized Communities 

As we have seen, a common theme of displacement in the mid-twentieth century 

involves marginalized communities, who were more likely to lose their land, less likely 

to be compensated fairly, and in some cases, specifically targeted by authorities. Katrina 

Powell asserts that the ñ[r]emoval of Native Americanséeconomic development in 

Appalachia, rural electrification, national parks, and forced displacementò are among the 

examples that have ñeerily similarò characteristics at the intersections of ñpolitics, 

economics, racism, and paternalism.ò55 Belief that poorer, rural communities needed to 

be drastically altered in order to improve them led many to support massive displacement 

during the mid-twentieth century, especially in Appalachia. Powell claims that 

stereotypes created popular acceptance of the displacement of mountaineers at 

Shenandoah National Park. The same paternalism was evident in the comments of 

GSMNP supporter Horace Kephart, who argued that the residents of Cades Cove would 

greatly benefit and ñbe caught up in the current of human progressò once the park was 

established.56 What was missing from each of these park narratives were the opinions of 

displaced people; they lacked the political or financial power needed to defend their 

homes and ways of life against politicians, park authorities, and advocates.  

 
54 Ibid. See also Wheeler and McDonald, TVA and the Tellico Dam, 1936-1979. 
55 Powell, Anguish of Displacement, 156. 
56 Dan Pierce, ñThe Barbarism of the Huns: Family and Community Removal in 

the Establishment of the Great Smoky Mountains National Park,ò Tennessee Historical 

Quarterly 57, no. 1 (March 1998): 64. 
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The construction of interstate highways highlights the most blatant attempts to 

displace marginalized communities. However, this was a different type of displacement. 

Instead of rural areas where communities were flooded or entire towns were razed, 

marginalized communities in urban areas were physically divided and economically and 

socially cut off by new roads. In most cities, the marginalized communities continued to 

exist but were even less able to thrive in their fragmented state. During the 1950s and 

1960s, the federal government focused on ñslum clearance and redevelopmentò in cities 

across the country, which was to be ñadministered by state highway departments.ò57 In 

short, federal money allowed state and local officials to make the most politically and 

racially expedient decisions about where to construct highways in their cities. David 

Karas, who holds a Ph.D. in urban affairs and public policy, argues that they primarily 

targeted poor, minority neighborhoods in order to revitalize cities. By destroying 

impoverished neighborhoods, policymakers hoped to bring new wealth to cities. 

However, doing so typically caused affordable housing issues and generations of 

economic hardship for minority groups. Highways also provided a disguise for 

segregationists trying to fight integration and silence civil rights activists by allowing 

them to proclaim the benefits of new roads.58 For example, despite protests and a cheaper 

alternative route, officials in Montgomery, Alabama, approved the location of Interstate-

85 that shattered the cityôs black community. 59 Overall, authorities targeted African 

 
57 Mohl, ñInterstates and the Cities,ò 7-8. 
58 Karas, ñHighway to Inequity,ò 9-21.  
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American neighborhoods throughout the United States at an overwhelming rate, some of 

which stemmed from seeking to destroy ñdilapidatedò areas of town that could also be 

obtained at a lower cost. Examples of deliberate racism were rampant. As ñone former 

federal highway officialò put it, ñthe urban interstates gave city officials óa good 

opportunity to get rid of the local niggertown.ôò60 Similar to how boosters used 

paternalistic rhetoric when creating national parks, highwaymen publicized the positive 

aspects of urban renewal in order to justify racially motivated intentions, allowing 

highway construction to devastate marginalized communities. 

A marginalized community was one factor that attracted the Atomic Energy 

Commission to choose the Savannah River Plantôs site. A large number of black tenant 

farmers occupied the region who ñpossessed neither the financial resources nor the 

political clout to fight their removal from the land.ò61 Frederickson asserts, ñGovernment 

officials exploited the historically vulnerable position of rural blacks trapped in the 

economic vise that was the Southôs tenant system.ò62 Similar to Cades Cove, Norris, and 

Shenandoah, ñplanners for the [Atomic Energy Commission] as well as journalists 

writing about the destruction of Ellenton and the other small communities observed 

incorrectly that the residents lived in órural isolation.ôò63 While those in the Savannah 

River Valley were detached from those in powerful positions, residents of the railroad 
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town of Ellenton were not isolated. Claiming that communities were disconnected 

allowed authorities to use paternalism to justify displacement of a community identified 

as ñother.ò Throughout the mid-twentieth century, authorities dominated the narrative 

about marginalized groups in order to easily seize land, take control, or drum up support 

for their actions under the guise of public good, national security, or improving the 

welfare of said groups. Such targeting rarely if ever served those who were displaced, and 

in the end, marginalized people remained marginalized, with the added burden of 

displacement. 

 

Displacement and Modernization 

As we have seen, the federal government defended the dispossession of citizens in 

the name of modernization. When the National Park Service acquired land, officials 

argued that communities like Cades Cove were better off living closer to larger cities 

with access to varied jobs, better schools, and more opportunities. Additionally, 

displacement of these communities would facilitate a broader modernization by bringing 

electricity to the Southern Appalachian region beginning in the 1930s. Other 

displacement projects identified different common goods. Cold War atomic cities were 

said to keep America on top militarily, and proponents of interstates believed that 

renewed urban areas would provide an economic boost connected with increased 

transportation and slum clearance. Analyzing these examples from only one point of view 

creates a rosy picture of federal intervention in modern America; however, with each step 

toward progress, a corresponding community was left behind. 
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Who Benefits from Modernization? 

The rhetoric used to describe federal projects that destroyed communities usually 

focused on the benefits gained by a particular region or the country as a whole, and on a 

local level, official narratives claimed the lives of displaced people would improve by 

relocating. Claims to help marginalized communities might have been well intended, but 

at times they were also tone-deaf, racist, or paternalistic. In many cases, displaced 

communities had little interest in becoming modernized, and ñ[d]ispossessed of their 

homesé[they] nevertheless continued to engage in traditional pursuits, just as their 

ancestors had.ò  Frederickson describes residents displaced from Ellenton, South 

Carolina, who still trespassed on the now-federally-owned property to hunt, fish, and 

make moonshine like they had in years prior to the Savannah River Plantôs creation.64 

Boosters who supported the establishment of GSMNP in the late 1920s similarly 

focused on how much the lives of people in Cades Cove and other areas of the park 

confines would improve if they were closer to urban centers.65 The flaw in this 

justification for displacement lies in the fact that some residents, especially those in 

Cades Cove, were already ñmarket-orientedò and connected to the rest of the region 

through established trade routes.66 Fertile soil allowed the coveôs agricultural economy to 

sustain its farmers. However, the culture in Cades Cove seemed simplistic to wealthy 

outsiders. As Dunn points out, the ignored wishes of Cades Cove residents prove that 
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most proponents of GSMNP were more concerned with large-scale benefits to the region, 

such as the potential of a growing economy based on park tourism, rather than helping to 

modernize rural areas of East Tennessee and North Carolina.67 

The dismissal of residentsô opinions was also a reoccurring issue in how TVA 

operated. In many cases, TVA was more concerned with its own project costs and 

timelines than how valley residents would fare after their dispossession and relocation. 

For example, in 1945 and 1952,  reviews of the Norris Reservoir conducted by Claude W. 

Nash, Manager of Properties at TVA, concluded that ñ58.66 percent of the Norris Basin 

purchase area was unnecessarily [acquired and] nearly 1,500 families [in the Central 

Peninsula between the Clinch and Powell Rivers] were removed unnecessarily.ò68 From 

the TVA perspective, purchasing the peninsula land was more cost effective than 

building the infrastructure required to provide residents access to and from the peninsula 

once Norris Dam was constructed. These statistics are striking considering that when the 

Roosevelt administration created TVA in 1933, the goal was to improve the lives of 

ñforgotten Americansò in the Tennessee Valley by supplying affordable electricity, 

preventing soil erosion, planting trees, and increasing industry.69 Instead, residents in the 

Norris Basin were unnecessarily uprooted, and according to McDonald and Muldowny, 

still ñunable, in many respects, to secure the advantages which TVA was created to 

provide.ò 70 Essentially, for those ñforgotten Americans,ò TVA became an ironic 
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institution that publicized cheaper power and flood control, while they could scarcely 

afford electricity after displacement.71 The basin remained much the same as it had been 

prior to the 1930s, while the company town of Norris became ña white-collar enclaveð 

[a] professional suburb of TVA.ò72 Using Norris Dam as an example, McDonald and 

Muldowny conclude that the prosperity of the 1940s was ñan accident of history and not 

the result of planning.ò TVAôs intentions might have been noble, but World War II is 

what actually helped recover the people in the Appalachian region.73 In short, the 

displaced communities in the Tennessee Valley endured many hardships so that others 

could enjoy modernity, but the original residents rarely could.74 

In contrast to the Appalachian communities who usually did not directly benefit 

from the modernization TVA provided, displaced residents near atomic cities often did. 

Referring to the economic boom brought about by Oak Ridgeôs construction, one 

displaced resident explained that ñalthough people resented the governmentôs action, 

thereôs nobody that moved out . . . that wasnôt better off.ò75As the populations of 

Anderson and Roane Counties increased, so did retail sales; ñin Anderson County [alone, 

 

a rate one would expect. Homeowners with indoor toilets increased by about 10 percent 

after relocation; however, the number of tenants in the region with indoor toilets 

decreased by 11.4 percent. Less than half of displaced tenants had toilets in their new 

residences. 
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72 McDonald and Muldowny, TVA and the Dispossessed, 215. 
73 Ibid., 262. 
74 Ibid., 25-26. 
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sales] increased 851 percent from 1939 to 1948.ò76 Likewise, wages for most workers 

increased by 40 percent near the Savannah River Plant as the region profited from Cold 

War militarization and industrialization.77 Connecting ñpostwar prosperity, modernity, 

and nation buildingò highlighted the positive side of progressivism in atomic cities and 

typically did not involve the paternalistic justifications used by the federal government in 

other instances of displacement.78 

More like the National Park Service and TVA, displacement associated with 

interstate highways regularly included rhetoric claiming that marginalized urban 

communities would benefit from a new highway plan. Ironically, plans that forced people 

out of their homes for the sake of progress rarely if ever directly benefitted the 

dispossessed. From the late 1950s to the early 1970s, authorities made drastic changes to 

cities nationwide under the guise of ñslum clearance and redevelopment.ò79 Federal 

administrators and highwaymen argued that new roads would increase automobility, 

trade, and safety as well as provide ña happy circumstanceò for displaced families who 

could ñbe reestablished and permit the social as well as economic decay at the heart of 

the cities to be converted to a public asset.ò80 Highwaymen presented the displacement of 

urban communities as being for their own benefit as well as for the greater good of the 

community. However, relocation was an afterthought for city planners who were focused 
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79 Mohl, ñInterstates and the Cities,ò 7. 
80 Ibid., 5. 



47 

 

 

on highway legislation. These planners believed that slums ñwere in essence a problem of 

deteriorated buildings, rather than a problem of low income of those buildingsô 

inhabitants.ò81 As a result, already marginalized urban communities, who were then 

physically separated from their places of employment and social and cultural centers 

often fell further into poverty once they were displaced, especially when affordable 

housing was not readily available. 

After the era of highway construction had come and gone, TVAôs paternalism 

remained evident throughout the Tennessee Valley well into the 1970s. In the case of the 

Tellico Dam, it was built to increase the power production at nearby Fort Loudon Dam by 

diverting water to Fort Loudon Lake and to provide flood water storage for Chattanooga, 

Tennessee.82 Part of the controversy surrounding Tellico stemmed from the new lakefront 

property it created. While TVA publicized a potential solution to unemployment and the 

out-migration of men ages twenty to forty who left the region looking for work, many 

residents at Tellico viewed TVAôs land acquisition as stealing from the less fortunate to 

serve developers and the wealthy.83 Opponents of Tellico Dam were adamant that the 

project was ñnot needed to provide electricity, for flood control, or to propel the economy 

to another level,ò rather they believed Tellicoôs construction was simply about greed.84 

As seen at Tellico and in other examples, officials who ultimately took advantage of 

 
81 Ibid., 12. 
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marginalized groups often used paternal rhetoric and cited claims about economic 

advancement; and while attempts at modernization eventually brought progress to each 

region, it rarely helped the displaced. 

 

Modernization: Memory, Legacy, and Preservation 

Although displaced residents rarely benefited from the progressive changes 

brought about in the mid-twentieth-century South, their lives, communities, and 

contributions can be remembered and preserved in the midst of the newness that 

modernization brings and its impacts on the environmental landscape. Dammed rivers 

became lakes, fields became roads, and communities were divided by interstates. 

Meanwhile, displaced people and new residents were determining how to interact with 

these settings and with each other. 

Modernization can also lead to preservation, but the decision about what exactly 

is being preserved is typically left to those in power. For instance, much of East 

Tennessee has been industrialized since the preservation of GSMNP in the 1920s and 

1930s. As the most visited national park, visitors as well as locals surely appreciate that 

the parkôs natural landscape has been saved from becoming another Gatlinburg or Pigeon 

Forge, sprawling with hokey tourist traps and hotels, but the park has also attempted to 

put its own spin on the areaôs history.85 For instance, officials at GSMNP preserved 

cabins at Cades Cove but chose to raze frame houses and structures. Various types of 

architecture were present before residents of the cove vacated, but the park focused on 
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ñreflecting ópioneerô styleò and used cabins to create that image.86 This choice by NPS to 

tailor the historic landscape is an important omission from the coveôs story, as the 

architecture once present there gave proof of some prosperity from its agriculture-based 

economy.87 Consequently the park has been preserved, but a significant portion of its 

history is missing when tourists visit Cades Cove today. 

As expected, displaced residents and their families came to view the parkôs 

legacy, as well its original benefits to the region, differently when compared to park 

visitors whose sole focus is on the positive aspects of GSMNP. For some individuals who 

endured the trauma of displacement, bitterness and angst have lasted a lifetime. When 

Tennessee Governor Lamar Alexander introduced a former resident of Cades Cove 

during a ceremony for Homecoming ó86 (a year-long celebration of Tennessee 

communities) the crowd expected pleasantries. What they heard was a 98-year-old man 

yelling, ñYou stole my land!ò 88 Though Governor Alexander had not yet been born when 

GSMNP was created, to the former resident, the governor still represented the unjust 

transgression of his dispossession.  While most residents are never given the opportunity 

to air their grievances at a public forum, this manôs feelings were no anomaly. Decades 

after TVAôs creation, its dramatically positive effects on the Appalachian region in terms 

of electricity and flood control are evident. What is hidden in the current landscape are 

countless homesteads that have been erased by the flooding at TVAôs dams and lakes. 

While their legacy is mostly a successful one, the people who were displaced by TVA 
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from the 1930s to the 1970s still have strong opinions. McDonald and Muldowny assert 

that elderly people displaced by Norris Dam never adjusted to their new lives and that 

even though they were better off, they would still have rather been back home.89 

Similarly, interviews with locals displaced from Tellico contain fiery language and a 

disdain for TVA, even thirty years after the damôs construction was complete.90 

Oak Ridge provides a unique example in which the legacy of displacement was 

almost immediately spun to create a positive view of the new city. As will be discussed in 

Chapter 4, decisions about atomic energy and national security dominate the story of Oak 

Ridge. Instead of dwelling on the story of displacement, a sense of pride evolved from 

the cityôs success, not just for new residents, but also for the dispossessed. For example, 

historian James Sparrow explains that ñCold War territorialityò allowed Oak Ridgeôs 

legacy to be one of progressivism. When Manhattan Project engineers established Oak 

Ridge in 1942, blacks were offered menial jobs and forced to live in segregated hutments 

(temporary housing comprised of 16ô-by-16ô wooden panels) but in the mid-1950s, the 

city became a model for public school integration. Sparrow credits this to the federal 

dollars spent in the city and explains that ñfederal jurisdiction afforded by the warfare 

state could shield local communities from the political and normative pressures of the 

surrounding environs.ò91 Although a segregated black neighborhood still existed, Oak 
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Ridge was spared the worst politics of white supremacy, because it was reliant on federal 

funds. The cityôs relationship to the federal government, its own diverse community, and 

its global significance make the legacy of displacement at Oak Ridge atypical for the 

Appalachian region. 

Adjusting to life after displacement was different for those forced to move 

because of interstate highway construction. Not only were these residents living in urban 

settings unlike the typically displaced rural communities, they also usually stayed in the 

city even after displacement. Remnants of their communities still existed, albeit isolated 

from the rest of the city, leading to a complex history of marginalization. The urban 

renewal movement that sought to modernize cities by destroying their ñblighted areasò 

left residents understandably bitter in cities nationwide.92 In recent years cities such as 

Nashville have become more aware of and willing to publicly recognize the hardships 

that interstates caused to some residents. For example, affordable housing options, mass 

transit, new trees, and murals to commemorate the Civil Rights Movement are all topics 

of discussion for Nashvilleôs Jefferson Street, part of an African American neighborhood 

that was vibrant before I-40ôs construction in the late 1960s. City leaders are attempting 

to right some of the historic wrongs experienced by this community; but older residents 

remain skeptical, as they have heard several of these plans publicized for decades without 

corresponding action.93 The great attachment residents feel to their homes and 
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communities makes legacies of displacement complicated. Nevertheless, preserving the 

memories of these forgotten communities even when their physical remains are no longer 

extant is vital not only to reconciliation but also to solid historical research. 

 

Secrecy and Displacement: Oak Ridge, Tennessee 

Although Oak Ridge fits some of the typical displacement narrative of the mid-

twentieth-century South, many aspects of residential removal in Anderson and Roane 

Counties and the atomic cityôs creation are unique. The international crisis of World War 

II made it more palatable for residents to acquiesce when compared to families forced to 

move by the National Park Service, TVA, or state officials advocating highway 

construction during the 1950s and 1960s; so from the very beginning, displacement in 

Oak Ridge was different.  

The secrecy surrounding the Manhattan Project and the establishment of Oak 

Ridge greatly affected how residents and other Tennesseans viewed their displacement. 

For instance, when Governor Prentiss Cooper initially heard about Oak Ridge in July 

1943, he ñflew into a rage, denouncing the óexperiment in socialismô that had 

appropriated the farmlands and roads of his state.ò94 Like Governor Cooper, many 

residents were upset by the federal governmentôs mandates and the lack of information 

provided by officials. However, the displaced were not the only ones frustrated; TVA 

historian Daniel Schaffer describes the plight of land assessors who likewise did not 
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know why the property was being acquired and had to make decisions based on unclear 

deed books that were full of discrepancies. However, most peopleôs perceptions about the 

new city changed once World War II came to a halt and Oak Ridgeôs importance became 

public knowledge. After the United States dropped atomic bombs on the Japanese cities 

of Hiroshima and Nagasaki, both new and former residents of Oak Ridge began to 

understand the cityôs place within the context of nuclear science and national security, 

and a more complex view of the cityôs history emerged.  

The need to develop atomic weaponry more quickly than the Axis Powers during 

World War II created an unprecedented national emergency that greatly impacted 

displacement in Oak Ridge. The nuclear arms race led to more atomic cities in the United 

States, such as the aforementioned town of New Ellenton, South Carolina, near the 

Savannah River Plant; but being built in secrecy and haste made Oak Ridge dissimilar. 

Prior to the establishment of New Ellenton, residents in Ellenton had protested with 

signs, one of which read, ñIt is hard to understand why our town must be destroyed to 

make a bomb that will destroy someone elseôs town that they love as much as we love 

ours.ò95 Due to increased publicity and longer timelines for relocation, residents in atomic 

cities created during the Cold War protested their displacement more vociferously than 

people in what became Oak Ridge.  

However, other aspects of Oak Ridgeôs displacement story, such as residentsô 

dissatisfaction with land valuations, are nearly identical to the rest of the region. Familiar 

with the local dispossession that had occurred during the 1920s and 1930s, many 
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residents in Anderson and Roane Counties were better equipped or had more connections 

than did their predecessors at GSMNP or Norris. Most of the displaced residents near 

Oak Ridge appealed their valuations at the federal court in Knoxville in the early 1940s 

and were successfully awarded more money for their property. When surveyors from the 

Army Corps of Engineers first arrived in 1942, locals shrugged it off, believing they were 

officials from TVA, but when residents of the Bear Creek Valley were given notices to 

vacate within a matter of weeks, it became clear that this displacement was unique and 

perhaps vital considering World War II was raging; yet landowners seemed just as 

hostile.96 A ñleather-faced old-timer put the problem of eviction into more understandable 

languageò by comparing the displacement to the Civil War, which he concluded was 

different, because ñwhen the Yankees came before, we could shoot them.ò97 Part of the 

frustration that residents felt certainly must have come from an inability to grasp the 

secret importance of what Oak Ridge eventually became.  

The urgency of vacating, constructing, and resettling also made Oak Ridgeôs story 

of displacement different. While GSMNP boosters and TVA used paternalistic language 

and claimed to have what Schaffer describes as ña vigilant and sensitive relocation 

policyò aimed at improving the lives of rural Americans, 98 the Atomic Energy 

Commission was not seeking the approval of landowners before acquiring their property. 

In 1942, time to worry about public opinion was a luxury the federal government did not 

have, which led to rushing residents out of Anderson and Roane Counties. Displaced 
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people were understandably unsure how giving up their property correlated to support for 

the war effort. The onslaught of emotions about displacement coupled with the secrecy of 

the project led to skepticism and negativity among many. Therefore, the U.S. House 

Military Affairs Subcommittee led by Representative Clifford Davis (D-TN), who was 

joined by Representatives Dewey Short (R-MO) and John Sparkman (D-AL), met in 

nearby Clinton, Tennessee, and listened to residents air their grievances. Though the 

subcommittee was unable to do anything directly to aid or appease the residents, Schaffer 

argues that the governmentôs willingness to meet with citizens even ñat a time of 

unprecedented crisis é illustrates the resiliency of American democracy.ò99 In hindsight, 

the subcommitteeôs visit to East Tennessee was an effective way to encourage locals to 

remain patriotic and support both Oak Ridge and the war effort, despite losing their 

homes and communities. 

In addition to the actual displacement of people in Anderson and Roane Counties, 

the way in which former residents remembered their dispossession also sets Oak Ridge 

apart from other cases of dispossession in East Tennessee. While dispossessed residents 

certainly felt anger and hopelessness after vacating the valley, many also felt content with 

their sacrifice, especially after World War IIôs end. Displaced resident and local historian 

Dorathy Moneymaker recalled that, ñThere was resentment, then there was acceptance 

and then a certain sense of pride.ò100 The pride former residents sensed came from feeling 

that they had done their part to help win the war, and that pride persisted as Oak Ridge 
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continued to play a pivotal role in the development of Americaôs nuclear capability 

during the Cold War. Feeling productive and patriotic plays into the Southern ethos, in 

which self-reliance, independence, and love of country are critical aspects. For those 

displaced by the national parks, TVA, or interstate highways, lasting bitterness was much 

more common than in Oak Ridge. Since the lives of the displaced rarely improved in the 

dramatic fashion authorities had promised, the pride and positivity common to Oak 

Ridgeðwhere displacement directly correlated to the Allied victory in World War IIð

were never enjoyed by other displaced Southerners. Overall, Oak Ridge can be viewed in 

the context of displacement in the mid-twentieth-century South, but because of the 

revolutionary purpose of the city and the way residents viewed their dispossession after 

war, the cityôs particularities allowed a positive view of displacement to emerge much 

more quickly than in other cases. 

Historians have completed thorough research on the Manhattan Project and the 

atomic cities of Oak Ridge; Hanford, Washington; and Los Alamos, New Mexico, 

especially related to their nuclear history, postwar scientific advances, and environmental 

history.101 Many researchers have also published extensively about the formation of Oak 

Ridge and what life was like in the city during the war years and in the Cold War-era.102 
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However, the marginalized communities that were displaced in order to create the Secret 

City are still largely missing from that historiography. Similar to other examples of 

displacement, once Oak Ridgeôs pre-1942 villages were razed, communities ties were 

mostly severed (although some former residents and their families still return for annual 

reunions), and local history was lost. 

One of the great tragedies common in each example of twentieth-century 

displacement in East Tennessee is a lack of engagement. First, federal employees, park 

boosters, and highwaymen made decisions void of reflection or input from residents who 

would be displaced by the large-scale projects they planned. Secondly, after the 

dispossessed relocated and their communities were no longer extant, it became much 

more difficult to preserve and share their local history. Finally, as new landscapes 

emerged, new residents and visitorsðbe they vacationers in the Smokies, boaters and 

water-skiers on TVA lakes, heritage tourists in Oak Ridge, or simply travelers along I-

40ðwere disconnected from the stories of those who once resided in the areas they 

traversed. Eventually, displaced people and their communities suffered an erasure from 

history. In this dissertation, I argue that a way to combat the omission of Oak Ridgeôs 

displaced communities from the historical record is through historic preservation, public 

engagement, and education. First, let us discuss the history of these communities prior to 

their 1942 displacement in Chapter 2. 

 

Tennessee (Knoxville: University of Tennessee Press, 2004); Denise Kiernan, The Girls 

of Atomic City: The Untold Story of the Women who Helped Win World War II (New 

York: Simon & Schuster, 2013); Charles W. Johnson and Charles O. Jackson, City 

Behind a Fence: Oak Ridge, Tennessee, 1942-1946 (Knoxville: University of Tennessee 

Press, 1981). 



58 

 

 

CHAPTER II : A BRIEF HISTORY OF PRE -1942 COMMUNITIES IN OAK 

RIDGE, TENNESSEE 

 

The year 1942 serves as a great divider in the histories of Anderson and Roane 

Counties. It marks the creation of Oak Ridge and the shift from rural Appalachian 

farmsteads to the fifth largest city in Tennessee, what became a scientific mecca. 

Consequently, histories written about this region after World War II largely concentrate 

on the new city and its importance both nationally and internationally. While such a focus 

is to be expected, it creates a gap in historiography in which Oak Ridgeôs pre-1942 

communities and the ordinary people who resided in them are ignored.  

The omission of places like Wheat, Robertsville, Scarboro, and Elza from the 

historical record distorts the truth about shared experiences like the World War II home 

front, but these distortions and omissions are also present in pre-World War II histories. 

For the most part, even regional histories from the pre-war era solely focus on Anderson 

and Roane Countiesô larger towns like Clinton, Oliver Springs, and Kingston.103 

However, the same is not true regarding the work of local historians and pre-Oak Ridge 

residents who have helped solidify the memory of their displaced communities through 

written and oral histories and by preserving photographs and artifacts.   

 

 103 M. E. Swann, Wallace Roberts, E. H. Hubbard, and H. C. Porter, ñSoil Survey: 

Roane County, Tennessee,ò U.S. Department of Agriculture, Bureau of Plant Industry, 

Series 1936, no. 16 (Washington, DC, May 1942), 5, 

https://www.nrcs.usda.gov/Internet/FSE_MANUSCRIPTS/tennessee/roaneTN1942/roan

eTN1942.pdf; Goodspeedôs History of East Tennessee: Thirty County Histories 

(Nashville: Goodspeed Publishing Company, 1887), 837-40, 1072-81; J. B. Killebrew, 

Introduction to the Resources of Tennessee (Nashville: Tavel, Eastman, and Howell, 

1874), 448-57, 597-601. 
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Historians and proponents of local history David Kyvig and Myron Marty assert, 

ñCareful examination of what happened to particular families and communities can 

clarify and illustrate the broader picture.ò104 In this chapter, I discuss Oak Ridgeôs 

displaced communities and their pre-1942 history thematically. In so doing, I 

acknowledge that certain historical details about these places will be left out to focus on 

their shared experience of dispossession and their collective importance to Manhattan 

Project-era history. The eviction and relocation of pre-Oak Ridge village residents will be 

the topic of Chapter 3. 

Oak Ridge is situated in the hills and valleys of East Tennessee, along the Clinch 

River, 25 miles west of Knoxville. In secrecy, the Army Corps of Engineers established 

the city in late 1942. It was opened to the public in 1949 and was incorporated in 1959. 

Since that time, Oak Ridge has become known as a powerhouse for public education, 

nuclear energy technologies, and scientific research. But prior to its current status, the 

land that became Oak Ridge was a pastoral setting used as Cherokee hunting grounds and 

later settled by European Americans and enslaved African Americans at the turn of the 

nineteenth century. Like the American Indians who were displaced from the region over a 

century before them, the approximately 3,000 people who called northeast Roane County 

and southwest Anderson County home in 1942 also had strong ties to the land.  

 

 

 

 104 David E. Kyvig and Myron A. Marty, Nearby History: Exploring the Past 

Around You, 3rd ed. (Lanham, MD: AltaMira Press, 2012), 9. 
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Figure 2.1: Lloydôs Official Map of the State of Tennessee denotes larger East Tennessee 

cities like Clinton, Kingston, and Knoxville. However, in the land between these cities, 

existing pre-Oak Ridge communities are not labeled.105 

 

To understand life in this portion of East Tennessee, one must first become 

familiar with its geography and the accessibility of transportation routes. A series of 

valleys and ridgelines encompass Oak Ridge and the communities that preceded it. This 

topography prevented permanent settlement prior to the 1790s, as well as large-scale 

plantation farming during the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries, which helps to explain 

in part the regionôs substantial support for the Union during the Civil Warðwithout a 

strong economic reliance on slave labor, there was less resistance to abolishing slavery.  

In some ways, the land itself even insulated residents during the Civil War; with 

difficult terrain, transient armies often chose more convenient paths. Small farming 

 

 105 James T. Lloyd, Lloyd's Official Map of the State of Tennessee, map, 1863, 

Library of Congress, https://www.loc.gov/item/99448806/.  


