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Abstract 

The Vanishing Frontier: Economic and Social Change in Western North Carolina, 1945-1970 

Elisabeth Moore 

This dissertation works to integrate the growth of regional tourism into the existing 

historiography of economic development in Appalachia and the postwar American South. 

Regional leaders introduced an economic transition throughout western North Carolina that 

emphasized the growth of regional tourism. By centering this study on the growth of regional 

tourism, this research also analyzes regional boosters’ efforts to manufacture and commodify a 

racialized and classed folk culture within the region for tourist consumption. In the late 

nineteenth century, journalists and folklorists had emphasized the deviance of mountain life and 

simultaneously romanticized the area as a land of rugged, white frontiersmen. Regional leaders 

during the postwar period embraced many of the romanticized aspects of this Appalachian 

stereotype in tourist promotions. These narratives also served a political purpose, reinforcing the 

economic changes that regional leaders initiated and strengthening their calls for various political 

changes they facilitated in the name of economic development. 
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Chapter One 

Introduction  

Mrs. James Houston, a waitress and the wife of a construction worker from Highlands, 

North Carolina, wrote an impassioned letter to the editor on August 1, 1968.1 Tourists had 

flocked to the town of Highlands a month earlier for hillbilly day. Each year members of the 

Chamber of Commerce and tourists dressed up like hillbillies for a day and participated in a 

festival around the town square.2 Mrs. Houston expressed thanksgiving for the tourists who came 

year after year and sustained her livelihood. She also expressed frustration that neither “out-of-

state people” nor the town’s middle-class leadership ever stopped to consider what life looked 

like for the “hillbilly” among them. Houston described the continued trends of the Appalachian 

outmigration in her town. Throngs of residents had left the southern Appalachian Mountains over 

the last several decades, fleeing the economic insecurity that had come to characterize the lives 

of the region’s working-class residents. While forty first graders had started in her daughter’s 

class, only twenty-one finished that year. Exhausted from trying to sustain a living in a town 

dominated by low-wage, seasonal employment and the early pangs of deindustrialization, “their 

parents had to leave Highlands to make a living.” Houston mockingly applauded regional 

tourism boosters for letting their fellow citizens know in no uncertain terms “how you feel about 

the Hillbillys.”  

Houston begged regional leaders and visitors to pause their mocking portrayals of their 

fellow citizens and ask who was to blame for the socioeconomic status so many found 

 
1 Mrs. James Houston, “The People Speak,” Highlands, August 1, 1968.  
2 “Hillbilly Day Being Planned,” Highlands, June 13, 1968. 
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themselves in. It was not the fault, she asserted, of “the supposedly ignorant Hillbilly who takes 

so little but gives so much” whose “children have to leave their homeland when they finish 

school because there is not a single job for them the year-round.” A week later, in a follow-up 

letter, responding to volatile criticism from various community members, Houston reminded 

readers that she had been in Highlands her whole life.3 She recalled an effort several years before 

to unionize an unnamed textile plant in the region. Celebrating the supposed self-sufficient 

nature of white mountain people, regional leaders had resisted the effort by local working-class 

residents. At this point, she said, the question of unionization was “for the birds.” Houston 

wondered, though, if a unionized plant with decent wages might have kept her ten children living 

nearby.  

Throughout the immediate postwar period, a growing class of regional leaders and 

economic boosters embraced a series of mythological narratives about the Appalachian region 

and its past. Since at least the late nineteenth century, journalists and folklorists had painted the 

southern Appalachian Mountains as an exotic land that existed in geographic and economic 

isolation from the mainstreams of American life.4 These national narratives about mountain 

exoticism often used a culture of poverty framework that emphasized the problematic and 

detestable nature of the region’s presupposed deviance.5 These same narratives often 

romanticized the whiteness of Appalachia, highlighting the area as a land of hardscrabble, white 

 
3 Mrs. James Houston, “The People Speak,” Highlands, August 30, 1968. 
4 Henry D. Shapiro, Appalachia on Our Mind: The Southern Mountains and Mountaineers in the American 

Consciousness, 1870-1920 (Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina Press, 1978).  
5 For examples of a culture of poverty approach in Appalachia see: Jack E. Weller, Yesterday’s People: Life in 

Contemporary Appalachia (Lexington: University of Kentucky Press, 1965). Various scholars have pushed back 

against this framework. See: Helen M. Lewis, Linda Johnson, and Don Askins, ed., Colonialism in Modern 

America: The Appalachian Case (Boone, NC: The Appalachian Consortium Press, 1978); and Dwight B. Billings 

and Kathleen M. Blee, The Road to Poverty: The Making of Wealth and Hardship in Appalachia (Cambridge: 

Cambridge University Press, 2000). For a modern incarnation of this rhetoric see: J.D. Vance Hillbilly Elegy: A 

Memoir of a Family and Culture in Crisis (New York: Harper Publishing, 2016). 
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frontiersmen who were heirs to a rich inheritance of Anglo-Saxon folkways and hearty 

independence. Regional leaders during the postwar period embraced many of the romanticized 

aspects of this Appalachian stereotype. They used narratives about the region already in 

existence to craft a regional pattern of class construction with racialized overtones. Regional 

leaders embraced the region’s racialized folk identity while simultaneously developing a 

paternalistic identity that emphasized their place as leaders engaged in the economic uplift of the 

region’s helpless white mountain poor. Regional leaders used their access to political power and 

external financial resources to initiate an economic transition throughout western North Carolina 

that emphasized the growth of regional tourism as a solution to the area’s economic ills. 

Economic historians of the southern highlands have struggled to incorporate the history 

of tourism into their analysis. Since the emergence of the Appalachian Studies movement in the 

1970s, historians of the mountain South have analyzed economic development in the region.6 

Typically, these studies have focused on traditional extractive industries such as coal and timber 

in the nineteenth century and emphasized the dependent nature of these industries on outside 

capital. Many of the same trends present in studies on economic development in Appalachia and 

the broader American South are forces present in and through western North Carolina’s tourism 

industry during the twentieth century. Like coal, timber, and other extractive industries, tourism 

relied on outside capital and political control of resources by and for outside interests. Likewise, 

 
6 See: Ronald Eller, Miners, Millhands and Mountaineers: Industrialization of the Appalachian South, 1880-1930 

(Knoxville: University of Tennessee Press, 1982); Durwood Dunn, Cades Cove: The Life and Death of A Southern 

Appalachian Community, 1818-1937 (Knoxville: University of Tennessee Press, 1988); Ronald L. Lewis, 

Transforming the Appalachian Countryside: Railroads, Deforestation, and Social Change in West Virginia, 1880-

1920, (Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina Press, 1998); Paul Salstrom, Appalachia’s Path to Dependency: 

Rethinking a Region’s Economic History, 1730-1940, (Knoxville: University Press of Tennessee, 1997); Robert 

Downs, Transforming the South: Federal Development in the Tennessee Valley, 1915-1960, (Baton Rouge: 

Louisiana University Press, 2014); Ronald Eller, Uneven Ground: Appalachia Since 1945, (Lexington: University 

Press of Kentucky, 2013). 
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the low wage, primarily unskilled nature of the employment provided by the industry served to 

enrich outside interests at the expense of local people. This analysis of the tourism industry 

furthers our understanding of the pattern of colonial development noted elsewhere in the region.  

In recent years, historians of the tourism industry have analyzed the industry in numerous 

locations.7 These studies have primarily focused on the politics of image building in courting 

outside investors or visitors. Two works, in particular, study the development of tourism in 

western North Carolina. Published in 2007, C. Brenden Martin’s Tourism in the Mountain South: 

A Double-Edged Sword analyzed the role of tourism in the economic and environmental 

development of the southern highlands from the late eighteenth century through the mid-

twentieth century.8 Martin’s work claims that tourism has played a paradoxical and often 

contradictory role in the region’s development, simultaneously producing continuity and change 

in the same historical context. Martin’s work fits within a more extensive historiography of 

economic development in the New South that emphasizes the role of regional boosters in 

bringing industry to southern locals. Martin claims that historians must understand tourism as 

part of this larger story of New South industrialization. Like other New South industries, tourism 

also depended on outside capital and a non-union, low-wage, seasonal workforce.  

In Creating the Land of the Sky: Tourism and Society in Western North Carolina, 

Richard Starnes analyzes the development of tourism in western North Carolina from the end of 

 
7 See: Karen Cox, Destination Dixie: Tourism and Southern History, (Gainesville: University of Florida Press, 

2014); Karen Cox, Dreaming of Dixie: How the South Was Created in Popular Culture, (Chapel Hill: University of 

North Carolina Press, 2013); Kevin Fox Gotham, Authentic New Orleans: Tourism Culture and race in the Big 

Easy, (New York: New York University Press, 2007); Anthony J Stanonis, Creating the Big Easy: New Orleans and 

the Origins of Modern Tourism, 1918-1945, (Athens: University of Georgia Press, 2008); Richard Starnes, Southern 

Journeys: Tourism History and Culture in the Modern South, (Tuscaloosa: University of Alabama Press, 2003); 

Magurerite Shaffer, See America First: Tourism and National Identity, 1880-1940 (Washington DC: Smithsonian 

Press, 2001); David Whisnant, All That Is Native and Fine: The Politics of Culture in an American Region, (Chapel 

Hill: University of North Carolina Press, 2009). 
8 C. Brenden Martin, Tourism in the Mountain South: A Double Edged Sword (Knoxville: University of Tennessee 

Press, 2007). 
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the Civil War through the 1970s.9 Published in 2005, Starnes similarly asserts that the tourism 

industry in western North Carolina should be understood as a New South industry. Starnes’ 

analysis focuses on the creation of a regional image to promote and sustain that industry. Starnes 

claims that regional boosters benefited from stereotypical depictions of the mountain region 

created by local colorists during the late nineteenth century. These boosters intentionally used 

those images to transform the southern highlands into an exotic travel destination where tourists 

could experience a myriad of diversions from their industrialized homes. In typical New South 

fashion, this regional image was further bolstered by partnerships between state and federal 

agencies, local boosters, and outside developers to create the attractions and infrastructure 

necessary to lure tourists to the region. Starnes ties regional tourism boosters with the rhetoric of 

Henry Grady and other New South proponents. Starnes also succeeds at demonstrating the high 

degree to which tourism impacted city politics as boosters attempted to control the city’s image 

to outsiders.  

By centering the tourism industry in a broader history of regional economic development, 

this dissertation analyzes the complex economic, social, and political forces unleashed by 

tourism boosters within the region during the postwar period. As a result, this work analyzes and 

develops a deeper understanding of western North Carolina’s leadership class, the types of 

economic development they pursued in the postwar period, and the political changes they 

initiated in the name of that economic development. Regional leaders embraced a nuanced 

articulation of Appalachian identity that existed at the delicate intersections of regionally 

nuanced class and racial hierarchies. Regional tourism boosters intentionally manufactured and 

commodified a racialized and classed folk culture within the region for tourist consumption. 

 
9 Richard Starnes, Creating the Land of the Sky: Tourism and Society in Western North Carolina (Tuscaloosa: 

University of Alabama Press, 2010). 
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Regional leaders, in turn, used the cultural infrastructure of regional tourism to cultivate their 

own race and class-based identity through a mythologized narrative of the region’s past. These 

narratives, in turn, allowed them to embrace a politically motivated class and racial blindness. 

Regional leaders used the growth of tourism to create broader political and social changes 

throughout the region. 

The second chapter provides a condensed analysis of economic, social, and political 

history in western North Carolina from the late eighteenth century until World War Two. This 

analysis describes the evolution of the regional economy, emphasizes the role of tourism in the 

development of the region’s broader economic history, and describes the evolving nature of the 

region’s tourism industry during the same period. Western North Carolina’s leadership class 

used tourism throughout the region’s history to negotiate their place within Appalachian identity 

and a separate class-based identity. Involvement with the tourism industry connected regional 

leaders to external sources of wealth and political power that increasingly legitimated their 

belonging as members of the region’s leadership class. This long regional history helped to 

establish a pattern of class construction emerging throughout the broader Appalachian region 

among its urban, upper-middle-class white residents. Regional leaders, in turn, used the external 

economic and political connections fostered by tourism to facilitate the growth of extractive 

industry in the region. 

Chapter three analyzes the self-identification of the region’s leadership class during the 

postwar period and regional boosters’ economic development activities. Regional tourism 

boosters embraced a paternalistic attitude toward white mountain poverty that used a 

romanticized portrayal of the region’s past and crafted a racialized narrative of Appalachian 

economic uplift. This chapter provides a narrative of regional tourism's growth and shifting 
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clientele during the postwar period. Regional tourism boosters used their access to local, state, 

and national networks of political power to implement policies, fund infrastructure 

developments, and develop advertising campaigns in the hope of growing regional tourism. 

Tourism boosters used diverse strategies to protect and grow regional tourism. This chapter also 

analyzes many of the political changes initiated in the name of that growth.  

The fourth chapter analyzes the actions and political identities of a growing class of 

tourism entrepreneurs who developed festivals, amusement parks, and outdoor dramas based on 

historical mythologies about the region. In addition to luring tourists to the area, tourism boosters 

and entrepreneurs used these tourist sites to entrench various narratives about the region and its 

past. Western North Carolina’s white leadership class leveraged the cultural infrastructure 

created by the growth of tourism to solidify myriad narratives about the region’s past, present, 

and future. These narratives furthered boosters’ political purposes by obscuring the reality of 

class and race-based hierarchies in the region’s past and present, helping to ensure their existence 

in the future. In the process, they cultivated a class and racial blindness with significant political 

implications.  

Chapters five and six analyze the implications of these political identities and the ways in 

which two groups of regional residents fought against their application. Chapter five analyzes 

regional boosters’ campaign to court manufacturing plants while resisting residents’ unionization 

efforts. Boosters used tourism’s leisure and cultural infrastructures to lure manufacturing 

executives into establishing plants in the area. Throughout these campaigns, regional boosters 

harnessed stereotypes about the region as an isolated haven of white, independent mountaineers. 

Boosters promised these corporations access to a ready labor supply of white mountain laborers, 

whose racial independence would ensure they resisted any efforts at unionization. Boosters 
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likewise emphasized that the region’s rural geography and tourism’s recreation infrastructure 

would ensure the development of a compliant workforce. Boosters incorporated enduring 

mythologies about the region’s isolation to intentionally maintain the region’s rural geography in 

hopes that dispersing workers throughout the countryside would destabilize working-class 

solidarity and provide a buffer to organized labor. The chapter also briefly analyzes workers’ 

unionization efforts throughout the region, including a detailed discussion of a walkout at 

Glendale Manufacturing in 1955. While the region’s leadership emphasized a class blindness 

that blurred the contours of economic inequality in the area, many working-class residents 

expressed a class-based solidarity. They pushed for the recognition of their right to collectively 

bargain. 

Chapter six analyzes urban renewal in the city of Asheville, the most significant 

metropolitan center in the region. Tourism boosters and city officials used urban renewal to 

reorient the city’s geography around a new tourist district in the city center. Regional leaders 

used urban renewal to geographically construct a façade of whiteness that inscribed the region’s 

mythical status as the last preserve of Anglo-Saxon pioneers on to the city’s landscape. Urban 

renewal in Asheville, as throughout the country, leveled black neighborhoods throughout the city 

in the name of economic development. Urban renewal devastated the region’s black community 

economically while removing them visibly from the city’s landscape. An expanding group of 

black activists across the city tapped into state and national grassroots political organizing 

campaigns to fight against racial inequality in their home communities and declare their right to 

be seen and heard.
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Chapter Two 

“A Seasonal Playground for America’s Industrial Wealth” 

During the second week of June in 1941, “her Majesty Queen Pauline Bourne of the 

mythical realm of Rhododendron” reigned over the fourteenth annual Rhododendron Festival in 

the city of Asheville, North Carolina.1 Dressed in costume patterned after the French 

Renaissance, Bourne was accompanied by Mr. Brainard Rorison, who served as the sovereign 

king over the week’s festivities.2 After months of intense deliberation, the Asheville Chamber of 

Commerce had selected the King and Queen. The choice of Rhododendron royalty served as a 

pivotal aspect of the city’s social season each year.3 Rorison was a graduate of the University of 

North Carolina and described by the Asheville Citizen-Times as “intimately connected with the 

Wachovia Bank and Trust Company.”4 Bourne was originally a resident of New York City who 

had graduated from the Semple School, a finishing school in Manhattan.5 The Asheville 

Chamber of Commerce hired Ward Decorating company to clothe Asheville’s streets in a 

manner worthy of such an important gala.6 Over 400 Rhododendron flags were placed along 

Pack Square and Patton Avenue. Downtown stores decorated their shelves and display boxes in 

rhododendron colors. Each evening the Junior Chamber of Commerce staged special 

entertainment programs and dances on Pack Square. Crowds lined Patton Avenue for the annual 

Rhododendron Festival Float Parade.  

 
1 “Queen and Ladies of the Fourteenth Rhododendron Court,” Asheville Citizen-Times, June 1, 1941.  
2 “Sovereigns of Mythical Kingdom Selected by Secret Committee,” Asheville Citizen-Times, May 4, 1941.  
3 Matt Blaylock, “Appalachian Queens: The Importance of the Debutante in Western North Carolina’s 

Rhododendron Festival” (paper presentation, Society of Appalachian Historians Annual Conference, Abingdon, VA, 

May 19, 2019). 
4 “Sovereigns of Mythical Kingdom Selected.” 
5 “Advertisement for The Semple School for Girls,” Vanity Fair, September 1923.  
6 “Festival Gets Under Way in City Monday: Pageant and Three Dances Highlight Program,” Asheville Citizen-

Times, June 15, 1941. 
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The Rhododendron Festival began in 1928 as a joint effort of Asheville’s American 

Business Club and the Cosmic Club.7 By 1941, the Rhododendron Festival included a week of 

festivities aimed at entertaining the region’s wealthiest guests, highlighting city leaders’ elite 

self-perception of themselves, and facilitating business connections with business leaders outside 

the region. Regional leaders created the festival as a means by which to simultaneously exhibit 

and authenticate their social status. The festival then served as an opportunity for these residents 

to establish and cement various business and political connections with the nation’s upper classes 

each spring. City leaders intentionally put the city of Asheville on display as they simultaneously 

attempted to negotiate a place for themselves within Appalachian identity and as members of the 

nation’s upper class. These residents used the festival to simultaneously assert both their place 

within Appalachian identity and their separation from the region’s working-class image. In doing 

so, they built upon a well-established regional tradition that tied involvement with the tourism 

industry to wealth, social status, and political power.  

Economic historians of the mountain South traditionally have focused on extractive 

industries, such as coal and timber, in the late nineteenth century.8 This historiography has often 

neglected to analyze the vital role that tourism played in the economic, social, and political 

history of the highland South.9 Appalachian tourism began as early as the late eighteenth 

century.10 Throughout the region’s history, the industry consistently played a small but essential 

part in the economy and served as a conduit for the development of extractive industry. Tourism 

 
7 Blaylock, “Appalachian Queens.”  
8 See: Robert Downs, Transforming the South: Federal Development in the Tennessee Valley, 1915-1960, (Baton 

Rouge: Louisiana University Press, 2014); Durwood Dunn, Cades Cove: The Life and Death of A Southern 

Appalachian Community, 1818-1937 (Knoxville: University of Tennessee Press, 1988); Eller, Miners, Millhands 

and Mountaineers; Eller, Uneven Ground; Lewis, Transforming the Appalachian Countryside; and Salstrom, 

Appalachia’s Path to Dependency.  
9 For valuable exceptions to this trend see: Martin, Tourism in the Mountain South; Starnes, Creating the Land of the 

Sky; and John Alexander Williams, Appalachia: A History (Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina Press, 2002).  
10 Starnes, Creating the Land of the Sky; and Williams, Appalachia: A History, 132. 
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also served an important social function in the region. Tourist resorts helped to facilitate the 

development of a regional form of class consciousness that tied membership in the region’s 

leadership class with a progressive, urban self-image.11 Members of the region’s leadership class 

asserted their belonging in that class through the tourism industry by utilizing the region’s tourist 

facilities to visibly highlight their economic and social connections with the outside world.12 

Economic and social relationships with the tourism industry became an important marker of elite 

status.13 Throughout the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, tourist sites facilitated 

networking opportunities between this leadership class and some of the nation’s wealthiest 

citizens. As a result, tourism played a dynamic role in forming the power structures that 

governed Appalachia's economic development and social life well into the late twentieth century.  

A close analysis of the Rhododendron Festival demonstrates the tourism industry's vital 

social, economic, and political impact on western North Carolina during the early twentieth 

century. The nature of Appalachian tourism and its multifaceted goals become apparent in an 

analysis of the Rhododendron Festival’s Royal Court. The Court intentionally used Debutante 

and Lost Cause imagery to symbolically highlight western North Carolina’s leadership class as 

the leaders of the New South.14 The King and Queen’s “Court of the Rhododendron” included 

twenty-six attendants from twelve “adjoining realms.”15 The Asheville Chamber of Commerce 

invited these realm representatives to the festival from each of the former Confederate states and 

the District of Columbia. The Governor of each state then selected a male and female attendant 

 
11 David C. Hsiung, Two Worlds in the Tennessee Mountains: Exploring the Origins of Appalachian Stereotypes 

(Lexington: University of Kentucky Press, 2014); Lewis, Transforming the Appalachian Countryside; and 

Appalachia in the Making: The Mountain South in the Nineteenth Century, ed, Mary Beth Pudup, Dwight B. 

Billings, and Altina L. Waller (Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina Press, 2000). 
12 Martin, “Taking the Cure: The Antebellum Origins of Tourism in the Mountain South,” in Tourism in the 

Mountain South; and Williams, Appalachia: A History, 135. 
13 Salstrom, Appalachia’s Path to Dependency, 8. 
14 Blaylock, “Appalachian Queens.” 
15 “Sovereigns of Mythical Kingdom Selected.” 
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for the festival who would serve as an envoy to the court and a symbolic representative of their 

state’s contributions to the New South.16 Each governor chose the female representative for 

“their beauty, charm, and grace.”17  Like the Queen, sponsors were expected to serve as “typical 

representations of the young womanhood of the South.”18 The Asheville Chamber of Commerce 

put strict rules of conduct in place for members of the royal court, which aimed to ensure that the 

women adhered to the cultural expectations of the chaste southern belle. In 1928, the Atlanta 

Constitution emphasized the importance of Georgia’s representative as a symbol of the state’s 

character and the value of the Rhododendron Festival as a conduit for regional business and 

political connections. The article described the festival as “an event sponsored by many of the 

leading people of the country.”19 Each attendant was dressed in a costume designed in French 

Renaissance style and based around the flower of their representative state. These representatives 

included nine ladies and nine gentlemen in waiting, as well as two pages and two crown bearers 

for both the king and queen.  Most importantly, these representatives attended the festival as 

servants of the Queen and King, who always came from Asheville’s leadership class. Through 

this symbolism, festival organizers used the Rhododendron Queen’s royal court to validate the 

city of Asheville and its business leaders as the symbolic crown of the New South.  

Asheville’s business leaders crafted the Rhododendron Festival’s calendar of events to 

facilitate and display their connections to the wealthy industrialists of the urban Northeast. The 

sponsors and their chaperones were flown to Asheville courtesy of Pennsylvania Central 

Airlines, who supplied a plane specifically for these flights. Throughout the week of the festival, 

 
16 “Festival Gets Under Way.” 
17 Ibid. 
18 This Week in the Land of the Sky, (Asheville: Miller Press, June 12, 1931).   
19 Paul Stevenson, “Rhododendron Contest Brings Many Inquiries: Big List of Pretty Entrants Foreseen,” The 

Atlanta Constitution, May 8, 1928. 
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the aircraft was used to provide state sponsors with trips over the Great Smoky Mountains and 

Craggy Gardens in Pisgah National Forest. Upon arrival, these state sponsors attended a 

luncheon provided by the American Business Club at the George Vanderbilt Hotel. The week’s 

evening festivities began with a military-style ball and dinner honoring each state’s sponsors and 

chaperones. The dinner took place at the Asheville Country Club.20 The “annual investiture and 

military ball of the Rhododendron Royal Brigade of Guards” took place after dinner at the Grove 

Park Inn, a historic luxury resort hotel.21 Built in 1913, The Grove Park Inn was famous for its 

ties to George Vanderbilt’s Biltmore Estate and for hosting various former presidents and 

wealthy industrialists.22 The entire court appeared in full uniform at the ball, accompanied by a 

Royal Brigade, to proclaim King Rorison and Queen Bourne rulers over the week’s festivities.23 

The Royal Brigade remained a social club throughout the year and was composed of local, elite 

men who were primarily drawn from Asheville’s business community.24 According to the 

Asheville Citizen-Times, several hundred summer visitors looked on in amazement that night as 

the Royal Brigade marched in two lines down the center of the Inn’s spacious and elaborately 

decorated lobby to form an honor guard for the king and his court.  

The following morning, the entire court convened again to take photographs and motion 

pictures in full costume on the gardens of the Biltmore Estate.25 Asheville’s leaders used the 

estate, and its regionally historic connection to the family of George Vanderbilt, to emphasize the 

political and economic connections of the region’s elite throughout the festival. After a luncheon 

 
20 “12 Sponsors Arrive Here for Festival: Military Ball is Chief Event on Calendar for Today,” Asheville Citizen-

Times, June 16, 1941. 
21 “Military Ball Opens Annual Festival Here: Colorful Investiture Ceremony Held at Grove Park Inn,” Asheville 

Citizen-Times, June 17, 1941. 
22 Bruce E. Johnson, Built for the Ages: A history of the Grove Park Inn, (Asheville: Grove Park Inn and Country 

Club, 1991). 
23 “Military Ball Opens.” 
24 Blaylock, “Appalachian Queens.” 
25 “12 Sponsors Arrive Here.”  
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at the Battery Park Hotel, the court convened again that evening in front of several hundred 

visitors for the annual Rhododendron pageant at McCormick fields.26 Afterward, the King and 

Queen were “crowned with regal splendor and pomp at the annual Rhododendron ball at the city 

auditorium.”27 Asheville’s business leaders used the festival to highlight and authenticate their 

belonging as part of the region’s leadership class by visibly flaunting their connections to the 

nation’s industrial wealth. The festival’s history demonstrates the multifaceted impact of tourism 

on the region’s economic and social history.  

A Political, Economic, and Social History of western North Carolina’s Tourism Industry 

The tourism industry in western North Carolina began as early as the late eighteenth 

century.28 Most of this tourist business focused on meeting the desires and needs of outside 

elites. Before the Civil War, the industry initially catered to wealthy white southerners who 

summered in the southern mountains at elite resorts.29 According to historian Brenden Martin, 

most of these early resorts began as small spas that catered to wealthy health seekers.30 After the 

completion of the Buncombe Turnpike in 1838, the number and size of these resorts blossomed, 

and wealthy lowlanders began making annual pilgrimages to the southern highlands. The Blue 

Ridge and Atlantic Railroad carried passengers via rail from Charleston, South Carolina to the 

South Carolina Upstate outside of Greenville, South Carolina. 31  Wealthy lowland elites then 

traveled on the stagecoach line that ran daily on the Buncombe Turnpike between Greenville, 

South Carolina and the summer resorts surrounding Asheville, North Carolina. These wealthy 

plantation owners sought to escape the oppressive heat, humidity, and disease they faced in the 

 
26 Ibid.  
27 “Sovereigns of Mythical Kingdom Selected.” 
28 Williams, Appalachia: a History, 132.  
29 For further see: Martin, Tourism in the Mountain South; Starnes, Creating the Land of the Sky. 
30 Martin, “Taking the Cure,” in Tourism in the Mountain South. 
31 Amy C. Ridenour, Inns of Historic Asheville, (Mount Pleasant, SC: Arcadia Publishing Company, 2013): 9.   
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southern lowcountry while enjoying the cooler weather and purported health benefits of 

mountain air. Alexander’s Inn, ideally situated between the Buncombe Turnpike and the French 

Broad River, hosted southern dignitaries including John C. Calhoun and William C. Preston.32 

The southern gentry worked to replicate the lavish social structures and high culture of the 

lowland planter class at these developing resort towns. Flat Rock, a small town thrity miles 

southeast of Asheville, even became regionally known among South Carolina’s gentry as the 

Little Charleston of the Mountains.33  

Antebellum resort communities served important social functions for leaders of both 

sections. To antebellum slaveholders, summers in the mountains served as an important marker 

of their social status as part of the plantocracy.34 Through conspicuous leisure, the southern 

gentry intentionally mimicked the traveling practices of colonial planters and the European 

gentry as a purveyor of their social status.35 Most lowlanders visited highland resorts in family 

groups. This facilitated their role as important avenues for socialization in to the norms of upper-

class southern society.36 Historian John Williams has argued that these resorts “provided a venue 

for the display of wealth and for the exchange of views on fashion and politics.”37 This 

intentional display of wealth rested, in part, on the conspicuous utilization of enslaved labor.38 

Highland resorts depended heavily on the use of enslaved labor and many Lowland families 

brought a number of enslaved domestic laborers with them to highland resorts. The young men 

of the old South also used highland resorts to establish and cement the networks of political and 

 
32 Ridenour, Inns of Historic Asheville, 10. 
33 Martin, Tourism in the Mountain South, 16. 
34 For more on the role of tourism for southern elites see: Charlene M. Lewis Ladies and Gentlemen on Display: 

Planter Society at Virginia Springs, 1790-1860 (Charlottesville: University of Virginia Press, 2001). 
35 Martin, “Taking the Cure,” in Tourism in the Mountain South. 
36 Williams, Appalachia: a History.  
37 Ibid, 133.  
38 John C. Inscoe, Mountain Masters: Slavery and the Sectional Crisis in western North Carolina (Knoxville: 

University of Tennessee Press, 1996). 
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business connections that ran southern politics in the early nineteenth century.39 Appalachian 

resort towns, such as White Sulphur Springs in present day West Virginia, became meeting 

places for secessionist propagandists and influential planters to develop and foment their state’s 

rights worldview. Resort communities such as Flat Rock, North Carolina became sites of cultural 

exchange, political activism, and professional networking between the upper classes of both 

sections.40 While in the region, the planter class of the lowland south interacted with highland 

elites economically, socially, and intellectually. As meeting places, highland resorts thus played 

an important role in evangelizing highland elites with the social values and political ideologies of 

the southern plantocracy. 

These resorts helped establish a pattern of regional class construction emerging 

throughout Appalachia in the late eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries.41 This regional 

pattern tied membership in the leadership class with adherence to a progressive, urban self-image 

legitimated by visible, external, economic and social connections. Regional leaders used these 

resorts to exhibit their economic and social connections with the southern gentry.42 Connection 

with the tourism industry economically and socially became an important marker of membership 

in the leadership class while providing a needed increase in cash flow and increasing an 

individual’s income.43 Local business leaders encouraged the growth of the region’s burgeoning 

hospitality trade for both its economic and its social benefits.44 These resorts played a vital role 

in reinforcing this growing pattern of class consciousness among highland leaders. Managers and 

 
39 Phillips, Life and Labor in the Old South, 365-366. 
40 Williams, Appalachia: a History, 133.  
41 Hsiung, Two Worlds in the Tennessee Mountains; Lewis, Transforming the Appalachian Countryside.   
42 Martin, “Taking the Cure,” in Tourism in the Mountain South; and Williams, Appalachia: a History, 135. 
43 Salstrom, Appalachia’s Path to Dependency, 8. 
44 Martin, Tourism in Mountain South. 
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owners of highland resorts became some of the wealthiest and most powerful residents of the 

southern uplands.45  

Western North Carolina’s leadership class modeled themselves on the plantation gentry 

of the lowlands and worked to dominate the class structure which developed in the region. In 

part because of their connections with the lowland south, most of these resort owners owned a 

number of enslaved persons.46 Historian John Inscoe claims that, as a result of these connections 

and the resulting dependency upon slave labor, these resort towns became hot beds of proslavery 

and secessionist activism prior to the Civil War.47 Historians William McKinney and John Inscoe 

have asserted that “the hierarchical order of mountain society was capped by its slaveowners 

(many of whom owned or managed the region’s resorts). Both they and their black property 

made up a considerably smaller proportion of the populace than was true for most of the south, 

but their dominance of that society was as hegemonic as that of any other southern planter 

elite.”48 Engagement with the tourism industry enabled highland resort owners to cement their 

place as regional leaders by highlighting their connection with the South’s wider planter class. 

Engagement with the tourism industry in the early nineteenth century thus facilitated the 

development of local power structures and patterns of social class differentiation. 

After the Civil War, the clientele of these resorts shifted to a predominately elite northern 

base.49 Members of the nation’s growing class of new industrial wealth embraced a ‘gospel of 

leisure’ that used vacationing at the region’s resorts to make a statement about the luxurious 

 
45 Martin, “Taking the Cure,” in Tourism in the Mountain South. 
46 John Inscoe, Mountain Masters: Slavery and the Sectional Crisis in Western North Carolina (Knoxville: The 

University of Tennessee Press, 1989). 
47 Ibid.  
48 John C. Inscoe and Gordon B. McKinney, The Heart of Confederate Appalachia: Western North Carolina in the 

Civil War (Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina Press, 2003): 18. 
49 Martin, Tourism in the Mountain South, 24-25.  
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nature of their lifestyle.50 Wealthy regional boosters including George Pack, Frank Coxe, George 

Vanderbilt, Edwin Grove, and others intentionally developed western North Carolina’s potential 

as a hub of luxury tourism.51 These regional leaders turned the region “into a seasonal 

playground for America’s industrial wealth,” a playground in which the new moneyed classes of 

the industrial northeast increasingly sought both pleasure and status during annual pilgrimages to 

the southern highlands.52 Vacations at the region’s luxury resorts, and the non-productive display 

of conspicuous leisure that they enabled, became an important way to externally demonstrate the 

social status of the newly rich. Tourism in the area immediately surrounding the present-day city 

of Asheville, North Carolina, blossomed during the late nineteenth century as a result.53  

The fiscal demands of luxury Victorian tourism often surpassed the financial constraints 

of most regional leaders.54 The capital required to develop luxury resorts in an era of 

conspicuous affluence restricted resort development to a small group of wealthy developers who 

succeeded in courting outside investors. In addition to the cost of owning land close to the 

railroad lines, resort developers faced the astronomical cost of constructing and developing their 

resort with the finest materials available.55 Once developed, resort owners faced the ongoing cost 

of equipping their resorts with the lavish amenities, entertainment, food, and furnishings that 

wealthy tourists demanded. The exorbitant capital investment necessary to develop and sustain 

elite resorts increasingly “restricted ownership and participation in the tourist market to regional 

elites and outside capital interests.”56  

 
50 For more see: Reiko Hillyer Designing Dixie: Tourism, Memory and Urban Space in the New South 

(Charlottesville: University of Virginia Press, 2014). 
51 Martin, Tourism in the Mountain South, 120. 
52 Ibid, 28. 
53 For more on the growth of tourism in late nineteenth century Appalachia see: Starnes, Creating the Land of the 

Sky; Martin, Tourism in the Mountain South; and Williams, Appalachia: A History. 
54 Martin, Tourism in the Mountain South, 24. 
55 Ibid, 38. 
56 Ibid. 
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To meet the financial demands of luxury tourism local elites combined with northern 

capital and created extravagant new resorts near the railroad lines that penetrated the region in 

the late nineteenth century. Colonel Frank J. Coxe constructed the Battery Park Hotel in 1886 on 

the top of Battery Porter Hill, the tallest and most recognizable hill in downtown Asheville.57 

Coxe was a native of Philadelphia who had held economic interests in the region since the early 

nineteenth century.58 The Battery Park Hotel became well-known as one of Asheville’s most 

luxurious hotels and became the symbolic measure of the opulence that luxury Victorian tourism 

was required to maintain.59 The Battery Park Hotel contained state of the art accommodations 

and extravagances including 275 electric lamps, some of the first electric lights in the region, an 

Otis elevator, a modern steam radiator, and fireplaces in each guest’s room.60 The hotel 

contained 150 rooms that were expected to house between 400 and 500 guests. The hotel offered 

billiards, a barroom, shooting gallery, bowling alley, smoking rooms, reading rooms, parlors, 

drawing rooms, ballrooms, and 475 feet of porches which offered 1,000 square miles of scenic 

grandeur. William G. Raoul, an industrialist from Massachusetts, financed the construction of the 

English-style Manor Hotel in downtown Asheville in 1898.61 Though less affluent than the 

Battery Park Hotel, the Manor Hotel still boasted the finest accommodations, cuisine, and 

entertainment available at the turn of the century on a slightly smaller scale. By the early 1900s, 

the region’s wealthiest guests increasingly chose to stay at private rental villas. Though 

substantially more expensive, such villas offered easy access to the social life of Asheville’s 

summer season while providing visitors with a greater degree of privacy and space.62 George 

 
57 Ridenour, Inns of Historic Asheville, 15. 
58 Richard Starnes, “A Conspicuous Example of What is Termed the New South: Tourism and Urban Development 

in Asheville, North Carolina, 1880-1925,” North Carolina Historical Review 80, no. 1 (2003): 57. 
59 Ridenour, Inns of Historic Asheville, 18; and Martin, Tourism in the Mountain South, 29. 
60 Martin, Tourism in the Mountain South, 29. 
61 Ibid, 24-25. 
62 Ridenour, Inns of Historic Asheville, 43. 
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Vanderbilt, the grandson of New York railroad tycoon Cornelius Vanderbilt, built a total of six 

rental villas in the area surrounding downtown Asheville. The two and a half story, pebble dash, 

tudor-style villas were designed by Richard Sharp Smith who had served as the supervising 

architect for Vanderbilt’s own private Asheville estate. Each villa was originally available 

throughout the summer season as fully furnished rental mansions on Vernon hill, in Asheville’s 

upscale Victoria neighborhood.63  

Edwin Wiley Grove built the most iconic turn of the century luxury resort in the region.64 

Grove developed and patented Grove’s Tasteless Chill Tonic, a formula for tasteless quinine, and 

eventually founded Paris Medicine Company which was based in St. Louis, Missouri. 65 Grove 

visited Asheville after his doctors suggested staying at one of the region’s sanitariums as a 

treatment for chronic bronchitis. While visiting Asheville for treatment Grove recognized the 

lucrative financial potential of a pleasure resort in the region. Grove moved to Asheville in 1898 

and embarked upon a vast effort to revolutionize public perceptions of the city.66 Asheville’s 

public image had increasingly become tied to the region’s tuberculosis sanitariums throughout 

the nineteenth century. Grove formed EW Grove Park Company, purchased immense amounts of 

land near Sunset Mountain, and financed the construction of the Grove Park Inn. Grove used his 

political influence and vast amounts of capital to reshape the city’s image in order to better 

market the region to the exorbitantly wealthy clients that he envisioned for his new inn. 

The Grove Park Inn was completed in 1913. Built into the side of Sunset Mountain out of 

local stone, Grove developed the design for the inn so that it would appear to emerge naturally 

 
63 Ibid, 44. 
64 Ibid, 53. 
65 Martin, Tourism in the Mountain South, 176. 
66 Ibid. 
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from the contour of the mountain itself.67 Grove and his son-in-law Fred Seely hired local 

residents to extract over 10,000 pounds of stone from nearby mountainsides.68 The stone was 

pulled by mules to a nearby automobile train that hauled the boulders to the side of Sunset 

Mountain where they were used in the construction of the inn’s famous natural façade. Grove 

hired JW McKibben as the lead architect and J. Oscar Mills as the construction superintendent, 

both of whom were brought in from Atlanta, Georgia to head the project.69 Grove also brought 

over 400 African American men from Atlanta, Charleston, and Columbia to form a construction 

crew.70 Grove paid to have a circus tent erected on the grounds for the crew to stay in during 

construction. The crew used a steam shovel to carve a ledge out of the side of Sunset Mountain 

for the inn to rest on; everything else was done by hand.71 Around fifteen carloads of fireproof 

red clay tiles were shipped from Kentucky for the inn’s famous red roof. Workers individually 

nailed each tile to a layer of fireproof cement using copper steel nails.72 

The hotel opened on July 15, 1913 before a crowd of around 400 dignitaries drawn from 

both the upper crust of the region’s leadership class and the nation’s political and economic 

elite.73 The Asheville Citizen-Times noted that the event’s guests included noted political figures, 

heads of industry, senators, congressmen, and “men whose total wealth would run up into the 

millions.”74 William Jennings Bryan, the keynote speaker at the Inn’s opening festivities, 

proclaimed that the Grove Park Inn was a “building for the ages.”75 When it opened in 1913, 

 
67 Starnes, “A Conspicuous Example,” 60. 
68 Ridenour, Inns of Historic Asheville, 55. 
69 Johnson, Built for the Ages, 10. 
70 Starnes, “A Conspicuous Example,” 60. 
71 Ridenour, Inns of Historic Asheville, 62. 
72 Ibid, 66. 
73 Starnes, “A Conspicuous Example,” 61. 
74 “Secretary Bryan is Guest of Honor at Great Banquet that Dedicates Grove Park Inn,” The Asheville Citizen, July 

13, 1913. 
75 Starnes, “A Conspicuous Example,” 61. 
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Grove charged between twenty-five and thirty-give dollars a night to stay at the Inn at a time 

when the average American brought home around eighteen dollars a week.76 Guests typically 

stayed for several weeks or even months at a time and routinely brought their own horses and 

staff with them. 77 In order to maintain a high caliber clientele, Fred Seely required that guests 

who had never stayed at the inn before be personally approved by him prior to being allowed to 

make a reservation. Over the course of its tenure, the inn hosted various national political and 

industrial leaders including Woodrow Wilson, Calvin Coolidge, Herbert Hoover, Henry Ford, 

Frederick Firestone, and Thomas Edison.78 Fred Seely routinely took the inn’s most 

distinguished guests, who were often friends of E.W. Grove, on a personal tour of Sunset 

Mountain and for dinner at his personal estate.79 Grove had worked with Henry Ford when they 

were both living in Detroit in the 1890s and he had become friends with Woodrow Wilson when 

the two men attended Princeton University together.80  

The Grove Park Inn maintained accommodations and amenities worthy of this elite 

clientele. The inn’s spacious and elaborate dining room served seven course meals at dinner 

time.81 In addition to a 120 acre golf course designed by Donald Ross, the Grove Park Inn also 

maintained sixty acres of lawn and over 1,000 acres of forested woodlands for recreational use 

by guests.82 Fred Seely maintained a strict code of conduct that all guests were expected to 

obey.83 Guests who were being disruptive were discretely handed a letter outlining these 

expectations by a Grove Park Inn employee. Grove placed the elevators inside the back of the 

 
76 Ibid. 
77 Johnson, Built for the Ages, 38. 
78 Starnes, “A Conspicuous Example,” 61. 
79 Johnson, Built for the Ages, 39. 
80 Ibid. 
81 Starnes, “A Conspicuous Example,” 61. 
82 Ridenour, Inns of Historic Asheville, 75.  
83 Ibid, 80. 
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inn’s thirty-five-foot-wide fireplaces to muffle any operational noise that might disturb the inn’s 

guests. Automobile traffic was restricted throughout the day and forbidden on the grounds of the 

inn after 10:30 p.m. in order to ensure that the grounds were free of noise pollution and the air 

free of dust that might prove unsettling to the inn’s guests.84 Seely emphasized that the inn 

offered “refined people and busy business men… pure air, common sense, digestible food, quiet 

in the bedrooms at night, the finest orchestra outside of New York and Boston, a great organ, and 

an atmosphere… to find great comfort and a good time.”85 

The transition towards luxury tourism epitomized in the construction of the Grove Park 

Inn helped to cement the pattern of regional class distinction initiated during the Antebellum 

era.86 Connection with highland resorts had previously served as a marker of local political 

influence and social power. At the turn of the twentieth century, connection with the tourism 

industry increasingly indicated access to the vast stores of northern investor’s industrial wealth 

and national political clout.87 Luxury hotels like the Battery Park Hotel and the Grove Park Inn 

played an important economic and social role in the region by facilitating networking 

opportunities between local elites and some of the nation’s wealthiest industrialists. By the early 

twentieth century, guests from New York City and Philadelphia reached Asheville in less than a 

day by rail.88 This mix of locals and tourists composed the upper crust of western North 

Carolina’s social class system. The Swannanoa Hunt Club served this function by bringing 

together wealthy visitors and local elites for fox hunts on the grounds of the Battery Park Hotel.89 

 
84 Ridenour, Inns of Historic Asheville, 58. 
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Guests from various northern urban centers visited Asheville regularly to attend balls that the 

hunt club hosted in the hotel’s ballroom. Local Asheville elites such as Dr. S.W. Battle, who 

served as the club’s president, hosted these events alongside northern industrialists such as Mr. 

Henry M. Steele. Steele, a resident of Baltimore, Maryland served as the club’s secretary. 

George Vanderbilt, Frank Coxe, and E.W. Grove became some of the leading figures among this 

mix of local elites, outside capitalists, and wealthy transplants who had recently relocated to the 

region. Vanderbilt relocated to Asheville after visiting the Blue Ridge Mountains with his mother 

Cornelia in 1888.90 He purchased over 130,000 acres of land and built the lavish Biltmore estate 

in 1889. Vanderbilt’s 250-room French Renaissance Chateau stood apart in its overt opulence. 

Vanderbilt’s story, however, was part of a regional trend of wealthy industrialists who visited the 

region as tourists, witnessed the area’s wealth of natural resources, and either allied themselves 

with local elites or relocated to the region. Essayist Charles Dudley Warner witnessed this trend 

while observing Asheville’s social season in 1887.91 Warner described what he called “a happy 

coming together, it seemed, of southern abandon and northern wealth.”92 

The Growth of Extractive Industry 

Regional boosters used the infrastructure of luxury tourism to facilitate the emergence of 

joint business alliances between outside capital and the local leadership class.93 These 
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relationships cemented power structures that facilitated the growth of extractive industry in 

western North Carolina and reoriented the regional economy around the concerns of outside 

investors. As historian John Williams has noted, across Appalachia these new sites of luxury 

tourism “linked the metropolitan rich with coal operators and their retinues of small-town 

lawyers and bankers.”94 Historian Richard Starnes emphasized this trend in his study of luxury 

Victorian tourism in the Asheville area.95 According to Starnes, Frank Coxe used the Battery 

Park Hotel to “lure northern capitalists to the mountains, hoping luxurious accommodations and 

a pleasant visit would lead to investments in regional ventures.”96 Coxe, who also served as the 

president of the Western North Carolina Railroad, routinely invited railroad officials, potential 

investors, and various stockholders to enjoy the hotel’s amenities. Coxe became heavily involved 

in land speculation and emerged as one of the leading railroad investors in the area in the late 

nineteenth century.  William G. Raoul, an industrialist from Massachusetts who had built the 

Manor Hotel became heavily involved in land speculation throughout western North Carolina.97  

E.W. Grove, the owner of the Grove Park Inn, became heavily involved in land 

speculation and intentionally used his own capital to reorient the downtown area around luxury 

tourism.98 Grove purchased a number of smaller locally owned boarding houses that catered to 

tuberculosis patients and leveled the structures to the ground. Grove was concerned that the 

city’s reputation as a treatment center for tuberculosis patients was hurting its image as a center 

of luxury tourism. After leveling the structures, Grove redeveloped much of the land and built a 
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luxury shopping arcade, a new hotel, and a new auditorium.99 Grove attached restrictive 

covenants to the remaining lots that prevented the construction of any structures for tuberculosis 

patients and resold the parcels individually at a premium to other outside investors. Rampant 

land speculation by Grove and other regional leaders fueled a four-fold increase in property 

values between 1880 and 1900.100 Grove also opened a sawmill and Grove Gravel and Sand 

Company in nearby Madison County.101 Grove used the substantial wealth generated through the 

Grove Park Inn, his land speculation activity, and the various extractive industries that he formed 

to expand his property holdings in Mexico, Texas, Arkansas, Tennessee, Florida, Missouri, West 

Virginia, North and South Carolina, and Georgia. Grove also purchased a cattle company, a coal 

company, several stone quarries, a motor car company, and a real estate company.  

The growth of the tourism industry in the area during the 1890s directly furthered the 

growth of extractive industry in the counties surrounding the city of Asheville.102 Joseph 

Silversteen, a wealthy lawyer from Pennsylvania, visited Toxaway Resort in 1895. After 

becoming interested in the tanning industry, Silversteen relocated to Transylvania County in 

order to take advantage of the ample supply of land, virgin timber, and water that he had 

witnessed while visiting the area. Silversteen initially established Toxaway Tanning Company. 

He later expanded his business interests and purchased 20,000 acres of forest land from George 

and Edith Vanderbilt. Silversteen then established Gloucester Lumber Company which bought, 

leased, and harvested thousands of acres of valuable timberland across present-day Transylvania 

County. By the close of World War II, at its peak in productivity, Silversteen’s various 

enterprises were the single largest employer in Transylvania County. Millionaire JF Haynes, who 
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visited Transylvania County’s various health resorts throughout the late nineteenth century, 

established Brevard Tanning Company in Pisgah Forest, North Carolina. Haynes’ company 

manufactured tannic acid from the bark of chestnut trees. Peter G. Thompson, owner of 

Champion Coated Paper Company, visited western North Carolina in 1904 from Hamilton, 

Ohio.103 In 1911 Thompson purchased some 300,000 acres of timberland rich in Spruce, Balsam, 

and Chestnut. He founded the mill town of Clyde, North Carolina and established Champion 

Fiber Company which became the largest of these enterprises. By 1914 Thompson’s enterprise 

had spread throughout western North Carolina and east Tennessee employing more than 7,000 

people. 

By the eve of the First World War the economy of the area immediately surrounding the 

city of Asheville rested on a mixture of tobacco, tourism, and timber.104 As Brenden C. Martin 

has argued, the tourism industry in the region “spurred tobacco cultivation and industrialization 

in western North Carolina.”105 Asheville, North Carolina developed in to a prominent tobacco 

trading and processing center.106 By the turn of the twentieth century, extractive industry had 

become a major part of western North Carolina’s economy.107 By 1900, a blend of local elites 

and outside capital had established small steam mills and tanneries at Morganton, Brevard, 

Lenoir, Asheville, Marion, Hazelwood, Waynesville, and Andrews. Large band mills were also 

established at Lenoir, Pinola, and Nantahala. The region processed more than 50,000 board feet a 

day, thirty percent of the total hardwood timber cut in the United States at the time. Tanning 

became the second largest industry in the state of North Carolina with around 1,770 enterprises 
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employing some 11,751 workers. Most of these enterprises remained located in the western part 

of the state. On the eve of the First World War timber related industries such as lumber, 

furniture, leather, and rayon were the largest source of nonagricultural employment in the 

Carolina mountains.108 Between 1900 and 1920, the number of western North Carolinians 

employed in those industries increased more than tenfold.  

This economy rested upon a pattern of absentee landownership and labor exploitation 

which combined to channel much of the wealth created by these industries outside of the 

region.109 Since the emergence of the Appalachian Studies movement in the 1970s, historians of 

the mountain South have analyzed economic development in the region. These studies have 

focused on traditional extractive industries such as coal and timber in the nineteenth century and 

emphasized the dependent nature of these industries on outside capital. Timber and other 

extractive industries in the region relied on outside capital and political control of resources by 

and for outside interests. The timber industry also cultivated low-wage, primarily unskilled 

employment opportunities that served to enrich outside interests at the expense of local people. 

Sociologist Wilma Dunaway noted a pattern of colonial development throughout the region.110 

Dunaway applied World Systems Theory to the Appalachian region and used a long durée 

analysis to emphasize the slow steady growth of Appalachia as a peripheral economy. Dunaway 

demonstrated the complex ways in which extractive industries throughout Appalachia worked to 
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drain the region of its natural resources while leaving the regional economy dominated by and 

dependent on outside capital.  

Tourism as an Absentee Industry 

Rather than helping to offset these deficiencies, tourism furthered their entrenchment in 

the region.111 Historian Brenden Martin demonstrated in Tourism in the Mountain South that 

tourism was as vital to the development strategies of New South boosters as the extractive 

industries that have dominated scholarly studies of their efforts.112 Tourism differed slightly from 

the logging camps, textile mills, mining towns, and steel factories that have preoccupied 

historians of New South development. When compared to these extractive industries, tourism did 

provide mountain residents with alternative employment opportunities and “qualitatively better 

jobs.”113 Employment in the tourism industry became a viable form of supplemental income but 

it was by no means a ticket to regional economic prosperity.114 Like other New South industries 

the tourism of the New South was an “inherently colonial industry that exploited cheap labor and 

raw materials and fostered outside dependence.”115 The region’s leadership class had turned 

increasingly toward northern capital investors for financial assistance in developing the region’s 

hospitality potential. By the late nineteenth century tourism increasingly depended on northern 

capital investments that stewarded the region’s resources for the enjoyment of outside interests 

and at the expense of local residents. As a result, the tourist industry furthered the region’s 

historic dependence on outside capital. Tourism also assisted in entrenching the isolated, low-

wage, unskilled labor market that stifled economic growth in the region for generations to come. 
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Similar to other New South industries, tourism was susceptible to boom and bust cycles 

throughout the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries. Owners often brought in workers 

from outside the region who were willing to work for lower pay and typically hired the few 

stable middle-class jobs created by the industry, such as bookkeepers and managers, from 

outside the community. Local residents simultaneously faced soaring land costs and dwindling 

farm acreages. While “residents often initiated a community’s tourism trade… as resorts grew 

over time, the distribution of economic benefits increasingly flowed away from local and 

regional investors to outside corporate interests, leaving behind only seasonal, low-wage 

jobs.”116 

The Grove Park Inn is illustrative of the trend towards absentee ownership and operation 

in the region at the turn of the twentieth century. When the Inn opened in 1913, William 

Jennings Bryan had waxed poetic about E.W. Grove’s philanthropic intent in founding the Grove 

Park Inn. Bryan declared that Grove had “endeared himself” to the region’s population and 

“become a benefactor to Asheville” by founding an institution that would benefit local residents 

financially for decades to come.117 Upon the completion of the inn, Grove returned to St. Louis 

to continue managing his pharmaceutical factory.118 Fred Seely remained at Overlook Castle, the 

thirteen acre estate on the top of Sunset Mountain that Grove had given him when he had moved 

to Asheville. Grove periodically visited Asheville, but he continued to spend the remainder of his 

life traveling the country to manage his vast store of investments elsewhere. Seely hired all the 

inn’s upper management and the majority of the inn’s staff from outside of the region. Seely 

hired William S. Kenney as the Inn’s general manager. Kenney had previously worked at the 
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Mount Washington Hotel in Bretton Woods, New Hampshire. The majority of the Inn’s staff 

were recruited from Massachusetts, New Hampshire, and New York. Local residents gained little 

access to the jobs created by the Grove Park Inn.  

The Decline of Timber and Agriculture 

After World War One the timber industry and agriculture in western North Carolina 

began to decline setting the stage for a regional economic downturn that would highlight the 

preexisting weaknesses in the regional economy.119 Commercial timbering operations clear-cut 

large swaths of western North Carolina’s forests with little concern for future growth.120 The 

introduction of machine logging operations after 1910 exacerbated this destruction and initiated 

extensive removal of the region’s old hardwoods. By 1919 Appalachian timber operations had 

exhausted much of the region’s supply of timber. Most of the region’s lumbering companies 

began moving their operations to the hardwoods of Oregon and Washington.121 Clearcutting of 

the region’s forests simultaneously destroyed the productive capacities of much of the land for 

agricultural purposes. In 1910 Reverend Dr. AE Brown described the impact of clearcutting on 

the mountain economy in an interview for the Manufacturer’s Record. 122 Brown observed that 

while the timbering industry had brought employment for many mountain residents, it 

“destroy(ed) the future for them, because the sides of the mountains have been denuded of their 

top soil and the bottom lands have been overflowed and swept away, thereby destroying their 
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value for agricultural purposes.”123 The exodus of timbering also resulted in the decline of many 

of the timber related industries in the Carolina Mountains.124 Tannin, a product of chestnut and 

oak bark used in manufacturing leather, had been another major employer in the region. The 

tanning industry employed nearly 1,200 people at its height in 1916. The chestnut blight and the 

decline of mountain timbering resulted in the industry’s precipitous decline. By 1926 the North 

Carolina Bureau of Labor statistics found less than 400 individuals working in tanning and 

leather-related trades throughout western North Carolina.  

After a brief increase in productivity during the Second World War, lumber and pulp 

mills throughout western North Carolina continued their decline.125 In 1942, when production 

had ramped up to meet war-time demand, there were 747 sawmills in western North Carolina 

producing 237,000 million board feet per year.126  By 1950 the natural resources on which 

timbering relied were “largely depleted and the jobs they supported were ‘dwindling away’.”127 

In 1957 only 374 sawmills remained and over 100 of those sawmills sat idle.128 That year the 

timbering industry in western North Carolina produced only 101,000 million board feet. Logging 

and milling operations, the primary form of actual employment in the logging industry, 

witnessed drastic declines as well. WBTV interviewed a resident of Burnsville, North Carolina, 

for a film about the Carolina mountains in 1964. He remembered this decline vividly, recalling 

that in his “boyhood days the country was dotted with (saw)mills everywhere. I could count six 

or eight good mills and now the Linebarger mill is the only one I know in operation.”129 Most of 
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the 301 logging operations that remained in the region by the late 1950s offered “only irregular 

or casual employment.”130 These operations employed a total of 2,107 individuals for an average 

of sixty-five days per year in 1957.131 The industry had witnessed an eighty-two percent decrease 

from the 11,751 individuals it had employed around 1900.132 Workers earned an average of 650 

dollars per season.133 Faced with these figures, the Ford Foundation’s Appalachian Regional 

Survey concluded that “low wages and temporary work, then, characterize(d)” employment in 

the timbering industry for those few who remained employed.134 

Mountain agriculture began to decline in the wake of the Second World War as well.135 

That decline further exacerbated the economic difficulties facing western North Carolinians 

during the postwar era. Absentee landowners had laid claim to the most accessible and fertile 

land in the region for timbering purposes during the late nineteenth century.136 This land-grab 

pushed mountain farmers on to the worst land in the region, the fertility of which had been 

largely exhausted by the early twentieth century.137 Throughout the eighteenth and nineteenth 

centuries, mountain farms had also been repeatedly divided amongst land owners’ descendants 

over the course of several generations.138 As a result, the Appalachian Regional Survey 

summarized in 1962 that mountain agriculture had become characterized by “too few resources 

being divided among too many people.”139 Throughout the region this complex land-use history 

 
130 Appalachian Region, 118. 
131 Ibid. 
132 Eller, Miners, Millhands, and Mountaineers, 103. 
133 Appalachian Region, 118. 
134 Ibid. 
135 For more on the decline of agriculture in the South see: Downs, Transforming the South; Gilbert C. Fite, Cotton 

Fields no More: Southern Agriculture, 1865-1980 (Lexington: University Press of Kentucky, 2009). 
136 “The Last Great Trees” in Eller, Miners, Millhands, and Mountaineers.  
137 Korstadt, To Right These Wrongs, 232. 
138 For more on the dividing of family farms in Appalachia see: Waller, Feud. 
139 Appalachian Region, 89. 



34 

 

resulted in farms that were significantly smaller than the national average.140 In 1954 the average 

farm in western North Carolina consisted of only fifty-five acres. The average farm nationwide 

had an acreage of 242. The average mountain farm also maintained a significantly lower 

percentage of its overall acreage in harvested cropland. Farms in western North Carolina used 

around 19 percent of their land for cropland while thirty-two percent of the average mountain 

farm rested in uncultivated forested woodlands. The average farm nationally used almost forty-

four percent of its acreage in cropland.  

 Rising operating costs, declining crop prices, and increased acreage controls combined to 

further decrease the incomes of the region’s farmers.141 The North Carolina Extension Service 

reported in 1949 that “reduced crop acreages and declining prices for farm commodities” led to 

lower net incomes for farmers across the western part of the state.142 According to the service’s 

annual report that year, this decline was a marked shift downward from the war years.  During 

the war, the overall income of the region’s farms had increased steadily from 1942 through 1945. 
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This downward trend began in 1948 and continued to worsen throughout the 1950s.143 In 1950, 

western North Carolina’s farmers harvested the smallest corn and tobacco crops in seventy 

years.144 The Extension Service reported in 1955 that the “price-cost situation” of farms state-

wide had continued to decline.145 By 1962, more than sixty-five percent of farms in western 

North Carolina produced less than 1,200 dollars annually.146 The Ford Foundation’s Appalachian 

Regional Survey concluded that there were simply “entirely too many farm residents in the 

region to be supported by even the most improved agriculture.” 147 The survey emphasized that 

farm residents should continue looking for supplemental incomes outside the agricultural sector.  

The North Carolina Extension Service also emphasized the need for western North Carolina’s 

farmers to begin “casting about for new enterprises” as early as 1950.148 Mountain farmers and 

farm laborers left fulltime agricultural employment throughout the postwar era as a result. 

According to the North Carolina Extension Service, the farm population was around fifty-nine 

percent of the region’s overall population in 1920.149 By 1950 farm related employment had 

fallen to twenty-six and a half percent of the regional population.  

The state’s struggling farms literally provided restless city dwellers with the greener 

pastures they envisioned while providing farmers with a form of supplemental income.150 The 
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Farmer’s Federation in 1925 observed that the region’s farmers had contributed to regional 

tourism since members of the lowland gentry traveled over the mountains in the antebellum 

period. Regional farmers had adapted farmhouses “to the entertainment of summer visitors.”151 

On the national market the farmer’s agricultural goods were sold at a higher price that the farmer 

himself did not benefit from. Taking in tourists brought in supplemental income through the 

rents of visitors. Even more importantly, it enabled the farmer’s table to become the most 

successful marketing tool for the farmer’s product. Farmers were able to successfully “quadruple 

the price that he can otherwise get for” his goods and pocket the entirety of the profit himself by 

selling his produce directly to tourists. The organization estimated that around 2,000 people had 

stayed in the farm homes of western North Carolina that year, many for the entire summer 

season. The organization also argued that farm vacations benefited the region by filtering out the 

presence of tourists who might degrade the overall tourist experience regionally. The article 

argued that the type of tourist who was likely to “select the country as the place for health and 

recreation is likely to be the type whose character and influence will be elevating.” Members of 

the ever-suspicious jazz crowd would never be attracted to a vacation experience characterized 

by the hallmarks of country life. Instead, those tourists most likely to seek out a farm vacation 

were “the sort that reads” and those “whose sympathies lie with all that is wholesome.”  

Farm vacations became increasingly popular throughout the postwar era.152 Tourism 

advertisements throughout the period relied on images of the South which promised residents of 

the urban North an escape from modern industrial life.153 Farm tourism fit the needs of this 
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promotional material perfectly. Instead of staying at hotels and motels which stunk of modern 

conveniences, farm tourism offered visitors a seemingly authentic rural experience. An article in 

the Asheville Citizen-Times summed up this imagery impeccably. In their view, farm tourism 

offered “thousands of city dwellers… the pastoral make your own bed simplicity of the farm – 

complete with home baked bread, cow milking and egg-collecting for the children. This spring 

thousands of us farmers and rural landowners will be ‘planting’ a brand new cash crop – 

recreation of every description from baseball to bird-watching… In many instances whole 

pockets of poverty are being alleviated by the trend from farming to tourism.”154  

Mountain farmers participated in and profited from the tourism industry while 

simultaneously exploiting a rural ideal. Marketing professionals from the North Carolina 

Extension Service encouraged local farmers to develop roadside markets along major tourist 

thoroughfares.155 These markets enabled farmers to sell their products at higher prices directly to 

consumers that were drawn from the growing tourist market. Consumers who were willing to 

pay a premium for what they believed was an authentic Appalachian experience. Roadside 

markets allowed farmers to tap into a broader market and sell their produce at a higher price, 

bringing in “a sizeable portion of the farm income.”156 Roadside markets also relied heavily on 

the labor of farm wives who were simultaneously being pressed to stretch the farm family’s 

budget and secure non-farm supplemental income to make ends meet.157 As early as 1949, the 

agricultural extension service in North Carolina had established over forty-four roadside markets 

in over forty counties across the state out of an effort to provide “an opportunity for rural women 
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to supplement the family income.”158 That year around 1,152 women associated with the 

extension service sold 5,540,668.94 dollars’ worth of produce. In 1954, the extension service in 

Marion County noted that farm families were expected to be “faced with the problem of 

stretching meager incomes” to provide for all household needs.159 Recent supplemental industrial 

employment had resulted in higher net incomes for most families. Yet the county recognized that 

most farm families would still not make enough income to provide for their basic needs. As a 

result, they encouraged farm wives to increase their activities at regional roadside markets and to 

consider supplementing the sale of produce with the sale of canned and preserved goods. 

The North Carolina Extension Service also encouraged farm wives to produce handicrafts 

for sale at these roadside markets.160 Home demonstration agents in Transylvania County offered 

a handicraft workshop in 1952.161 Around 150 women attended and learned how to make 

brooms, hook rugs and honeysuckle baskets, cane chairs, and do wood carving. The goal of the 

workshop was to assist farm women in learning how to make items that were to be sold as a form 

of supplemental income at roadside markets throughout the tourist season. The extension service 

noted an increased interest in handicrafts tutorials in the western part of the state in areas where 

the flow of tourists had increased. These tourists “offered a splendid market for crafts of high-

quality goods made from native materials” and provided regional families with the opportunity 

to secure a slightly higher standard of living.162 Tourist promotional material portrayed the 
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mountain handicrafts movement as the inevitable outgrowth of a population preserving skill sets 

that had been passed down for generations. For farm women, engagement with handicrafts 

activities centered primarily around economic survival. In 1957 a study of North Carolina’s 

western counties revealed that twenty-eight percent of women made less than 1,000 dollars that 

year.163 In 1947, for example, women involved with the extension service’s program in western 

North Carolina made more than 7,125 handicraft items for sale at roadside markets providing a 

combined supplemental income of only 8,819 dollars.164 By 1957, this had grown to thirty-six 

curbside markets and 327 roadside markets. 165 That year farm women involved with extension 

service programs sold a combined 873,242 dollars’ worth of produce and brought in around 

60,186 dollars from the sale of handicrafts. In Henderson County, mountain farm families 

developed souvenirs out of rhododendron that had been gathered for free off the forest floor.166 

Rhododendron and mountain laurel had been a featured centerpiece of regional mythology since 

the late nineteenth century and continued to “delight American tourists with their flowering 

beauty.” Local farm women gathered rhododendron during the fall and winter, seasoned the 

wood for about a year, and then carved various items from the wood into souvenirs including salt 

and pepper shakers and miniature moonshine stills. The freely available wood retained its 

characteristic grain for years, and the raw material itself tapped into regional tourist imagery.167  

Through diversified land use, resident farmers also began developing recreational 

enterprises that enabled them to “plant” tourists as their new cash crop throughout the 1950s and 
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60s.168 Across the state, the North Carolina extension service encouraged farmers to become 

“interested in exploring the income potential from recreational uses of their land.”169 Extension 

Service personnel observed that, as tourism across the region had grown, demand for recreational 

facilities had grown exponentially. A recent study conducted the Department of Economics at 

North Carolina State University had concluded that most suggested facilities could easily be 

operated alongside the operations of most mid-size farms without the need to add additional 

labor. Farmers could “improve their incomes” by adding a campground, fishing lake, riding 

stable, hunting preserve, or nature trail to their private land.  

The study suggested adding a thirty-campsite facility given that “many campgrounds in 

the region are filled to capacity on weekends.” If the farmer charged two dollars per site per day 

and the site ran at forty percent capacity from May through September, the campsites would add 

a projected income of 1,167 dollars per year. If the farmer erected “a small supply store to bring 

in additional income” they could raise that income to a combined total of 3,312 dollars. The only 

barrier to reaping these enormous benefits was the 10,670 dollars in upfront costs to clear and 

grade land and add fireplaces, garbage facilities, and a ready water supply. Developing a golf 

course, fishing lake, or riding stable required a lower but substantial up-front investment as well. 

The study did note that it was certainly possible for a “resourceful farm operator” to develop the 

projects with less “capital outlay than suggested here, thereby reducing overhead costs.” 

Nevertheless, while such projects offered substantial potential increases to a farmer’s income, the 
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upfront investment needed to transition several acres of land to recreational use provided a 

substantial barrier that favored larger farms. The North Carolina Extension Service noted this 

barrier in their annual report in 1957.170 The report demonstrated that most farm families in that 

year’s study were too small to undertake any of these new recreational enterprises on their own 

because of the substantial financial barrier.  

In 1962, the Extension Service attempted to address this problem.171 That year, the North 

Carolina Extension Service encouraged farmers to take advantage of “loans offered by the farm 

home administration and authorized under the food and agriculture act of 1962 which permitted 

the use of loan funds to finance recreational enterprises.”172 The Highlander noted a substantial 

increase in the number of “family farms now in Macon County that have a tree shaded stream 

flowing through land, unnecessary to the successful operation of the farm,… (as well as) fish 

ponds, picnic tables, and cooking facilities to lure visitors and local anglers for a few hours 

recreation.”173 Such loans appear to have enabled many local farm families to erect recreational 

facilities as a form of supplemental income.  

Several projects, however, required little to no upfront investment. Hugh Fields, a 

wildlife specialist with the North Carolina Extension Service encouraged farmers to make a 

profit by selling tourists a permit to fish, hunt, or picnic on their land.174 The amount spent on 

recreational hunting in the United States had doubled between 1949 and 1960. Fields encouraged 

farmers to sell permits for the use of their land to tourists who desired to hunt wild game such as 

rabbits that repopulated themselves. In this way, farmers could make a profit off uncultivated 
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forested woodland without having to invest in stocking the land with game. Fields asserted that 

there were “enough farm game animals to restock themselves if their habitat requirements are 

adequate.” While farmers could not legally sell the wild game found on their land they could 

“sell the privilege to hunt on their land” by advertising their “farm hunting or fishing enterprise” 

in a local newspaper. 

The establishment of recreational ponds proved to be the most successful of these types 

of projects. The establishment of a three-acre paid fishing lake required the least upfront 

investment out of all the suggested projects and required the least amount of land.175 If a farmer 

secured the anticipated four permits per day during the tourist season, they could bring in 526 

dollars above their operating costs. While the developing of a pond, including stocking it with 

game, required an overhead investment of around 2,945 dollars, the pond could also be used for 

irrigation and flood control purposes on the rest of the farm. In 1949, the North Carolina 

Extension Service found an increased emphasis across the state on pasture development as part 

of the state’s growing emphasis on cattle development.176 Several meat processing plants had 

relocated to the region and offered a ready market for local cattle.177 Decreasing crop acreages on 

staple crops such as tobacco had also caused large numbers of farmers in western North Carolina 

to shift their emphasis towards livestock.178 As a result over 200,000 acres of ladino clover 

grazing fields had been added across the state since 1945. Extension officials also emphasized 

the need to continue reclaiming idle land across the state for various uses through ditching and 

draining.  
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In 1952, North Carolina farms endured a drought that decimated hay crops and crippled 

livestock across the state.179 The drought, exacerbated by poor irrigation on many farms, created 

a crop loss of over 1.5 million dollars. Extension service officials statewide increased the 

agency’s emphasis on education about irrigation techniques, noting the poor irrigation of many 

farms in the western part of the state. Projects spearheaded by the North Carolina extension 

service continued to emphasize the need for irrigation on many farms for several years. The 

agency recommended the development of farm ponds as a profitable investment in order “to 

supply water for irrigation, provide fish for food, and for general recreation purposes.”  

Shifts in crop acreages, the rise in truck farming, and the move towards partially 

reorienting agriculture around tourism caused many regional farmers to begin emphasizing high 

yield horticultural crops. Mountain agriculture, long dominated by tobacco and corn, had 

recognized the need to take advantage of truck crops such as strawberries, beans, and apples.180 

In 1930, most farmers in western North Carolina had focused their production in tobacco.181 By 

1954 most production in the region had shifted to emphasizing high yield horticultural crops that 

could be grown on comparatively small units of land. Between 1945 and 1966 North Carolina’s 

strawberry crop grew from 3,575,000 bushels to over 8,050,000 bushels.182 The state produced 

around 1,027,000 bushels of peaches in 1945. By 1966, the state had produced over 2 million 

bushels. Most of this shift occurred in order to take advantage of the growing fruit and truck crop 

industry.183 The New York Times nicknamed this transition “North Carolina’s new look in 
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agriculture” in 1961.184 The article noted that contract farming, virtually unknown in the state 

before World War II, had surged in recent years and increased through the growth of small and 

large processing operations in the state.  

The Appalachian Regional Survey noted in 1954 that some of this shift had resulted from 

reorienting production around the “products that could be sold in local markets” alongside roads 

heavily traveled during the tourist season. The Extension Service emphasized the benefits of 

everbearing varieties of strawberries in 1955.185 Such varieties could be grown on as little as one 

and a half acres of land but provided three separate yields of fruit in the spring, summer, and fall. 

The extension service emphasized that they only recommended this particular type of strawberry 

“for planting in areas where they can be sold to tourists throughout” the tourist season. The 

extension service funded a project in 1955 that placed 200 to 300 highbush blueberry plants “in 

mountain counties with the tourist trade… to show the profit that can be made” from their sale 

during the tourist season.186 The project emphasized that farmers could increase revenue by 

charging more per bushel because tourists would pay a “premium for the agricultural 

experience.” Another project that year emphasized the profitability of planting small five-acre 

peach orchards near tourist thoroughfares “where families passing through as tourists can 

purchase fruit.” This same plan encouraged mountain farmers to increase the growing of 

sunflowers. Mountain farmers grew sunflowers in fallow fields to increase the nitrogen content 

of the soil. Once they had served their purpose as a natural fertilizer, mountain farmers could sell 

the sunflowers to tourists at roadside markets and make a profit off a field that would have 

otherwise sat vacant.  
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Combined, these shifts stabilized or increased the incomes of many farmers across 

western North Carolina. Farmers in Mitchell County noted a twelve percent increase in 

agricultural income between 1956 and 1960.187 Observers credited the rise in truck crops, such as 

apples and poultry, as well as the agricultural market provided by tourism for this steady rise. 

Agricultural income in Buncombe and Transylvania counties remained relatively static between 

1961 and 1966. Farm income in Macon County increased steadily in the early 1970s as farmers 

began converting portions of their farmland into tourist attractions.188 When a drought hit the 

county in 1970, traditional crops such as grain and tobacco were hit hard. As a result, farmers 

concentrated a small portion of their land in high yield, high profit crops such as tomatoes, 

apples, and sweet corn. Adding tourist attractions to their fallow fields upped the income of 

Cowee Valley farmers by more than ten times in a year which should have otherwise bankrupted 

most farm families. Between 1963 and 1965, over 226 farmers in Buncombe County converted 

portions of their land into farm tourism attractions.189 According to an article in the Asheville 

Citizen-Times most of these farmers “figure that their profits demonstrate incontestably that farm 

tourism well pays the farmer and well pleases the tourist.”190  

Those who remained employed in the agricultural sector of the economy transitioned to 

part-time farm employment. This regional trend mirrored a similar transition to part-time 

employment in the industrial and hospitality sectors of the regional economy.191 The Ford 

Foundation’s Appalachian Regional Survey highlighted this trend in its study of the region’s 
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economy.192 The survey found that around half of all the farm families in the Appalachian region 

maintained a part-time classification by 1954. The North Carolina Extension Service also 

emphasized this trend in its annual report in 1955. The report underscored that “an increasing 

number of families are securing non-farm employment to supplement farm income.”193 By 1955, 

this trend toward part-time farm employment was pronounced enough in western North Carolina 

that the North Carolina Extension Service began employing several full-time employees who 

specialized in the unique difficulties associated with part-time agriculture.194  Around eighty 

percent of the farm families in the western part of the state had some sort of non-farm 

supplemental income by 1955. In Transylvania County less than 15 percent of the rural 

population lived on a farm by 1955. 195 Those families who remained on a farm in the county 

“depend(ed) heavily upon nonfarm occupations for their income.”196   

The Postwar Regional Economy 

As extractive industry and agriculture lessened their footholds in the regional economy, 

western North Carolinians “increasingly looked toward the development of manufacturing to 

provide economic salvation” for the region.197 The region witnessed sturdy growth in the 

manufacturing sector of the economy during and after the Second World War. In 1930 more 

western North Carolinians were employed in agriculture than in manufacturing.198 By 1950 that 

trend had reversed. Between 1929 and 1958 the number of manufacturing establishments and the 

number of individuals employed in manufacturing increased in western North Carolina more 
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rapidly than the national average.199 Western North Carolina witnessed a 38 percent increase in 

the number of manufacturing establishments. By 1958 the region had around 1.58 manufacturing 

establishments for every 1,000 residents, only slightly below the national average of 1.72.  

This growth in the manufacturing sector of the region’s economy proved incapable of 

fulfilling the role of regional economic savior. Textile, food, and furniture manufacturing 

constituted the majority of the new manufacturing establishments that entered the region during 

that period.200 These industries maintained comparatively low wage rates when compared to 

national trends201 and did not grow at a sufficient rate to offset both the exodus of timber-related 

industries and the collapse of western North Carolina’s farms.202 The impact of this growth also 

remained unevenly distributed throughout North Carolina’s western counties and almost entirely 

isolated to the town centers and metropolitan areas of the region.203 Buncombe, Henderson, 

Transylvania, and McDowell counties witnessed the most growth in the number of 

manufacturing establishments and the number of individuals employed in manufacturing 

between 1929 and 1958. These counties constituted what regional newspaperman D. Hiden 

Ramsey termed the region’s “four major industrial counties.”204 Clay, Cherokee, Yancey, 

Mitchell, and Madison counties, some of the region’s overwhelmingly rural counties, witnessed 

little or no growth in either indicator during the same period.205 The manufacturing jobs 

increasingly available in the counties surrounding Asheville proved incapable of absorbing the 

labor surplus of all the state’s western counties.206   
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Western North Carolina’s poorest counties remained dominated by agriculture in the 

immediate postwar period. Watauga, Avery, Mitchell, Yancey, and Clay counties were also the 

region’s most rural counties. In Clay County, the region’s poorest county, seventy-two percent of 

families lived on a rural farm and sixty percent of the workforce remained employed in 

agriculture. In Watauga, Avery, Mitchell, and Yancey counties around 63 percent of families 

remained on a rural farm and between forty-eight and fifty percent of the workforce remained 

employed in agriculture. Around fifteen percent of the workforce in these counties were 

employed in either manufacturing or extractive industry by 1950. However, these industrial 

employment opportunities remained undiversified and concentrated in chronically sick 

industries. Around six percent of the overall workforce were employed in the textile industry, 

around seven percent remained employed in lumbering, and a small minority of residents were 

employed in mining.207 

In contrast, the workforce in the region’s most urban counties had a higher concentration 

of residents employed in manufacturing, a small minority employed in agriculture, a portion 

employed in retail, and a growing number of white-collar professionals.208 Buncombe, 

Transylvania, Henderson, Haywood, and McDowell counties were also the region’s most urban 

counties and were geographically situated along the foothills of the North Carolina Piedmont. In 

Buncombe County, the region’s most urban county, forty-seven percent of residents lived in an 

urban setting and sixteen percent of residents lived in a rural nonfarm setting. In Haywood 

County fifty-eight percent of residents lived in a rural nonfarm setting and around nine percent of 

the region’s residents lived in an urban setting. Throughout these counties a sizeable portion of 

residents lived in more urban settings and a majority were employed in either manufacturing or 
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tourist related professions as early as 1949. In Buncombe County twenty-three percent of the 

workforce were employed in manufacturing, twenty percent were employed in retail and an 

ample portion were employed in finance, at tourist establishments, or in white collar professions. 

Around forty percent of the workforce in Haywood County were employed in manufacturing. 

Importantly, employment in the manufacturing sector in these richer counties was still dominated 

by textiles and lumber by 1950.209 However, these counties were slightly more diversified than 

the region’s poorer counties. Furniture, leather, and paper manufacturing maintained 

employment strongholds throughout these counties. A sizeable portion of residents also 

increasingly found employment in a handful of food processing and rubber manufacturing plants 

that had recently been established in the region. The manufacturing establishments in these richer 

counties also tended to be larger and employed a greater number of people. 

The economic situation facing western North Carolinians remained relatively bleak in the 

immediate postwar period. Nationally, the average American family in 1949 made around 3,073 

dollars. 210 Families in western North Carolina subsisted on around 1,495 dollars annually, less 

than half of what most American families lived on at the time. Around sixty-four percent of the 

region’s families made less than 2,000 dollars per year. Even in the region’s most prosperous 

counties, the average family income in 1949 was only 2,032 dollars and around forty-nine 

percent of the families in those counties lived on less than 2,000 dollars a year. The economic 

situation that existed in the region’s poorest counties was staggeringly low. The average family 

in Clay County could expect to bring in only 996 dollars in 1949 and around seventy-nine 

percent of the county’s families functioned on less than 2,000 dollars a year. In Watauga, Avery, 

Mitchell, and Yancey counties the average family income was only 1,125 dollars. 
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Approximately 76,386 western North Carolinians fled the Carolina mountains on 

“hillbilly highway” between 1950 and 1960 as a direct result of this lackluster economic 

portrait.211 Western North Carolinians joined the throngs of Appalachian outmigrants who left 

Appalachia in droves throughout the mid-twentieth century in search of alternative 

employment.212 According to historian Robert Korstad, Appalachian outmigration had reached 

such high levels by the 1950s that residents “quipped that the only things taught in mountain 

schools after World War II were the three Rs – reading, writing, and Route 23, or whatever the 

local highway to the North was.”213 WBTV reported in 1964 that the town of Burnsville, North 

Carolina had become, “like many of her upland neighbors,… a town in mourning for lost 

youth.”214 In an interview the town’s mayor described that most of the young people had left the 

town they were raised in because of “a big shortage of employment for our people.”215 Around 

forteen percent of Burnsville’s population had migrated out of the region over the last decade. 

Migrants from the formerly booming timber towns of western North Carolina’s rural counties 

settled in Cincinnati, Dayton, Detroit, and Chicago.216 In Detroit, Appalachian outmigrants 

concentrated in “Little Appalachia” where they established their own restaurants and community 

institutions. Many residents of the Carolina uplands increasingly migrated on a part-time basis to 

the textile towns of the North Carolina piedmont for employment.217 
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Migration out of western North Carolina exceeded the natural birthrate by more than 

twelve percent in 1960.218 During that same decade the national population increased by almost 

twenty percent. In Watauga, Avery, Mitchell, and Yancey counties nineteen to twenty-eight 

percent of the population left the region between 1950 and 1960.219 Between 1950 and 1960 

around thirteen percent of western North Carolina’s population left the region.220 During that 

same decade eastern Kentucky lost around thirty-five percent of its overall population and 

around twenty-five percent of the state of West Virginia left the Mountain State for greener 

economic pastures.221 Appalachian outmigration was symptomatic of the economic malaise that 

the region found itself in during the postwar period.  

Appalachia’s postwar economic maladies fit within a broader story of economic 

development in the South as a whole.222 In 1938 Franklin Roosevelt had declared the South to be 

the number one economic problem of a nation still mired in the final pangs of the Great 

Depression.223 Southern statesmen turned once again toward the goal of creating a new south. 

These boosters built on the actions and visions of late nineteenth century Southern boosters such 

as Henry Grady.224 Grady and others had spearheaded campaigns throughout the South which 

aimed to lure northern investors to establish industry in the region while working to maintain the 

socioeconomic and political power structures of the plantation south. Such boosters succeeded in 
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industrializing the south by advertising the region’s rich storehouse of natural resources, and 

ample supply of cheap unorganized labor.  

During the period following the Second World War, state governments throughout the 

South took up the mantle of economic development for a new generation.225 Historian James 

Cobb has demonstrated that these state efforts worked to modernize the Southern economy while 

maintaining the region’s traditional economic, social, and political power structures.226 These 

boosters lured northern manufacturers to the region utilizing tax exemptions and advertisement 

campaigns that touted the region’s inexpensive labor pool, emphasis on deregulation, and 

historical hostility to unionization.227 Their campaigns targeted labor-intensive, low-skill, low-

wage industries that industrialized the Southern economy without having to develop the region’s 

human capital. The southern economy expanded, but this newest version of the south continued 

to nurture what James Cobb has called a “self-reinforcing pattern of slow growth wherein the 

potential for social and political disruption was minimal. Within this context both planters and 

manufacturers found it mutually advantageous to maintain an abundant controlled labor supply 

(and) eliminate the possibility of a political challenge from below.”228 As a result, the economic 

and political characteristics of the postwar new south mirrored the old in many ways. Now 
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dependent on outside capital for sustenance, the industries of this new south maintained the same 

paternalism, low wages, and labor exploitation that had characterized the old.  

Historians of economic boosterism in the postwar South have neglected to study the 

pivotal role that tourism played in the developmental strategies of southern boosters.229 The 

growth of tourism in the region also worked functionally to maintain and entrench the same 

economic weaknesses created by the manufacturing enterprises that have dominated the attention 

of historians. The employment vacuum created by the decline of agriculture and the timber 

industry created an isolated, low-skill, low-wage workforce throughout the region that was ideal 

for tourism.230 Chronically underemployed and facing rising costs of living, western North 

Carolinians increasingly relied on employment in the hospitality industry to avoid outmigration. 

The hospitality industry continued to resist unionization and overwhelmingly offered only 

unskilled, minimum-wage, seasonal positions.231 Throughout the postwar period, the growing 

corporatization of the region’s tourist facilities by outside interests exacerbated these trends.232 

This transition facilitated the industry’s continued resistance to unionization and furthered the 

exportation of the industry’s profits.  

Between 1950 and 1967 the development activities of western North Carolina’s booster 

class continued to favor economic expansion in the slightly more urban counties.233 This trend 

 
229 For a notable exception see: C. Brenden Martin, “Millionaires Must Cost Us Something: The Economics of 

Victorian Tourism” in Tourism in the Mountain South: A Double-edged Sword (Knoxville: University of Tennessee 

Press, 2007): 23-42. In this chapter Martin focuses on the role of tourism in New South boosterism in the late 

nineteenth century. For more on the shifting economic dynamics in Appalachian tourism from 1914-2000 see: 

Martin, “’It’s a Whole Lot Easier to Pick Tourists than Cotton:’ The Economics of Mountain Tourism in the 

Automobile Age,” Tourism in the Mountains South, 105-139. In this chapter Martin demonstrates the impact of 

these preexisting trends on the development of the industry in the twentieth century. 
230 Martin, Tourism in the Mountain South, 137. 
231 Ibid. 
232 Ibid, 106. 
233 Bureau of the Census, County and City Data Book. (Washington, DC, US Department of Commerce, 1950, 1956, 
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emerged as early as 1956 when reliance on tourism began to grow and manufacturing continued 

to diversify in Buncombe, Henderson, Transylvania, McDowell, and Haywood counties.234 In 

McDowell County, around fifty percent of the workforce was employed in manufacturing by 

1956. In the remainder of these counties anywhere from twenty-two to forty percent of the 

workforce were employed in manufacturing. Employment in manufacturing remained dominated 

by textile, paper, and lumber. Increasingly, residents also found greater employment 

opportunities in glass manufacturing, food processing, rubber manufacturing, and chemical 

manufacturing as plants grew or relocated to the region. These counties also witnessed the most 

growth in regional tourism which was partially responsible for creating an increased availability 

of service industry jobs. In Transylvania County around nine percent of the workforce was 

employed at either eating or drinking establishments by 1956. In Buncombe County around 

twelve percent of the workforce was employed in the restaurant industry. This stands in direct 

contrast to the growth of the restaurant industry in the region’s most rural counties. In Clay 

County, less than two percent of the workforce were employed in the restaurant industry at the 

same time. These counties also witnessed growth in white collar employment during the same 

period. In Buncombe County around thirty-seven percent of the workforce was made up of 

white-collar professionals. These trends continued throughout 1967 as tourism grew, the 

manufacturing sector continued to diversify, and the number of white-collar professionals 

continued to expand. By 1967 there were fifteen food processing plants, fifty-six textile mills, 

nine paper plants, twenty-two lumber mills, six glass factories, and thirteen electrical plants in 

those five counties alone.  In contrast, the region’s most rural counties continued to rely 

primarily on agriculture and a small handful of declining employment opportunities in the textile 
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and lumber industry. Compared to the diversification present in the five wealthiest counties, the 

region’s thirteen poorest counties had thirty-three smaller textile mills and nineteen struggling 

lumber companies in 1967. Less than fifteen percent of the workforce in Clay, Madison, 

Watauga, Avery, Yancey, and Mitchell counties were employed in manufacturing by 1962.235 

Between forty-six and sixty percent of the workforce in those counties continued to struggle to 

make ends meet through agricultural employment.  These trends remained relatively stagnant 

throughout 1967.236  

This uneven pattern of economic diversification widened the divide that had existed 

between western North Carolina’s most urban and more rural counties in 1949. The average 

yearly income of families in the region’s poorest counties increased substantially less than the 

average family income in the region’s richest counties between 1949 and 1967.237 The average 

family in Clay County had earned around 996 dollars in 1949.238 By 1967, the average family in 

Clay County still only made around 1,921 dollars.239 In contrast, the average income of families 

in Transylvania County grew from 1,741 dollars in 1949 to 4,172 dollars in 1967.240 The 

percentage of families living below the poverty level witnessed a similar trend in both counties. 

In Clay County seventy-nine percent of families made less than 2,000 dollars annually in 

1949.241 By 1967 over seventy percent of families still lived below 3,000 dollars annually.242 In 

Transylvania County over fifty-six percent of families lived on less than 2,000 dollars a year in 
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1949.243 By 1967 less than thirty-six percent of those families were still living on less than 3,000 

dollars a day.244 The average family income in the region’s six poorest counties reached only 

2,457.70 dollars in 1967 at a time when the average American family made around 5,660 dollars 

a year. These counties also maintained the highest unemployment rates in the region. In 1962, 

between eight and eleven percent of the residents in these counties were unemployed; almost 

double the national unemployment rate.245 A substantial percentage of the residents who were 

employed were forced to look for work outside of their home county, migrating to the counties 

surrounding Asheville or to the North Carolina Piedmont for employment during the workweek. 

Around one out of every four residents in Avery County were employed somewhere other than 

their county of residence. In contrast, the region’s wealthiest counties sustained unemployment 

rates that were comparable to or lower than both the state and national averages.  By 1962 only 

three percent of Henderson County’s workforce was unemployed, slightly below the national 

average of five percent. Importantly however, even in the wealthiest counties, the average family 

income remained well below both the national and state average.246 The average family made 

around 4,212 dollars annually in Buncombe, Henderson, Transylvania, Haywood, and McDowell 

counties while the average family nationally could expect to earn around 5,660 dollars that same 

year.  

In the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries regional boosters in the Asheville area 

had “tout(ed) tourism as a panacea for the region’s economic woes.”247 Tourism had failed to 

deliver on its promises, enriching only those with ample surplus capital or connections to outside 
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investors. The industry had facilitated the growth of extractive industry and cemented the power 

structures that governed economic development in the region. During the period after the Second 

World War when timbering had declined, and agriculture had grown weak, regional leaders once 

again heralded tourism as the solution to the region’s economic decline. In 1964, when the Ford 

Foundation interviewed regional leaders about the economic problems still facing western North 

Carolina they once again touted tourism as the solution to the region’s problems.248 One regional 

leader reminded viewers that western North Carolina’s strategic location was the region’s 

greatest economic asset. He promised viewers that western North Carolina could leave its 

economic difficulties in the past if the region could succeed in courting investors to establish 

manufacturing plants and successfully advertise attractions and resort developments. If they 

succeeded in growing tourism local employment would improve, the region would attract 

manufacturing plants, and the quality of life for all western North Carolinians would grow with 

it. 

 
248 The Vanishing Frontier. 
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Chapter Three 

“The Vanishing Frontier” 

In the midst of western North Carolina’s enduring postwar economic difficulties, the 

North Carolina Film Board produced a motion picture entitled “The Vanishing Frontier” in 

collaboration with the Ford Foundation and WBTV in Charlotte, North Carolina.1 The film 

analyzed both the symptoms and origins of this economic situation and proposed a series of 

recommendations that aimed to improve the region’s economic outlook going forward. The film 

simultaneously used a series of interviews with residents and a romanticized portrayal of the 

region’s past to craft a narrative of Appalachian poverty. The film’s messaging built upon many 

of the themes present in the narratives surrounding the region since the late nineteenth century.2 

A close analysis of the film’s themes reveals the paternalistic attitudes of regional economic 

boosters towards mountain poverty and their various strategies for economic development in the 

region.  

The film opened with a narrator clad in a suit and tie who began his stoic “report on the 

North Carolina mountain people” with the reminder that “the Appalachian region, one of 

America’s last lingering frontiers, (wa)s in trouble” once again. The narrator’s ensuing analysis 

emphasized the quaint nobility of the mountain poor. He claimed that North Carolina’s 

mountaineers had been “locked out of the nineteenth century” and subsequently cut off from the 

mainstreams of American life. Banjo music transitioned viewers to footage of cars driving 

 
1 The Vanishing Frontier.  
2 For more on the development of Appalachian stereotypes see: Allen Batteau, The Invention of Appalachia 

(Tucson: University of Arizona Press, 1990); Backtalk From Appalachia: Confronting Stereotypes Norman Gurney, 

Dwight B. Billings, and Katherine Ledford, eds.. (Lexington: University Press of Kentucky, 2000); Appalachia in 

the Making; Shapiro, Appalachia on Our Mind; Hsiung, Two Worlds in the Tennessee Mountains; and Anthony 

Harkins, Hillbilly: A Cultural History of an American Icon (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2003). 
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around the paved town square of Burnsville, North Carolina. Meanwhile, the narrator introduced 

the “Carolina town locked in the ancient weather worn Appalachian mountains” where “the 

primitive frontier ways remained on.” While the rest of the world was “swapping his horse for 

the motor car,” the narrator reminded viewers that “mountain son and daughter still grew up by 

the cedar churn, the apple press, the draw knife, and the iron kettle” instead. The film’s analysis 

simultaneously insinuated that mountain poverty resulted from the same Rip Van Winkle sleep, 

or supposed time spent in suspended animation, which created the mountaineer’s otherwise 

charming otherness. The film contained a series of interviews with regional leaders. One 

interviewee argued that the same imagined period of mountain isolation that preserved mountain 

life in its glorious antiquity also marked the entrance of mountain residents “into a series of up to 

three generations of ignorance and poverty.” It was during this period in the region’s history that 

the mountain poor supposedly “corroded in character (and) became ignorant.”  Mountaineers 

remained “proud, stubborn, (and) self-reliant.” Therefore, they remained deserving of regional 

economic uplift. But they deserved pity along with quaint adoration. 

The film also employed a romanticized and oversimplified historical narrative of the 

region that served to craft a racialized definition of mountain poverty’s dignity. This historical 

narrative traced the racial origin of “a proud people whose ancestry had… earned a reputation for 

hard toil and fierce independence” back to the first settlers who entered the region five 

generations before. According to the narrator, these men entered the region “fresh out of the 

battlefields of the American Revolution” demanding nothing more than good farmland and 

democracy in its purest form. They were the racial heirs to the legacy of the noble men who 

elected Andrew Jackson to the White House and the riflemen descended from the likes of Daniel 

Boone himself. This narrative portrayed the poor white residents of western North Carolina as a 
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people who were racially destined to stand against tyranny and as heirs to a world supposedly 

unspoiled by the divisions of class and race warfare ripping modern America apart at the seams. 

They were, in the words of one interviewee, racially “shaped and molded by the mountains… an 

essential part, of the greatness of this democracy that is the state of North Carolina.” Another 

interviewee called upon viewers to remember that while there were “other strains of ethnic 

(European) stock in these mountains… the overwhelming majority of the people in these 

mountains are scotch.” Other interviewees emphasized that “the mountain people have not been 

slaveholders in the main” and worked to remove the historical reality of mountain enslavement 

from the region’s historical character.3 This narrative worked to erase the contributions of 

minority groups on Appalachian history and to present mountain whites as innocent bystanders 

in the country’s problematic racial history. Relying on the mountaineers’ childlike innocence to 

modernity and thus, to modern racial conflict, this narrative emphasized the inherent goodness 

and racial purity of mountain whiteness. 

According to many regional economic boosters, the mountaineer deserved regional 

economic uplift because of this constructed racial heritage and his resulting historic self-reliance. 

Regional booster and newspaperman D. Hiden Ramsey wrote a letter to Luther Hodges, the 

governor of North Carolina, in July of 1960.4 Ramsey detailed the economic situation of the 

state’s far-western counties which he characterized as “particularly bleak” and without any 

“future prospect to warrant any optimism.”5 Ramsey expressed concern that if action was not 

 
3 For more on slavery in Appalachia see: Inscoe, Mountain Masters; McKinney, Heart of Confederate Appalachia; 

Inscoe, Appalachians and Race; Edward Cabbel and William Turner, Blacks in Appalachia (Lexington: University 

Press of Kentucky, 1985); and Steven E. Nash, “Aiding the Southern Mountain Republicans: The Freedmen’s 

Bureau in Buncombe County,” North Carolina Historical Review 83, no 1 (January 2006). 
4 Letter to Governor Luther Hodges from D. Hiden Ramsey on July 21, 1960, in the D. Hiden Ramsey Papers 

#3805, Southern Historical Collection, The Wilson Library, University of North Carolina at Chapel Hill. 
5 Ibid. 
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taken soon that western North Carolina would become “the economic slums of our state.”6 At the 

end of his letter, Ramsey pulled upon the racial construction outlined above to demonstrate 

mountain poverty’s inclusion within modern constructions of the deserving poor. Ramsey 

bemoaned that the saddest part of western North Carolina’s economic situation was that “the 

residents of these counties are fine folks, good Anglo-Saxon stock. They deserve a better break,” 

he said. In Ramsey’s eyes, western North Carolinians deserved economic assistance in large part 

because of the presumed racial makeup of their population. In his letter, Ramsey also asserted 

that residents of the region’s more rural counties were incapable of handling their own affairs 

and solving this economic situation without the help of state officials. Ramsey encouraged the 

governor to “help them to help themselves.” 

In the same vein of thought as Ramsey’s letter, regional elites placed themselves as actors 

engaged in the economic uplift of the helpless mountain poor. A series of interviews with 

regional leaders proved pivotal in crafting the “Vanishing Frontier’s” narrative of racialized 

economic uplift. Throughout their interviews these regional leaders placed themselves within the 

region’s noble racialized identity while simultaneously separating themselves from its working-

class image. Throughout the film, regional elites referred to themselves in these interviews as 

mountaineers when discussing the region’s historically constructed racialized folk identity. 

When discussing economic uplift in the region the language of local elites shifted. Instead of 

portraying themselves as mountaineers, economic boosters portrayed themselves as agents of 

economic uplift externally engaged in shaping a community separate from themselves. When 

discussing their efforts at economic uplift boosters referred to western North Carolina’s poorer 

residents as an entity to be studied and acted upon rather than as a community of which they 

 
6 Ibid.  
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were a part. Boosters referenced “the mountain people” or the “mountaineer and his dilemma” of 

regional poverty when discussing the region’s economy. One interviewee described his 

relationship with the region’s poorer residents. He asserted that the mountain poor “have a 

feeling that we are critical of them because they don’t live in accordance to the same fashion that 

we do. They are very sensitive,” he said.  

Similar rhetorical patterns appeared throughout the correspondences of regional boosters 

and state officials. C.M. Douglas, a member of Brevard’s Chamber of Commerce, wrote to 

Charles Parker in May of 1962 to praise the state government’s recently published “Variety 

Vacationland” brochure.7 After praising the North Carolina Advertising Division’s recent 

handling of the state’s tourism advertisements, Douglas’ letter mockingly transitioned into a fake 

mountain accent. “You’ns is raley smart!” Douglas commended him. Boosters often used this 

type of mock mountain dialect in their letters to one another after commending one another for 

their actions on behalf of the mountain poor. Such rhetoric allowed local elites to present 

themselves as belonging within the region’s folk identity while emphasizing their membership 

within a separate class-based identity. This pattern of identification built upon regional class 

distinctions cemented through the tourism industry in previous decades.  

The end of “The Vanishing Frontier” consisted primarily of interviews with a number of 

regional boosters who expressed optimism that there was still hope for the region’s economic 

salvation.8 Throughout these final interviews local elites expressed hopes that the region’s 

economy was undergoing a process of growth that would usher in a new era of prosperity for all 

of the region’s residents. One interviewee expressed that he would “be classed as an optimist” in 

 
7 Letter from CM Douglas of the Brevard Chamber of Commerce to Charlie Parker of the North Carolina News 

Bureau on May 23, 1962, in Permanent Publications of the Department of Conservation and Development, Travel 

and Promotion Division #44, State Archives of North Carolina. 
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his consideration of the region’s economic potential. The cause for this optimism lay solely in 

the burgeoning tourism industry. Another interviewee also expressed hope that growing the 

region’s tourism industry would “not only… improve opportunity for our local people here” but 

would make the region into an asset for industries who were looking for places to locate 

manufacturing plants.  The growth of tourism was expected to create “rapidly developing 

factories and industrial employment” as well. D. Hiden Ramsey likewise encouraged viewers to 

put their faith in the growth of tourism. Ramsey believed that “our tourist industry will be one 

thing that will help us out. We have beautiful scenery around here (he said) … I think the answer 

to our problem is the tourist industry.” Regional boosters encouraged the growth of the tourism 

industry and perceived of that growth as the long-awaited economic savior that the region had 

been waiting for.  

The Appalachian Regional Survey and state and local development organizations 

expressed similar sentiments of faith in tourism’s ability to lift the region out of its economic 

stupor. The Appalachian Regional Survey emphasized that the lure of the region’s wilderness to 

visitors would only increase as metropolitan sprawl engulfed greater swaths of American land.9 

The report emphasized that areas of the region that lacked many conventional resources still 

possessed an untapped wealth of natural beauty. In a statement indicative of tourism’s lure for 

the region’s economic boosters, the report observed that “the possibility of economically 

exploiting this aesthetic and recreational resource has captured the imagination of nearly all who 

have sought to solve the problems of the region.” 10 The survey also noted the potential positive 

impact of tourism on the development of manufacturing in the region.11  

 
9 Appalachian Region, 86. 
10 Ibid. 
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The Organizational Structures and Actions of Regional Tourism Boosters 

Beginning in the immediate postwar period, tourism boosters across the state of North 

Carolina had also begun to herald tourism as the hope of a new economic age.12 In typical New 

South fashion, these boosters played a pivotal role in efforts to grow the tourism industry in 

western North Carolina.13 Tourism boosters founded a non-profit volunteer booster organization 

entitled the Travel Council of North Carolina in 1955.14 The Travel Council was composed of a 

diverse mix of individuals and organizations devoted to developing the tourism industry “along 

all fronts.” 15 The Council initiated several programs aimed at developing the industry’s potential 

and acted as a public relations manager for the state as a whole. It also served as a state-

recognized advisory body on matters affecting the industry to the state legislature, the 

Department of Conservation and Development, local health departments, the Department of 

Public Instruction, the National Park Service, and the State Department of Archives and 

History.16 Essentially, the North Carolina Travel Council served as a state-wide lobby that 

advocated for programs and policies that would benefit the state’s burgeoning hospitality trade in 

all sectors of state and local government.  
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Regional leaders bonded together to form the Western North Carolina Associated 

Communities, or WNCAC, in 1946.17 The organization aimed to facilitate regional cooperation 

among the Chambers of Commerce in North Carolina’s western counties in order to better 

promote the region’s economic development.18 WNCAC founded the Western North Carolina 

Tourist Association in 1949.19 The board of the Western North Carolina Tourist Association, or 

the WNCTA, was made up of a member from each of the state’s western counties.20 Each board 

member was connected directly to a tourist-related accommodation or restaurant. Indicative of 

the breadth of tourism’s impact on the regional economy, the organization’s associate members 

included a broader array of “establishments such as Gift shops, Auto Service Stations, Garages, 

Banks, Retail Trade Stores, Newspaper offices, Drug Stores, Beauty Shops, (and) Barber 

Shops”21 Citing the “keen competition nationally and internationally for the tourist dollar” 

WNCTA was founded in order to organize the region’s hospitality industry professionals and 

facilitate their regional cooperation to better promote and develop the region’s tourist business.22 

WNCTA played a pivotal role in the growth of regional tourism by applying political and 
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economic pressure on state and local officials, facilitating the development of regional industry 

standards, and spearheading regional advertisement campaigns.23 

State and local government officials directly invested in the growth of the tourism 

industry as a solution to western North Carolina’s economic woes. In 1956, Governor Luther 

Hodges presented a report before the North Carolina Department of Natural and Economic 

Resources.24 Hodges directly cited efforts aimed at the growth of tourism as part of the state 

government’s attempt to stymie the Appalachian outmigration. Hodges emphasized the bleak 

economic picture facing western North Carolina if the state government failed in courting new 

tourist traffic. Hodges noted recent changes in the state’s tobacco and timbering economies and 

reminded readers that thousands of North Carolinians were expected to need employment in the 
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coming years because of those changes. Hodges wanted to avoid the “export (of) our people” by 

utilizing the strength of the state government to grow tourism in the state.25  

The North Carolina Department of Conservation and Development played a crucial role 

in growing North Carolina’s hospitality trade.26 Until the passage of the Executive Organization 

Act in 1971, the Department of Conservation and Development consisted of separate divisions 

responsible for various aspects of North Carolina’s overall economic wellbeing.27 The 

department included divisions that specialized in the management of the state’s diverse natural 

resources which included a division of fisheries, wildlife resources, and state parks. Importantly, 

the department also contained divisions that specialized in the growth of tourism, manufacturing, 

and agriculture. The department aimed to coordinate the management of the state’s varied natural 

resources for the development of the state’s overall economy in a sustainable manner.  

The Department of Conservation and Development invested specifically in tourism 

through state sponsored advertisement campaigns.28 The department produced full color 
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advertisements in both newspaper and magazines and produced motion pictures and musical 

commercials for broadcast nationally. The department also closely monitored national press 

coverage of the state and facilitated a vast public relations campaign aimed at fostering favorable 

views on the state nationwide. The North Carolina state government established the state’s first 

advertising division, as part of the Department of Conservation and Development, under the 

leadership of Bill Sharpe in 1937.29 Sharpe worked for the Office of War Information in Raleigh 

during World War II and as the advertising director for Fairchild aircraft plant in Burlington, 

North Carolina. Sharpe returned as the state’s top press agent in 1951 and remained the head of 

the state advertising division until his sudden death in early 1970. During the postwar era, the 

state advertising division under Sharpe’s leadership masterfully controlled and crafted North 

Carolina’s image through national print media and state-sponsored advertising campaigns. Our 

State magazine editorialized in 1969 that Sharpe had magically “invade(d) the portals of New 

York's plush offices and command(ed) the first-name attention of America's top editors, and 

could often enlist nationally-known talents, at no cost, to help him tell the North Carolina story.” 
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These advertisement campaigns simultaneously aimed to “lure new industry and would-be 

tourists to the State by emphasizing ‘The uniqueness of North Carolina.”30  

The Department of Conservation and Development, WNCAC, and TCNC each created 

various networking opportunities for the state’s tourism professionals.31 The Travel Council 

hosted various meetings across the state that aimed to promote “forums for mutual exchange of 

ideas and the launching of action programs.”32 The Department of Conservation and 

Development worked together with the governor’s office to host annual Travel Information 

Conferences in each section of the state aimed at coordinating the development of the industry 

on a state-wide basis.33 These conferences brought travel professionals from across the state 

together for networking and professional training. The meetings of the WNCAC also provided 

networking opportunities for regional leaders and tourism professionals across the western part 

of the state. Different tourist establishments took turns hosting the organization’s meetings which 

provided board members with the opportunity to host the organization.34  
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WNCAC established various programs aimed at training hospitality workers as well as 

regulating the quality of tourist establishments.35 In December of 1952 the organization noted 

that operators of tourist facilities in western North Carolina were “plagued with a continuous 

problem of obtaining an adequate supply of employees who have at least rudimentary training.”36  

Many tourism boosters felt frustrated that “the tourist business in North Carolina is practiced by 

amateurs… by and large… folks have got into the tourist business without the proper 

background and training.”37 The rapid expansion of the industry had exacerbated this problem 

making the need for regional training in “tourist-touching” even more acute. 38 The organization 

worked in coordination with Western Carolina Teachers College and the North Carolina 

Employment Commission to provide training schools prior to the summer tourist season. The 

organization established a training program to provide an “orientation to tourist work” and 

worked with the North Carolina Employment Commission to refer unemployed adults to the 

training programs. These programs included training in engaging with the public, sanitation 

requirements in food handling, among other subjects.39 Training schools also included a number 

 
35 Memo to President Reid and Dean Bird entitled “Proposed Training Programs for Operators and Employers of the 

Tourist Industry,” December 5, 1952, Western North Carolina Associated Communities Papers, MSS80-12.18, 

Special and Digital Collections Center, Hunter Library, Cullowhee, NC; Report by Mrs. Harison entitled “Welcome 

Information Centers” in Meeting Minutes of WNCAC, October 16, 1967, Western North Carolina Associated 

Communities Papers, MSS80-12.18, Special and Digital Collections Center, Hunter Library, Cullowhee, NC; 

Meeting Minutes of WNCTA, May 30, 1952, Western North Carolina Associated Communities Papers, MSS80-

12.18, Special and Digital Collections Center, Hunter Library, Cullowhee, NC; Meeting Minutes of WNCTA, 

March 21, 1951, Western North Carolina Associated Communities Papers, MSS80-12.18, Special and Digital 

Collections Center, Hunter Library, Cullowhee, NC; Meeting Minutes of WNCAC, June, 1952, Western North 

Carolina Associated Communities Papers, MSS80-12.18, Special and Digital Collections Center, Hunter Library, 

Cullowhee, NC; Report by Bart Leiper entitled “WNC Highlanders Report” in Meeting Minutes of WNCAC, April 

28, 1953, Western North Carolina Associated Communities Papers, MSS80-12.18, Special and Digital Collections 

Center, Hunter Library, Cullowhee, NC. 
36 Memo to President Reid and Dean Bird entitled “Proposed Training Programs for Operators and Employers of the 

Tourist Industry,” December 5, 1952, Western North Carolina Associated Communities Papers, MSS80-12.18, 

Special and Digital Collections Center, Hunter Library, Cullowhee, NC. 
37 John Parris, “Communities Group Told of Area Tourism Needs,” Asheville Citizen-Times, July 10, 1968. 
38 Memo to President Reid and Dean Bird entitled “Proposed Training Programs for Operators and Employers of the 

Tourist Industry,” December 5, 1952, Western North Carolina Associated Communities Papers, MSS80-12.18, 

Special and Digital Collections Center, Hunter Library, Cullowhee, NC. 
39 Ibid. 



71 

 

of lectures on regional attractions, lessons on the “lore of the mountains,” and instruction in state 

history meant to facilitate regional pride and increase tourist workers’ ability to refer visitors to 

additional attractions.40 In June of 1952, Garth Cate presented at WNCAC’s meeting in Jackson 

County.41 Born in Wisconsin, Cate was an author and newspaperman in New York who retired 

to Tryon, North Carolina and began working as a travel consultant. Cate recommended that the 

organization facilitate ways for tourism workers to travel throughout western North Carolina. 

Cate believed that this travel would enable hospitality workers to better recommend additional 

places of interest to visitors. In the spring of 1953, WNCAC awarded over 40 free vacation trips 

to mountain residents employed in the tourism industry to facilitate their awareness of the 

region’s hospitality opportunities.42 WNCAC asserted that employees who had experienced 

tourism in western North Carolina first-hand would be better equipped to refer tourists to the best 

experiences available in mountain tourism.  

Regional booster organizations created opportunities for additional hospitality training 

for all residents as part of community college and high school curriculums. They also advocated 

for the growth of technical institutions for those officially employed in the hospitality industry. 

The North Carolina Travel Association played a role in instituting a series of courses through 

Western Carolina Teachers College to meet this need.43 Provided throughout the state, these 

courses worked to provide “basic training to our young people as they come up through schools. 
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This has been done in the North for many years in traditional heavy industry and should be done 

here in the hospitality industry” to increase professionalization.44  

Western North Carolina Associated Communities also worked to develop a set of 

standards and a process of accreditation to regulate the quality of accommodations. The number 

of tourists visiting the region had grown so quickly during the postwar era that accommodations 

had developed informally at the grassroots.45 Local residents opened rooms in private homes or 

developed small motor courts that they operated as a form of supplemental family income. 

WNCAC decried in 1956 that, as a result “the great majority of the people engaged in tourist 

activity were not 'professional' in their approach.”46 Mrs. Doyle Alley, the temporary secretary of 

the newly formed Western North Carolina Tourist Association, wrote upon the organization’s 

birth that she hoped that “maybe at long last the people who are in this business will get together, 

drive out the racketeers, and have a real professional organization which will protect, and further 

a business of inestimable value to that area and to North Carolina.”47 By 1962, the Appalachian 

Regional Survey highlighted similar situations across the region and called for the 

implementation of “some method of control developed to check the ‘tourist traps’ which are 

found along the more heavily traveled highways.”48 Tourist traps, the survey argued, advertised 

extensively with gaudy signs that obscured the region’s natural beauty and capitalized on the 

generically obscene rather than the regionally genuine. Some formed mountain zoos that 

gathered together a group of snakes and other wild animals or hitched a sled to a pair of steers 
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and advertised the sleigh as “modern mountain transportation.”49 Such apparently exploitative 

amusements tricked “the unsuspecting tourist who pay [sic.] twenty-five or fifty cents to take a 

picture of such a rig or some other equally ridiculous item.”50 

WNCAC emphasized the importance of developing additional accommodations that met 

higher standards of cleanliness, professionalization, and service while improving some existing 

establishments.51 If the region wanted “to maintain our share of… business and to increase it, it 

is necessary that we continue to improve standards.”52 Higher standards of sanitation, better 

foods, and quality beds were expected to ensure higher occupancy rates and increase the average 

length of a visitor’s stay.53 Such efforts overtly favored those accommodations that fit the tight 

confines of tourism boosters’ visions of respectability.54 

The organization developed an accreditation process and worked to funnel tourists into 

businesses with the Western North Carolina Tourist Association seal of approval. Such efforts 

placed the marketing apparatus of state and local governments behind these larger operations and 

stymied the profitability of smaller grassroots mountain entrepreneurs who struggled to compete 

for tourist business. The Western North Carolina Tourist Association required its members to 

maintain the highest standards of “courtesy, neatness, cleanliness, (and) State Board of Health 
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Grade ‘A’ rating.”55 WNCTA maintained close ties with the State Sanitation and Health program 

and worked to conform accredited members to the program’s standards.56 Businesses who met 

the organization’s standards and paid a membership fee of between five and fifteen dollars were 

accepted. 57 Members who completed the accreditation process received a window sticker and 

metal membership sign from their local tourist association.58 The sign included WNCTA’s logo 

and the text “Western North Carolina Tourist Association Member.” WNCTA also published an 

annual map which was distributed through the State Advertising Division of the Department of 

Conservation and Development in Raleigh. The map listed accredited accommodations and 

editorialized that membership in the WNCTA was a tourist’s “guarantee of welcome, comfort, 

and cooperation.”59 The inside of the map contained a caption that emphasized that “a man is 

known by the company he keeps and the Western North Carolina Tourist Association is known 

by its high standards. STOP at establishments displaying this sign. It is your assurance of first-

class accommodations.” When one WNCTA business was filled to capacity, the organization 

worked with local tourism boards to funnel tourist business into another accredited facility. In 

March of 1951, WNCTA discovered that local businesses were attempting to subvert WNCTA 

practices by paying service station attendants to send tourists to non-accredited businesses during 
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congested travel periods.60 Incensed, WNCTA issued a statement that “these practices are 

deplored and are in violation of WNCTA policies and objectives.” The organization implored 

local tourist associations to actively discourage such activities by contacting “the individuals 

responsible, acquaint(ing) them with the tourist association program and all information helpful 

to secure their interest and cooperation.” 

“Travel is Everybody’s Business” 

Hargrave Bowles, the chairman of the Department of Conservation and Development, 

addressed the Governor’s Travel Information Conference at the Grove Park Inn 1964.61 After 

emphasizing the importance of the travel industry to the state of North Carolina, Bowles 

highlighted the need to “get geared up for even more growth” as the work week got shorter and 

vacation time longer across the nation. North Carolina, Bowles bemoaned, had recently become 

"a bedroom State for people in transit to vacations elsewhere." New York, Ohio, and Florida 

license plates sped by on their way to other destinations, barely leaving the interstate to simply 

eat or spend a single night before depositing their purchasing power for a week-long vacation 

elsewhere. Bowles insisted that tourists were most likely to remember a state based on “how 

friendly the people who served them were.” A bad meal or service without a smile erased the 

impact of regional scenery in seconds. A dirty hotel room, an unfriendly service station 

attendant, or simply being crowded off the road by a local motorist could easily cause a visitor to 

drive 100 miles out of the way in order to avoid North Carolina on his next trip.  
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From Bowles’ perspective, the solution to extending visitors’ stays lay simply in 

engaging the local community to do their part as regional hosts. Bowles ensured boosters that all 

western North Carolinians were “naturally friendly” citizens willing and ready to do their part as 

the state’s “very best salesmen.” Grassroots residents, he assured them, were ready and willing to 

welcome visitors to “the greatest vacation land in the union” because all true citizens “really 

enjoy visitors.” On a community basis, regional boosters simply needed to equip residents at the 

grassroots to “sell your state” and to remind these citizens of their integral role as a 

“representative host.” If these citizen-hosts could remember to “talk to every tourist about this 

great state, wave the flag, (and) show how proud you are” then the travel dollar would become 

“an easy dollar, easier than planting and handling tobacco. It’s easier to pick a Yankee dollar 

than a pound of cotton” he claimed. These individual actions would enable tourism industry 

professionals to “make more money for yourselves, your employees and the community and the 

state.” However, Bowles insisted that until “every Tar Heel in every walk of life realizes that he 

has a personal stake in the tourist industry” the state’s economy would fail to flourish.  

Mountain boosters like Hargrave Bowles linked the success or failure of the tourism 

industry, and the regional economy as a whole, to local efforts and visible support for their vision 

of economic development at the grassroots level. One newspaper article asserted that “North 

Carolina’s tourist promotion must be a resourceful team effort if it is to succeed at all.”62 The 

article described the drive thru nature of Asheville tourism. Visitors stopped by for gas, a night’s 

stay or maybe a meal on their way to another destination. In the eyes of regional boosters, 

combatting this drive thru syndrome could only be done through community engagement. This 

grass roots boosterism is most easily exemplified in the North Carolina Travel Association’s 
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development slogan: “travel is everybody’s business.”63 A plethora of articles championing the 

direct involvement of citizens in the promotion of regional tourism were published in the 

Transylvania Times.64 One article describing the increase in tourism published in 1961 urged the 

“citizenry to… have a say in the promotion of progressive Brevard and Transylvania County.”65 

Newspaper articles throughout the Asheville Citizen Times intentionally linked civic engagement 

with support for economic development through the growth of regional tourism.66 Lewis Green, 

a staff writer for the Asheville Citizen Times overtly linked the success of the hospitality industry 

to the efforts and character of everyday mountain people.67  

Regional boosters attempted to mobilize local residents in a variety of activities that 

worked to tie the fulfillment of citizenship to visible support for boosters’ efforts. The 

Department of Conservation and Development hosted a series of workshops across the state 

aimed at training local residents to interact with visitors in a welcoming manner while drawing 

attention to additional attractions of interest.68 The Western North Carolina Tourist Association 

emphasized the “great need for impressing ‘the man on the street’ with the importance of 

supplying courteous, intelligent information to visitors in each community (as they were) passing 
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through.”69 The organization used its connections with local schools, newspapers, and other 

community organizations to disseminate this message. The North Carolina Travel Council also 

partnered with various state agencies to create an “extensive education campaign” that would 

“promote better treatment of visitors.” 70 In the words of Lynn Nisbet, these host schools aimed 

to train the local population to “treat the tourist’… as a welcome guest rather than a game bird on 

which there is always open season.” These “host-schools” provided three days of instruction 

aimed primarily at convincing local residents of the importance of tourism to the economic 

health of the community and training them to provide more “courteous attention to guests.” 

Regional leaders crafted tourist promotional training for employees working in tourist-

associated industries. This emphasis transformed the average gas station attendant into an 

ambassador of the region with an integral role to play in the industry’s success. The gas station 

attendant who, “came up to a car and instead of asking how much gasoline inquired if (the 

visitor) has seen Tryon palace… (Brought) the customer back for that purpose.”71 Governor 

Sanford recognized the valuable impact of providing training in “tourist-touching” to service 

station attendants and restaurant workers who were the state’s “most frequent contact with 

visitors.”72 Sanford argued that these citizen-hosts were responsible, not just for having 

successfully “filled the tank and greased the crank,” but for happily setting the “pace, the image, 

the welcome” that would court visitation. Sanford argued that service station attendants should 

be concerned not just with completing the obligations of their job but with satisfying the duties 
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of citizenship that existed as a piece of that job. Service station attendants needed to be well-

versed on “the vacation and historical attractions of North Carolina” and prepared to interact 

with visitors hospitably. Given that thirty five percent of restaurant business consisted of out of 

state diners, Sanford argued that restaurant workers should likewise be expected to provide a 

hearty welcome alongside hefty proportions. Sanford asserted that these grassroots efforts by 

citizen-hosts would come together and “contribute to more nights with the "No Vacancy" sign 

turned on” statewide. In turn, Sanford argued that the economy of the state as a whole would 

prosper leading to unprecedented standards of living statewide.  

Regional leaders argued that all residents had a civic duty to know and understand 

boosters’ vision of western North Carolina’s history and culture in order to better fulfill their role 

as regional ambassadors. Western North Carolina Tourist Association developed small booklets 

on regional history “containing pertinent questions, with answers, on information concerning 

each county” in western North Carolina.73 The book was developed and published by George 

Myers Stephens, a regional leader who spearheaded the founding of the western North Carolina 

Historical Association and owned Stephens Press in Asheville. Stephens Press published a 

number of books on the history of western North Carolina throughout the postwar era, including 

various tourist pamphlets and the works of various regional tourism boosters such as Bascom 

Lamar Lunsford. The guide was designed to present the carefully constructed mythology of the 

region’s past that regional boosters crafted and promulgated through the tourist experience. 

Stephens Press provided and distributed the first supply of books for free to schools, community 

organizations, and business establishments. The brochures served as a foundation for Western 
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North Carolina Tourist Association’s “Know western North Carolina” campaign. The campaign 

aimed to further disseminate regional boosters’ narrative of the region’s history and to equip 

local residents to discuss that history with the region’s visitors. Alongside the members of the 

Western North Carolina Tourist Association, Stephens also courted the participation of Western 

North Carolina Teachers College in Cullowhee, North Carolina to help train young educators 

throughout the region to teach utilizing their vision of the region’s history.  

Regional leaders stressed the importance of North Carolinians vacationing in their home 

state. North Carolinians who spent their vacation time in their home state contributed fiscally to 

the success of the state’s industry rather than contributing to the coffers of its hospitality 

competition. Boosters also argued that in-state vacations served as a conduit for state pride by 

educating North Carolinians about their own history, culture, and economy. In-state travel also 

enabled citizen-hosts to familiarize themselves with the state’s accommodations and attractions 

in order to serve as better hosts upon returning to their hometown. At the behest of the 

Department of Conservation and Development, the Pender Chronicle reminded readers in 1962 

that they should avoid being “guilty of the ‘crime’ of spending months of planning and saving 

for a trip to some place of interest in other states.” This crime was particularly acute if a resident 

did so after “having failed to travel over the roadway winding through a section of our own state 

of North Carolina that provides scenic splendor unmatched anywhere in the country.”74 Instead, 

residents should ensure that they focused on visiting “places of interest right here in our own 

variety vacationland.” The Asheville Citizen encouraged its readers in 1961 to “become a better 
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ambassador of the Land of the Sky” by staying home for their next vacation and seeing all “the 

wonder of western North Carolina.”75  

In order to enable residents to see broader swaths of the state’s tourist infrastructure, 

regional boosters sponsored free trips for residents across the state. Western North Carolina 

Associated Communities sponsored 100 free vacations for regional residents in cooperation with 

the Colgate-Palmolive Company in 1957.76 Offered during the off-season in early spring and late 

fall, these trips worked to bolster business during the off-season by providing the winners with 

free lodging, meals, and tickets to regional accommodations for an entire week. The region had 

previously “received excellent advertising and publicity through vacation contests carried on 

through supermarket chains” outside of the region. These families would likewise return home 

praising their vacation experience to anyone that would listen, resident and drive-thru tourist 

alike.  

In many larger tourist hotspots, regional boosters developed yearly beautification 

campaigns that engaged citizens in the manicuring of city streets in order “that the overall 

program may promote the highest quality of experience to the visitor.”77 Voit Gilmore, president 

of the North Carolina Travel Council, explicitly linked beautification and early environmental 

efforts to the protection of tourism and civic engagement. Gilmore stated that beautification 

campaigns had encouraged local populations across the state to “straighten up” and develop 

“greater pride in their state, and in keeping it clean and in keeping it the variety vacationland that 

 
75  “Stay Home and Be a Tourist,” Asheville Citizen, July 2, 1961. 
76 Meeting Minutes of Western North Carolina Associated Communities, April 16, 1957, Western North Carolina 

Associated Communities Papers, MSS80-12.18, Special and Digital Collections Center, Hunter Library, Cullowhee, 

NC. 
77 Resolution, “Effecting a Major Cleanup of the Town,” February 6, 1967, Brevard City Council Meeting Minutes, 

Rowell Bosse North Carolina Room, Brevard.  



82 

 

we know.”78 The North Carolina Travel Council, with the support of Governor Luther Hodges, 

organized a “keep North Carolina beautiful program which conducted the anti-litterbug 

campaign” and established the campaign as an ongoing project at the state level.79 The campaign 

encouraged local residents to participate in state-wide anti-litter campaigns and street cleanup 

efforts as a means by which to demonstrate their support for the regional economy and to fulfill 

their duty as a citizen-host.  

In 1965 The Highlander demonstrated this connection more overtly.80 A political cartoon 

entitled “speaking of area depressors” displayed a pile of garbage that was growing into a 

monster of demonstrable size and ferocity because of the region’s “growing problem of wayside 

litter.” Plastered across the monster’s body were the warnings that its growth “repels new 

industries (and) disrupts the tourist experience.” A column accompanying the cartoon entitled 

“for better viewing” argued that it was the responsibility of all the region’s citizen-hosts to 

protect the experience of visitors. The column urged the region’s residents, “as the travel season 

gains momentum and millions of families take to the highways” to “pause and consider how we 

may assist in retaining the natural beauty” around them. Litter, the columnist argued, posed “one 

of the major blights on the landscape” and was a primary cause for depressed regional incomes. 

Regional leaders once again imbued individual actions with the power to disrupt common 

economic prosperity. According to these boosters, haphazardly scattered waste or one’s 
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unwillingness to lend a hand in cleaning it up had the power to disrupt the visitor experience and 

plunge the regional economy in to disrepair as well. 

Regional boosters similarly infused beautification campaigns with civic significance and 

the power to obtain regional economic prosperity. The Department of Conservation and 

Development published a “Keep North Carolina Beautiful” brochure in 1968.81 Governor Dan 

Moore’s introduction to the pamphlet warned North Carolinians that, while the state was 

“blessed with much natural beauty,” North Carolinians were “spoiling our countryside” and 

“defacing our natural beauty” by scattering trash alongside highways and allowing automobile 

junkyards to pile up within eyeshot of motorways.82 This carelessness, he lamented, had “turned 

many beautiful spots into a monstrosity of ugliness” costing the state millions of dollars to clean 

up each year. Moore remained the most repulsed that each residents’ carelessness would 

undoubtedly cost the state and its residents uncountable millions more in lost tourist traffic and 

missing wages from industrial plants who refused to relocate to such a detestable wasteland. 

Moore preached that all North Carolinians needed to join together as good citizens to “develop 

the natural beauty so we can enjoy working and playing in a beautiful state.” Beauty was not just 

an aesthetic choice. Moore argued that “beauty is good business” and emphasized “good outdoor 

housekeeping” as a way to “stimulate business.” Counties whose residents invested in “well 

planned landscaping” and cleanup campaigns “attracted hundreds, and even thousands of 

visitors, and consequently attracted new industry and increased population as a result.” The 

actions of each citizen individually would “determine the attractiveness of North Carolina” by 

creating “neat looking homes, churches, schools, industries, businesses, farms and woodlands.” 
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A single citizen with “a strong urge to better his community” could “support control of unsightly 

objects along highways in order to decrease slum areas, landscape public buildings, conduct anti-

litterbug and clean up campaigns, plant shade trees at home and on public grounds (and) resolve 

never again to be a litter bug.” Moore and other regional leaders emphasized these actions as a 

civic duty and as a conduit for regional economic prosperity. Residents who embraced their 

duties as citizen-hosts fulfilled the duties of citizenship and contributed to the wellbeing of the 

regional economy. Likewise, if the region faltered economically boosters articulated that at least 

a portion of the blame lay at the feet of citizens who failed to fully fulfill their obligations as 

citizen-hosts. 

In a radio address to the city of Asheville, D. Hiden Ramsey argued that active 

participation in the city’s beautification campaigns was one of many “certain obvious duties of 

good citizenship” that resulted from “civic pride.”83 Each citizen, Ramsey argued, was 

responsible for contributing to “the aggregate beauty and thereby the economic health of his 

community.” The obligations of that participation rested “upon the individual” and it was “upon 

the enthusiasm with which” each resident fulfilled these obligations that “the real growth of the 

city depend(ed).” As a result, the Asheville city government asked all residents to engage in a 

thorough cleanup of their “own premises, to beautify our yards, to paint up where possible and 

generally to make our own home an asset of beauty… rather than a liability of ugliness.” Ramsey 

reminded listeners that, as an industrial location and a tourist hotspot, Asheville’s beauty was the 

city’s most lucrative “saleable commodity.” A single “vacant yard overgrown with rank weeds” 

could have the “distressing power of diverting the rapt attention” of the tourist or capital investor 
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away from scenic vistas. The duty to protect the region’s beauty was “peculiarly incumbent upon 

us as citizens.” Residents who failed to fulfill this responsibility were responsible for 

“deliberately frittering away a part of our capital” and caused the city to “weaken by that much 

the tourist business in which we all have an economic interest.” The city of Asheville, Ramsey 

intoned, would never be “beautiful unless we all cooperate. The price of a city beautiful for all 

(was) the effort of all.” A city whose residents individually failed to protect the visitor 

experience would also be a city in which the economic wellbeing of all citizens would falter as 

well. 

Regional boosters rhetorically tied the failure of the local economy and individual 

economic wellbeing within that economy to the successful fulfillment of each resident’s role as 

citizen-hosts. The Smoky Mountain Times placed the impetus for extending the tourist season 

throughout the early fall and late spring squarely on the shoulders of local residents in 1957.84 

Regional leaders argued that it was the responsibility of local residents as citizen-hosts to 

properly advertise the region and extend the tourist season. Western North Carolina Tourist 

Association embarked on a public relations campaign in 1952 that aimed to convince the public 

of the value of the tourist dollar for all regional residents.85 Failing to note the varied difficulties 

that mountain residents faced in securing a living wage, the organization aimed to convince the 

region’s residents to be better hosts by reminding them of the value of tourism to their personal 

economic wellbeing. The public relations campaign focused on demonstrating that the tourist’s 

dollar filtered down from the hands of motel owners and throughout the entire regional economy, 
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enriching all residents. The campaign stopped short of demonstrating the vast disparities that still 

resulted through this economic process. The organization argued that seeing their role in the 

success of the regional economy would encourage residents to “cooperate and assist in 

strengthening” the region by fulfilling their duty as regional hosts. If the regional economy failed 

to adequately provide for the needs of all residents the fault, they argued, lay with those who 

failed to fulfill their duties fully.  

Western North Carolina Rural Community Development Program promoted similar 

claims. The organization was financed by the Asheville Chamber of Commerce as a “partnership 

in progress” between the rural sections of eighteen western North Carolina counties and business 

leaders in the city of Asheville.86 In 1957, the organization excitedly proclaimed that “never 

before have our opportunities for progress in western North Carolina been greater than at 

present.” Citing recent growth in tourism, industry, and agriculture the Rural Community 

Development Program claimed that individual and collective action were “opening the doors to 

prosperity” in the region. However, they warned, future prosperity should not be seen as 

inevitable because “economic well-being depends on our own efforts." The future wellbeing of 

the economy and the economic prosperity of the individuals in that economy would require each 

and every member of “the rural people in this picturesque mountain country… to dig down to the 

very heart of their resources and lift their whole pattern of living to new heights.” Regional pride 

and “a vision of what they can do through their own efforts” would provide residents with the 

“means to increase income and thus provide the means for better living." By tying individual 

economic opportunity with civic engagement, boosters crafted a classed and racialized 

worldview in which both individual and collective economic success relied on individual 
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responsibility alone. If every cog in the machine of the regional economy fulfilled their role to 

the best of their efforts with pride, the regional economy would flourish and enrich all 

hardworking citizens. If the region’s citizens failed to fulfill their role fully, the economy would 

falter in fits and starts. 

Regional boosters succeeded in drastically growing the size and scope of tourism 

throughout the region in the postwar period. Regional leaders likewise succeeded in courting 

manufacturing plants to relocate to western North Carolina. While the regional economy grew 

the economic livelihoods of everyday western North Carolinians remained difficult. This 

struggle persisted because of systemic weaknesses in the regional economy that prioritized 

maintaining an isolated workforce while emphasizing the growth of unorganized, low-wage, 

low-skill, employment opportunities. Western North Carolinians found themselves caught in the 

throes of an economic maelstrom that left many employed in all three sectors of the regional 

economy while simultaneously struggling to make ends meet. In this context, regional leaders 

crafted a rhetorical strategy that combined an economically oriented civic engagement at the 

local level and individual responsibility with the power to achieve or disrupt regional economic 

opportunity. In so doing they worked to shift the blame for the economic struggle of the region’s 

residents on to the individual and away from these systemic problems. 

The Tourist Gap and Tourism’s Cold War 

The international overtones of the Cold War imbued support for regional economic 

development with even greater civic significance. Regional leaders portrayed local efforts to 

grow the tourism industry as a vital aspect of political engagement in the fight to demonstrate the 

superiority of capitalism over communism. Regional boosters tracked the “tourist gap” through 



88 

 

regional newspapers.87 The Tourist Gap referred to the deficit between what Americans spent as 

tourists abroad and what international tourists spent in the United States.88 In the competitive 

global climate of the Cold War, this gap was portrayed as proof of the superiority of capitalism 

over communism. Much like school children traced the industrial output of Soviet factories, so 

tourism boosters traced the appeal of American hotspots as proof of American superiority. In this 

Cold War context, the success or failure of the tourism industry was infused with global 

importance. This competitive dialogue appeared throughout western North Carolina newspapers. 

Articles covering tourism in the East highlighted the inherent inferiority of the Communist 

experience. One article described a tour of several North Carolinians in Moscow. Reflecting on 

this tour, the boosters claimed that “tourism isn’t booming in Russia as it is here in North 

Carolina… (one) aspect of the soviet people, however, was more noticeable to the North 

Carolinians: the lack of freedom and happiness.”89 In another article, this group of North 

Carolina journalists elaborated on their trip more fully.90 After describing the supposedly 

inevitable successes of the state’s Variety Vacationland campaign, the article reflected on the 

failures of Soviet tourism. In North Carolina the success of the Variety Vacationland campaign 

had ensured that “few Tar Heels hear the word Variety that don’t in their minds add… 

Vacationland.” The article argued that the quality of life in the state and good advertising, which 

the writer reminded readers were both enabled by capitalism, ensured that “today it’s taken 

pretty much for granted” that tourism would succeed “from Manteo to Murphy.” Meanwhile, 

Russia was merely “at the threshold of its efforts.” The article reflected, quite sardonically, that 

the journalists were impressed that “all the States of the USSR, are making rapid strides.” 
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Compared to previous years, “some travelers… now find soap in their bathrooms and toilet paper 

that isn’t too harsh.” While the country might have beautiful art and opera, the journalists 

concluded after their trip that “tourism has a long way to go in this country.” 

The Robesonian credited “capitalist tools” such as “advertising agencies, travel agencies, 

and public relations” with what little success it admitted that Soviet tourism had achieved.91 

Even these tools, the article asserted, could not compensate for the fact that “as is most 

everything else in the Communist world, tourism is a state operation.” What little good Soviet 

tourism produced was the result of the fact that “the Communists do business through American 

travel agencies, and they pay commissions too.” Otherwise, Soviet tourism lacked 

“accommodations in the out-of-the-way place you wish to visit” and suffered from state planned 

tours that kept visitors from “simply rambl(ing) around Old Muscovy.” Soviet tourism did offer 

the chance to visit “the palaces of the czars, the castles of the vanquished aristocracy” and to 

view “glimpses of life in strange and fabled lands (and) magnificent old churches in countries 

now officially atheist.” These opportunities were simply rendered worthless by “the lack of 

plumbing” the weakness of “railway bridges (and) power stations.” Communism even ruined the 

ability to take photographs of your trip. While American tourists could bring their camera, film 

could not be found anywhere that remained under Soviet rule. Throughout local newspapers, 

regional boosters crafted a negative portrayal of tourism in communist countries and argued that 

the lack of impeccable tourist accommodations reflected on the overall success of the soviet 

system. 

Regional leaders also expressed a desire to control foreign tourists’ experience of 

American capitalism. After easing travel restrictions in other places, state department officials 
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continued to ban Soviet travel to certain destinations in the United States. Virginia Beach 

remained on the list of banned destinations for Soviet diplomats well into the late 1960s. The 

Asheville Citizen Times applauded this location censure. The writer advised that “in a cold war 

battle for men’s minds, it is essential that we put our best foot forward to the world.” Tourists 

would experience capitalism firsthand during their visit. Virginia Beach, they argued would 

leave visitors with an inaccurate view of capitalism’s ability to create a superior standard of 

living. The writer expressed concern that throughout that “summer resort many of the best 

American feet go unshod from June to September… all day long whether on the sandy beaches 

or public streets tar stained toes wriggle in plain view – callouses, corns and all.” These tar-

stained toes could be responsible for metaphorically staining the image of the United States 

abroad as a land of economic opportunity. The writer questioned how Americans could “claim 

that democracy has brought us bountiful living,” if everywhere foreign visitors looked “our 

people are without shoes.” Even more importantly, Virginia Beach failed to put the nation’s best 

foot forward in regard to economic development. The United States, the writer warned, claimed 

to “be the world’s most highly industrialized nation, and Virginia Beach advertises itself as the 

world’s largest resort city, but except for summer tourism the chief industry within the city limits 

is agriculture.” Given the city’s inability to diversify its economy more thoroughly, the writer felt 

that “it is far wiser to keep the Russians out of Virginia Beach… Bring them here instead,” he 

begged.92 In the minds of western North Carolina tourism boosters, the impoverished hills and 

hollows of the accessibly isolated Carolina mountains provided a much more resounding 

commercial for the glories of capitalism than the barefoot travails available in Virginia Beach.  
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Western North Carolina’s efforts at growing international tourism were part of a broader 

national effort in the midst of the Cold War.93 The Kennedy administration created the United 

States Travel Service in the early 1960s which aimed to “promote travel to and within the United 

States.”94 Travel Service officials claimed that its creation in 1961 marked the “country’s entry 

into a new dimension of communications with the world.”95 According to historian Mordecai 

Lee, the United States Travel Service existed as part of a longer history of the federal 

government’s efforts at tourism promotion.96 Lee traced federal government policies aimed at 

growing tourism from the creation of the United States Travel Bureau in 1937 as part of the New 

Deal through the 1970s. The majority of Lee’s analysis focused on government efforts between 

the New Deal and the Second World War. Lee’s study demonstrated that the federal government 

concentrated its focus on international travel promotion during the immediate postwar years on 

encouraging American travel abroad. Lee argued that, as an outgrowth of the Marshall Plan, 

federal efforts aimed to increase American tourism to Europe as part of a broader effort to 

“transfer dollars to European countries to help finance the reconstruction of western Europe.”97 

In the immediate postwar period, the Government Economic Cooperation Administration 

worked to “assist European governments in restoring their tourism attractions and facilities so as 

to draw more American visitors” overseas. Federal policy did not focus on encouraging 
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international travel to the United States, in part because of the war-ravaged status of the 

European economy. The Commerce Department under the Eisenhower administration created a 

tiny Office of International Travel that consisted of only four to five staffers.98 The Office of 

International Travel initially aimed to increase foreign travel by Americans to western Europe. 

During the Eisenhower administration, concern began to grow amongst policymakers that the 

outflow of American dollars was not being met by a similar inflow of cash from foreign tourism 

to the United States.  

In 1962, the United States Travel Service’s first semi-annual report noted that it was 

created out of concern that “the flow of travelers to this country has failed to keep pace with 

outbound traffic or with the post-war growth in international tourism generally.”99 The nation’s 

travel deficit had resulted in a “net loss of over one billion dollars” nationally as Americans spent 

more money overseas than international tourists to the United States replaced. Travel Service 

officials also feared that this travel deficit represented a missed opportunity to “influence and 

impress” other countries with “our cultural institutions, our technology, and our opportunities for 

recreation and entertainment.”  The organization aimed to grow international tourism to close 

this income gap and to cultivate the experiences of international tourists who would become the 

“country’s most convincing spokesmen” abroad after having been gifted the opportunity “to see 

the face of America for themselves.”100  

The United States Travel Service aimed to meet both of these needs by establishing a 

“national travel promotion agency… that would bring together private and public resources… in 

order to establish the United States as the ‘world’s leading travel destination.’”101 Kennedy 
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developed the International Tourism Act during his first 100 days in office.102 Once passed, the 

act established the Tourism Policy Council which aimed to “ensure that the United States’ 

national interest in tourism is fully considered in Federal decision making.” The council also 

worked to study international tourism and “facilitate the elimination of barriers to international 

travel.” The council included the Secretary of State, the Secretary of Commerce, and other 

undersecretaries. The act designated that the Secretary of Commerce “develop and implement a 

comprehensive plan to perform critical tourism functions” on the international stage which were 

not already being pursued by state governments or private enterprises. The act also created the 

Office of Travel Promotion as a division of the Department of Commerce, the head of which 

would be appointed by the Secretary of Commerce. Kennedy appointed Luther Hodges, the 

former governor of North Carolina, to become the Secretary of Commerce in 1961.103 As a 

result, Luther Hodges appointed North Carolinian Voit Gilmore to become the head of the 

United States Travel Service after its creation in July of 1961. 

Born in Winston-Salem, North Carolina in 1918, Gilmore attended the University of 

North Carolina before moving to Southern Pines to operate a lumber business.104 In the 

immediate postwar period, after realizing that “tobacco, and textiles, and furniture were 

becoming vulnerable” Gilmore built several Howard Johnson Motor Lodges in various sections 

of the state. Gilmore became so heavily involved in the tourism industry that he played a 

prominent role as one of the founding members of the North Carolina Travel Council, serving as 

the organization’s president from 1957 until 1961. Gilmore was sworn in as the head of the 
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United States Travel Service in June of 1962.105 Gilmore ensured that North Carolina’s tourism 

industry was a primary beneficiary of the United States Travel Service’s efforts placing the state 

at the forefront of the competition for international tourist business. Under Gilmore, the United 

States Travel Service published print promotional materials in diverse languages and helped to 

translate the promotional materials of existing state and local advertising campaigns.106 

Domestically, the agency worked to improve the travel experience of international tourists by 

increasing language facilities, crafting tours that highlighted the benefits of American life, and 

ensuring that the national “welcome mat was warm” across the nation.  

United States Travel Service officials created and sponsored international promotional 

tours that established networks with travel executives overseas to court international tourists. 

With the financial backing of private corporations, the Travel Service sponsored promotional 

trips overseas to Paris, London, Rome, Zurich, Mexico City, Rio, Bogota, Sao Paolo, and Tokyo. 

Throughout the 1960s, tourism boosters across western North Carolina worked tirelessly to 

attract European visitors as part of the United States Travel Service’s “Visit USA” campaign. 

Visit USA employed advertisers from private industry to create promotional campaigns that 

toured Europe throughout the 1960s. 

 The United States Travel Service’s first official travel mission to Europe as part of the 

Visit USA program in 1962 focused on North Carolina’s Variety Vacationland campaign.107 The 

North Carolina Travel Mission included forty-one representatives from “all phases of the multi-

million dollar travel industry in the state.” The tour visited Amsterdam, Frankfurt, Zurich, Paris, 
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and London between February 25 and March 8, 1962. The travel mission introduced “special 

travel inducements available to European passport holders only” including fifty percent 

discounts on certain accommodations and attractions throughout the state. Representatives 

carried folders in English, French, and German for distribution that highlighted all-expense tours 

available exclusively through the United States Travel Service. Lynn Nisbet, the current 

president of the North Carolina Travel Council, urged travel council members in January of that 

year to support the joint efforts of the North Carolina Board of Conservation and Development 

and the United States Travel Service to the best of their ability.108 Nisbett reflected that the 

mission’s primary goals were to “arrange for a tour of about twenty-five European tour operators 

and travel agents to North Carolina” later that year to see the state’s attractions in person. Long-

range, the tour aimed to establish connections with European travel operators that would produce 

international tourist business for the state in the future.  

The mission was headed by Charles B. Wade, the junior vice president of R.J. Reynolds 

Tobacco Company, and was managed under the direction of Dick Anderson, a banking executive 

of Wachovia Bank and Trust Company in Charlotte. The United States Travel Service equipped 

each member of the travel mission with a press kit produced by the North Carolina Department 

of Conservation and Development. These press kits contained reference booklets about new 

package tours, multi-lingual translations of the state government’s Variety Vacationland 

brochures, and abbreviated information on top North Carolina attractions. Members of the travel 

mission met with over 400 European travel executives in all five countries. Travel executives in 

Paris invited two craftsmen from the Cherokee Historical Association to appear in an exhibit at 
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the Paris Fair the following May. The group was greeted at the airport by Europeans dressed as 

cowboys and Indians. German folklore clubs interested in Appalachian folklore and general 

frontier life visited with representatives in Frankfort. Representatives from the United States 

Travel Service waxed lyrical about the state’s variety vacationland attractions to travel 

executives in four separate languages. Charles Wade reported to Governor Sanford upon his 

return to the Tar Heel state that he should expect that “visitors from Europe, both as groups and 

individuals, would be in North Carolina this summer and fall.” The United States Travel Service 

and the Department of Conservation and Development had, he assured the governor, “dug the 

foundation for an organization that will later bring Europeans to the Tar Heel state.” 

In addition to these European destinations, later travel missions focused on courting 

tourist business from countries in South American and Asia. In 1968, the United States Travel 

Service sponsored a travel mission to South America.109 Co-sponsored by Pan American airways 

and the North Carolina state government, the travel mission consisted of sixty North Carolinians 

who visited Venezuela, Brazil, Argentina, Chile, and Peru in the fall of 1968.110 Bill Hensley, the 

president of the State Advertising Division of the Department of Conservation and Development 

organized the trip which aimed to “arouse an interest among South Americans” in the American 

tourist experience.111 Similar to the initial European mission, the South American mission in 

1968 provided networking opportunities during which travel mission participants connected with 

travel agents, airline personnel, and the South American press. The United States Travel Service 

encouraged Hensley that the mission “needed a gimmick” in order to draw the most press 
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possible. In response, Pan-American Airways paid to transport a handful of country musicians 

citing their expected popularity amongst a broad South American audience.112  

In cooperation with the Department of Conservation and Development, the United States 

Travel Service also sponsored and organized various foreign travel conferences domestically. In 

1962, shortly after the North Carolina travel mission to Europe, travel executives, airline 

representatives, and members of the press from across western Europe visited North Carolina.113 

Conservation and Development officials crafted a tour of western North Carolina that aimed “to 

give European travel officials first-hand knowledge of North Carolina as Variety Vacationland, 

with the hope that they, in turn, will spread the gospel among their travel clients.” The 1962 tour 

included a carefully crafted experience that aimed to highlight the region’s primary attractions of 

interest while stressing the superior quality of life in the region. Mission participants visited a 

tobacco auction, cigarette manufacturing plant, rode on the Blue Ridge Parkway, stayed at the 

Grove Park Inn, and visited Oconaluftee Indian Village over the course of five days. The tour 

simultaneously highlighted the strength of western North Carolina’s economy. Lou Harshaw and 

Miriam Rabb crafted speeches that would be read over the loudspeaker while the tour group was 

traveling via bus to a new location.114 The material emphasized the manufacturing might of 

western North Carolina’s textile factories, the presence of internationally known brands located 

in the region and the “highly diversified” nature of western North Carolina’s economy. The tour 

narration emphasized the very presence of the Enka Corporation in the Hominy Valley as 

demonstrative of the region’s economic might.  
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By July of 1962, several months into the Visit USA campaign, the Asheville Citizen 

Times encouraged readers to begin preparing for the coming influx of foreign visitors into 

western North Carolina.115 The Wallstreet Journal anticipated the successes of the United States 

Travel Service in November of 1961 when the organization existed only as a bill in the United 

States Congress.116 The article encouraged readers that they could look forward to the “early 

development of a highly profitable – in foreign exchange – tourist traffic.” A companion article 

in the same paper described “the infant Visit USA program… strongly endorsed by the Kennedy 

Administration.”117 The article emphasized that the organization would certainly be successful in 

“reducing the gap” between the outflow of tourist dollars spent by Americans traveling abroad 

and the inflow spent by foreign tourists in the United States by strengthening the nation’s “bonds 

with friendly nations” and advertising American superiority abroad. By 1966, at least 266 

foreign visitors from over 37 foreign countries were registered at accommodations throughout 

the city of Asheville.118 These visitors primarily came from Great Britain and Canada. A decent 

number of international tourists came from Germany, Cuba, Russia, Yugoslavia, Korea, Turkey, 

and a host of other international locations. While organizing the 1964 travel mission to Europe, 

Voit Gilmore reminded the North Carolina Travel Council that “almost half a million travelers 

from Europe visited the United States” during the previous years and that “European travel to the 

USA has now become a significant source of new travel business.”119 Gilmore claimed that this 

success resulted from the superior quality of life, and thereby superior attractions and 

accommodations, that existed throughout “Tar Heelia.” Gilmore trusted that additional European 
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tourists would choose to visit the state in 1965. The presence of “Indians, bears, parks… 

industry” which all “appeal strongly to these visitors… and are within their easy reach” ensured 

the superiority of the North Carolina tourist experience and the success of efforts by the United 

States Travel Service.  Gilmore and other tourism boosters and regional leaders claimed that the 

undeniable appeal of western North Carolina as an international tourist hotspot reflected on the 

overall superiority of the region. 

In direct contrast, boosters emphasized the supposed extent to which eastern Europeans 

had to go to court international tourism. One booster complained that “anything tourists want 

some European nations will provide, because tourism in many countries is the single largest 

dollar earner.”120 Boosters emphasized the lack of economic diversification in eastern bloc 

countries and the inferiority of the tourist experience and claimed that these factors contributed 

to a willingness to try anything to lure tourists to their shores. The Asheville Citizen Times 

emphasized that because “eastern bloc countries are particularly eager for hard currency” they 

went so far as to “welcome tourists who want to sunbathe, swim, or cavort in the nude.” While 

such efforts were necessary under soviet rule, North Carolinians had no need to debase 

themselves and “go this far in courting the tourist’s affections.”121 North Carolina’s natural 

superiority would ensure that her tourist business prospered with or without nudist attractions.  

The United States Travel Service failed to close the tourist gap to any real degree. When 

Robert Thornton, a professor of marketing at Florida State University, evaluated the progress of 

the United States Travel Service in 1969 he concluded that “steps taken have not resulted in any 

progress toward closing the travel gap.”122 Thornton asserted that, rather than closing the gap, the 
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tourist gap had “almost certainly widened” since the establishment of the United States Travel 

Service in 1961. Thornton argued that, while the United States Travel Service succeeded in 

courting new international tourist business, the agency failed to outpace the growth of 

international travel which had occurred simultaneously. Thornton estimated that the federal 

government earned less than a dollar for every dollar spent on European travel marketing and 

encouraged the federal government to “cease any efforts they are now making to expand the 

market” as a result. An analysis of the United States Travel Service’s semi-annual reports 

support Thornton’s findings. In 1961 around 1.6 million Americans spent around 483 million 

dollars while visiting a foreign country.123 Only 515,000 international visitors spent slightly more 

than 120 million dollars in the United States that year. By 1970 foreign visitation to the United 

States increased to over 13,176,299 individuals who spent an estimated 2.7 billion dollars.124 

While foreign visitation to the United States grew substantially, America failed to become the 

world leader in international tourism that North Carolina’s Cold War tourist boosters assumed 

she had inevitably matured in to. Rather than declining, the travel gap had “increased an 

estimated sixteen percent between 1969 and 1970 after ten years of either remaining static or 

increasing. The United States Travel Service and the North Carolina state government failed to 

close the international tourist gap.  
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The Tourism Lobby and the Political Mobilization of the Tourism Industry 

Tourism boosters also allied with local Chambers of Commerce and increased the 

industry’s political mobilization at the local, state, and federal levels.125 In 1949 Congress voted 

on a wage-hour bill that aimed to raise the hourly minimum wage from forty-five cents to 

seventy cents the following year.126 After 1950, the hourly wage would fluctuate based on the 

cost of living established by the Bureau of Labor. The Western North Carolina Tourist 

Association rallied Chambers of Commerce to press the region’s Senators and Representative to 

include an exemption for tourist facilities.127 At the local level, City Councils and County 

Commissioners across the region also passed local ordinances overtly aimed at supporting the 

growth of the tourist industry.128 This struggle resulted in the passage of a series of local laws, 
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ordinances and resolutions aimed at carefully managing the impact of industrial activity on the 

tourist experience.129 When smog and smoke became a problem in the city of Asheville, the City 

Council prohibited the use of soft coal within the city limits.130 Prior to adopting the ordinance, 

the Metropolitan Planning Board encouraged the adoption of the ordinance to protect the visitor 

experience. The adoption of the ordinance occurred months after the Asheville Citizen-Times 

advocated such measures. An article from January of the same year stated that “widespread 

pollution… is damaging the tourist business in Asheville.” In the same article, the president of 

the Asheville Tourist Association claimed that “many tourists have told members of this 
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association that there’s too much dirt on our streets and roads.”131 Voit Gilmore, president of the 

North Carolina Travel Association, explicitly linked beautification and early environmental 

efforts to the protection of tourism. Gilmore described this link stating that “suddenly people said 

‘we’ve got to straighten up… Everybody’s got a greater pride in their state, and in keeping it 

clean and in keeping it the variety vacationland that we know.”132 Local and regional efforts 

worked to manage the impact of industrialization on tourist experiences. 

Clean up efforts extended beyond the realm of mere environmentalism and litter 

prevention as well. Local zoning regulations reflected the intentional manufacturing of an 

environment with the tourist experience in mind. The Brevard City Council unanimously passed 

an ordinance in August of 1967 to proceed with civil action to forcibly remove the mobile home 

trailer of Mr. Fanning, who lived near the downtown tourist area. In the eyes of city council 

members “the trailer and its occupants constitute(d) an eyesore to the downtown area and a 

deterrent to the visitor experience.”133 Similar legal actions occurred to trailer home parks near 

the downtown tourist district in Asheville.134  

Prohibition and the consumption of alcoholic drink proved to be of equal concern to 

tourism boosters.135 Boosters and local residents used tourism as justification for repealing local 

liquor laws.136 In June of 1964, the North Carolina Travel Association published an 
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advertisement in support of the North Carolina Malt Beverage Control Institute. The 

advertisement supported the end of dry counties across North Carolina by arguing that “most 

tourists are going to consume beer or ale in your county. Whether they buy it there or not is up to 

you…Think about it. There is no such thing as a dry county.”137 Over the course of the 1960s, 

County Commissioners and City Councils cited tourism as justification for repealing liquor laws. 

Many more used the pull of the industry simply to hasten the passage of local ordinances. The 

Transylvania County Commissioners urged the temperance and morality committee to hasten a 

special election on an ABC store trying to come to town. Commissioners hastened the vote “in 

light of the necessity of having the resolution passed prior to the summer visitor season.”138 

Harley Shufford of Hickory linked the struggle over liquor by the drink legislation to a lack of 

tourist accommodations across the state. Shufford claimed that prohibition in certain parts of the 

state “has prevented people from putting in some motels and hotels and restaurants. Liquor by 

the drink is part of that business. If I was Marriot and I was going to build a new hotel I wouldn’t 

put one here. I’d put one somewhere that could bring in that income.”139 

Throughout local newspapers, local residents expressed vastly different opinions from 

those of tourism boosters.140 After Asheville’s Chamber of Commerce proposed bringing horse 

racing and alcohol to the city to draw additional tourists, John L. Connet expressed vehement 

dissent. Connet worried that doing so would turn the Land of the Sky into the Miami Beach of 
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the upper South. He also questioned whether or not the monetary profits of doing so could “ever 

compensate for the social, moral and… cultural degradation which a community must in the long 

run suffer.”141 Leroy Scott, another local, wrote in after the same Chamber of Commerce 

meeting to air his contrite concerns. Scott felt that offering the sale of mixed drinks would 

inevitably lead to other types of unseemly activities. In Scott’s view, once local residents gave an 

inch, they would be headed down a path to “throw all moral considerations aside and give the 

tourist whatever he will pay for... why not also provide roulette, legal slot machines, blackjack, 

nude girlie shows?... this crowd will make Sodom and Gomorrah look like kid stuff.”142  

The value of the tourism industry’s political clout surfaced throughout the postwar era 

concerning a range of issues. Rumors surfaced in 1968 that the National Park Service was 

planning to “gradually eliminate bears in the Great Smokies.” Bill Hensley, the head of the 

Travel and Tourism division of the Department of Conservation and Development, wrote an 

impassioned letter to the superintendent of the park criticizing any hint of such a move.143 

Hensley recognized that the bears were likely to occasionally cause headaches for rangers but he 

asserted that these problems paled in comparison to the value they brought to the state’s 

travelers. Hensley asserted that Governor Moore had become increasingly concerned about the 

rumors because “the entire travel industry in North Carolina will be vitally concerned with 

this.”144 Superintendent George Fry replied to Hensley’s letter with the promise that the park was 

working to control the bear population “by capture and release to designated areas… for 

concentrated visitor use, and provide conditions for visitors to observe, in safety, bear in their 
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natural and free roaming environment.”145 Fry described sixty-five bear incidents that had 

occurred in 1967, 43 of which occurred in campgrounds. The park worked to capture, ear tag, 

and release bears away from campgrounds and instituted harsh penalties with the assistance of 

local law enforcement against tourists feeding local wildlife. While the “‘unreformable’ ones” 

were transferred elsewhere, Fry insisted that the total bear population in the park had steadily 

increased during his time as superintendent of Great Smoky Mountains National Park.146 

Tourism boosters rallied on a number of occasions to determine the fate of multiple 

matters effecting the western North Carolina section of the Blue Ridge Parkway.147 When the 

National Park Service attempted to oppose a toll on the Blue Ridge Parkway in 1955, Western 

North Carolina Associated Communities passed a unanimous resolution opposing the 

measure.148 The organization also initiated a broad calling campaign urging western North 

Carolina’s Senators and Representatives to fight the proposal as well. D. Hiden Ramsey wrote to 

Hugh Morton in January of that year to garner his support in the fight.149 Morton owned 

Grandfather Mountain and was one of the most prominent leaders of the tourism industry in 

western North Carolina. Ramsey bemoaned “the inevitable harmful effects of a toll charge on the 

Blue Ridge Parkway… North Carolina (he said) is dependent, upon the Blue Ridge Parkway, and 

as a free public roadway it, has been at the very foundation of our sales pitch to the mountain 

tourist in recent years.” The organization successfully defeated the measure in 1955 and again in 
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1962.150 Lou Harshaw, a member of the Blue Ridge Parkway Alliance, also remembered conflict 

arising over the establishment of additional hotels and motels along the Blue Ridge Parkway.151 

The Asheville Chamber of Commerce actively fought the formation of additional overnight 

accommodations or eating establishments because they wanted to ensure that tourists got “off the 

parkway at certain points… (to) see the areas surrounding the parkway. We wanted them to get 

off at Asheville” in order to encourage tourists to visit local establishments.   

Throughout the mid twentieth century, tourism boosters allied with local political 

organizations to divert federal funding towards the improvement of infrastructure in the 

mountains.152 These boosters courted federal programs as a means by which to create an 

infrastructure that could support a drastic increase in tourist traffic. In August of 1964, the 

Asheville Citizen Times advocated an increase in federal expenditures used to construct new 

highways in western North Carolina by over 800 million dollars.153 The editorial insisted that 

these roads be developed with intentional emphasis on “improved access roads to recreation 

areas.”154 The bulk of county commissioners and city council resolutions throughout the period 

from 1950-1970 emphasized the intentional acquisition of federal funds in order to create 
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additional roads or highways.155 Such resolutions routinely prioritized access to recreational and 

visitor services in order to justify the acquisition of funds by tying them to an increase in visitor 

traffic.156 The Transylvania County Commissioners passed a resolution in November of 1955 

which allowed for an additional branch of the Blue Ridge Parkway from Wagon Road Gap to 

Beech Gap. This section of the Parkway had previously terminated in a dead end, forcing tourists 

to turn around over a narrow dirt road. County Commissioners advocated the move because of 

“the expected increase in travel… (Making it) urgent that the situation be remedied as quickly as 

possible”157  

Tourism boosters also contended for an increase in campgrounds and picnic facilities 

across the Old North State. The Travel Promotion Division of the North Carolina Department of 

Conservation and Development recognized the need statewide for additional campground 

facilities in 1962.158 Recent increases in family camping across the state were stretching current 

facilities. The North Carolina state government had previously recognized tourism boosters’ 

concerns and invested money in establishing or expanding campgrounds along the Blue Ridge 

Parkway and throughout the Great Smoky Mountains area.159 A new campground was 
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established in 1960 near Holloway Mountain Road off of the Blue Ridge Parkway.160 The 

facility included seventy-five additional camping units and 35 additional trailer units. The US 

Forest Service established over 173 additional camp and picnic units in Pisgah National Forest in 

1962.161 The establishment of such facilities occasionally brought protest from local business 

owners.162 SG Owen, the owner of Andrews Café in Andrews, North Carolina appealed to the 

Western North Carolina Associated Communities in August of 1952 to protest the “problems and 

situation arising from development of roadside picnic areas.” 163 Tourists increasingly brought 

food and cooking supplies along with them to eat outside at recently established picnic areas. 

Owen represented the complaints of local business owners who felt that the establishment of 

additional picnic areas would adversely affect their revenue. Owen asserted that local business 

owners should have the right to petition the state advertising bureau for additional funds to 

advertise his eatery, given that his dining room was now being forced to compete with the scenic 

wonder of Pisgah National Forest. Owen’s complaints signified the growing dependence of local 

retailers and dining establishments on ever-fluctuating tourist business to maintain fiscal 

solvency and the often-competing wills of local business owners and tourism developers.  
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The Clientele and Growth of Postwar Tourism 

Tourism boosters and regional leaders succeeded in growing the tourism industry’s size 

and scope. Shifting dynamics within the clientele of the industry partially enabled the industry’s 

growth throughout the postwar era. By the early twentieth century, the travel industry had begun 

democratizing and catering to a primarily middle-class clientele.164 After the Second World War, 

this trend came to full fruition. The booming postwar economy, growth of the middle class, 

development of the automobile industry, and the increase of leisure as an acceptable cultural 

norm combined to dramatically increase the size and income of the tourism industry across the 

United States. The Vanishing Frontier’s narrative emphasized the impact of these national trends 

on the shifting nature of western North Carolina’s tourism industry. 165 Set to the backdrop of 

aerial images of Vanderbilt’s lofty estate, the narrator prompted listeners to remember that while 

“the first tourists were men of wealth like Vanderbuilt [sic.] and Cohn… Today, their grand 

retreats are vacant. Lofty reminders of an age of empires and opulent seclusion.” While 

displaying images of young middle-class families zooming down state of the art interstates, the 

narrator asserted that today’s tourism relied on “superhighways and supermarkets. And the hills 

attract a different tourist, his Shangri-La is usually found by the roadside.”166 These trends, the 
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film argued, suggested that a strong potential for expanding the industry existed. This potential 

for expansion imbued the industry with the salvific potential that the film’s creators promised it 

would bring. Robert Meyer Jr., travel editor of the New York World Telegram, also emphasized 

the impact of these national trends on North Carolina’s festival-based tourism during a 

presentation at the Governor’s Travel Information Conference in 1964.167 Meyer argued that 

prior to World War II, festivals had primarily existed as cultural events aimed at the handful of 

Americans who had surplus leisure time to expend. Meyer argued that the fixtures of postwar, 

white, middle-class American life facilitated a rapid expansion of North Carolina’s tourism trade. 

The state’s tourism industry benefitted from a “shorter workweek, longer vacations with pay, 

labor saving devices in the home and the factories, the raising educational level and the 

improving of transportation occurring in the modern world… All these things have come 

together,” he claimed, “to create… a better audience for festivals and travel.”168  

The North Carolina state government crafted its advertising plans around better reaching 

the new target audience created by these shifting demographic trends. Bennett Advertising in 

High Point, North Carolina crafted the State Advertising Division’s state-wide marketing plan 

throughout the early 1950s.169 Beginning in 1951 the agency cast an optimistic outlook for the 

future of Tar Heel travel and forecasted a significant growth in the state’s tourist business as the 
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purchasing power of the average American increased.170 That year’s marketing plan selected the 

media outlets for its campaign “with an eye toward developing new markets for the North 

Carolina tourist business.” 171 The agency anticipated that, because most new tourists were now 

traveling to the Tar Heel State by automobile, these new markets would be derived from a 

geographical radius of 500 miles from the geographic center of the state. The plan also 

anticipated that most of the traveling public would now be drawn from America’s growing 

middle-class and suggested targeting the placement of print advertisements based on a strategy 

of explicitly marketing towards women and families in order to emphasize the “general family 

appeal” of travel in North Carolina.172  

In order to better appeal to these newly developing markets, the agency recommended 

placing advertisement in The American Magazine and increasing newspaper advertisements in 

thirty-nine local newspapers across the suggested 500-mile radius. Suggested newspapers 

included the New York Times, Chicago Tribune, Baltimore Sun, Louisville Courier Journal, 

Washington Star, Akron Beacon Journal, Birmingham News, Philadelphia Enquirer, 

Indianapolis Star, and Detroit News among others. The agency also encouraged the Advertising 

Division to place full-page, full-color advertisements in Life Magazine because of the mass 

market nature of its circulation. The advertisement plan also emphasized targeting American 

drivers by publishing advertisements in some of the various American Automobile Association 

magazines which were published by individual A.A.A. clubs. In 1952 the state’s plan projected 

that the growth of the postwar middle-class would enable the tourism industry to flourish despite 
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the “grave international situation” created by the growing Cold War which was expected to 

temporarily curb international travel. 173 The agency’s marketing plan reiterated the need to 

continue steering that year’s advertising resources away from the elite tourists of a previous era 

and towards the middle-class families that represented the future of modern American tourism. 

That year the state’s advertisement plan emphasized selecting media for print advertisements 

“based on a policy of directing our efforts predominately to the mass (underlined) market 

traveling by motor vehicle as opposed to the class (underlined) market.”174 

Local tourism boosters’ efforts combined with these national demographic trends to 

drastically increase state-wide visitation throughout the postwar era.175 In 1958 the Travel 

Council of North Carolina estimated that interstate highway traffic had increased 131 percent 
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between 1948 and 1957.176 Around 9.7 million out-of-state travelers visited the Tar Heel state in 

1957 alone. The North Carolina Department of Conservation and Development completed a 

study of Great Smoky Mountains National Park which demonstrated that travel to the North 

Carolina section of the park increased by 140 percent during the same time period.177  The same 

study showed that out-of-state travel increased at a faster rate, with the fastest increase in 

visitation coming from Florida, Illinois, Kentucky, Michigan, and Virginia.178 Out-of-state 

visitation continued to increase throughout the 1960s. North Carolina state parks witnessed a 

record visitation of 2,092,519 individuals in 1965, a ten percent increase over the previous year 

which had also boasted record visitation.179 Visits had already increased to such an extent by the 

early 1950s that facilities across the state were routinely stretched to capacity from the early 

spring through the late fall.180 The State Advertising Division’s Annual Report in 1954 described 

a series of inquiries and letters sent to the state in which tourists were “complaining that… the 

Great Smoky Mountains are getting crowded and (asking) where a tourist can get away from it 

all in North Carolina nowadays? A few years ago, a statement like that would have been 

incredible. Today it is no novelty. Formerly isolated regions are crowded and booming tourist-

wise.”181  
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Hoping to facilitate the continued growth of the tourism industry and provide a more 

stable year-round backbone for the regional economy, tourism boosters across the state 

implemented various strategies to lengthen the area’s tourist season and create a uniform flow of 

traffic throughout the calendar year.182 Western North Carolina Associated Communities aimed 

to extend the traditional summer tourist season by emphasizing the peculiar attractions available 

to tourists during the off-season.183 Leaders emphasized leaf season and late autumn fishing 

through October, mid-winter fowl and big game hunting in the winter, and spring flowers and the 

state’s growing convention business before May. The organization also aimed to rebrand the 

state’s off-season in advertising brochures in order to emphasize the limited crowds and 

discounted rates available to visitors who booked their vacation days between the late fall and 

early spring. The organization’s committee on year-round travel advocated referring to the 

state’s off-season as its thrift season when selling off-season travel to the public. WNCAC also 

sponsored a program throughout the late 1950s which aimed to cut prices across the region even 

further during September and October in order to attract more visitors.184 The travel editor of the 

Chicago Daily News noticed this Tar Heel travel trend in 1952 when he asserted that “the words 

'in-season' are old-fashioned for food, and now for vacations, too. As you well know, modern 
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processing and transportation give us fresh fruits, vegetables, and meats the year 'round; and our 

modern highways… in North Carolina are teaching travelers to "process" themselves for a 

holiday at any time.”185 

Tourism boosters failed to create an unvarying flow of tourist traffic throughout all 

months of the calendar year. However, by the late-1950s, boosters had succeeded at increasing 

tourist traffic throughout the “thrift-season.”186 Western North Carolina Associated Communities 

reported in 1957 that the tourist business had witnessed increased visitation throughout the entire 

year and noted a higher percent increase in travel occurring from late fall through early spring.187 

The Travel Council of North Carolina claimed in 1959 that vacation travel had become a year-

round industry in the western part of state.188 Tourists now flocked to the Asheville area for 

Rhododendron season in the early spring and flowed steadily through leaf season in late 

November. The organization claimed that, even in the bleak midwinter, accommodations along 

the main North-South highways catered to travelers motoring to and from newly developed ski 

resorts and on their way to other destinations. 

Tourism boosters, regional promoters, and state and local officials succeeded in growing 

the tourism industry’s size and profitability throughout the postwar period. By 1948 the taxable 

income brought to the state by the tourism industry had grown by 236 percent since 1938.189 
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Boosters reported that “the sound (of this growth) is sweet in an area whose principal business is 

now host playing to eastern America. Indeed, the music sounds like a bright tingling new 

trend.”190 In 1963, the tourism industry accounted for over 30 percent of the state’s tax 

revenue.191 That same year Governor Luther Hodges declared that “the real future of Western 

North Carolina is tourism. It is already the region’s greatest industry… and the interstate 

highways… will open up the territory to additional tens of thousands.”192  

Hargrave Bowles presented on the growth of North Carolina’s travel industry at the 

Governor’s Travel Information Conference at the Grove Park Inn in July of 1964.193 Bowles 

outlined the recent growth of the travel industry in North Carolina from the post-war years 

through 1963 and cautioned listeners against becoming complacent in the face of recent growth. 

During the speech, Bowles theatrically quoted a statement made by Phelix A. Grisette who had 

been the managing director of the North Carolina State Planning Board during the final years of 

the Second World War. Writing in the fall of 1945, Grisette had projected that the state of North 

Carolina’s tourism industry could produce an annual yield of 150 million dollars if the state 

invested in proper advertising and development efforts. Bowles emphasized the farcical reaction 

of Grisette’s contemporaries to this claim. In Bowles’ words, Grisette’s claim had “caused some 

eyebrows to raise and some heads to shake in disbelief.”194 Tourism had produced only 64 

million dollars statewide in 1938. Grisette’s overly optimistic forecast predicted a travel income 

which would double the entire revenue of North Carolina’s cotton crop in 1944. Rather than the 
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150 million dollars that Grisette projected, total receipts from travel-related businesses 

approached 300 million dollars in 1948. By 1958, around a decade later, state-wide revenue from 

tourism had climbed to 723 million dollars. The industry continued to set record-high profits 

throughout the 1960s, reaching around 968 million dollars in travel-related revenue at the time of 

Bowles’ presentation in 1963.  

Bowles closed his impassioned speech by heralding the impact of the industry’s hastened 

growth and the resulting value of travel in North Carolina to the state’s “economic blood 

stream.” 195 Then he reminded listeners once again not to grow content with current revenues but 

to remember that “as the old saying goes, ‘You ain't seen nothing yet’.”196 As projected, the 

industry continued to grow throughout the 1970s and in to the twenty-first century. Dr. Lewis 

Copeland, a Statistics professor at the University of Tennessee, completed a study for the North 

Carolina Department of Natural and Economic Resources in 1976.197 Copeland described North 

Carolina’s tourism trade as “a diversified billion-plus industry.”198 Tourist spending state-wide 

reached almost 1.3 billion dollars in 1976, almost 855 million dollars of which was spent by out-

of-state visitors. State-wide revenues averaged 3.5 million dollars each day.  

During this same period, western North Carolina’s economy began to rely on tourism for 

a greater share of its regional economy. In most parts of Southern Appalachia, income from 

tourism ranked just below agriculture, mining, and manufacturing in 1962.199 That same year, 

North Carolina’s travel industry ranked just after textile, tobacco, and furniture manufacturing 
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statewide.200 In the counties surrounding the city of Asheville, tourism ranked first.201 The 

number of people employed in tourism-related jobs witnessed a corresponding increase.202 In 

1958, the travel industry created around 65,240 jobs statewide.203 By 1977, the travel industry 

was responsible for directly employing around 153,850 North Carolinians with an annual payroll 

of 478 million dollars. The growth of the tourism industry also created a ripple effect on the 

growth of other sectors of the regional economy. Visitors to the state of North Carolina spent 

only seven percent of the 968 million dollars in statewide travel revenue during 1964 on 

accommodations.204 Almost sixty-five percent of travel-related income was spent on car-related 

services, including gasoline service, tires, batteries, or car repairs. Around twenty-two percent of 

travel-related income was spent on dining. By 1977, Dr. Lewis Copeland’s study of the state 

travel industry estimated that one out of every three workers statewide earned “a living serving 

the travelling public” in some capacity.205 

On July 28, 1967, Tom Mallone, the president of Western North Carolina Associated 

Communities, addressed the National Parks and Recreation Subcommittee of the Department of 

the Interior in Washington D.C. Mallone spoke for one of the largest industries in western North 
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Carolina.206 In his speech Mallone presented his appeal for another extension of the Blue Ridge 

Parkway toward Atlanta, Georgia. Mallone claimed that the tourism industry existed as one of 

the last “best possibilities for economic growth in the area.” The expansion of the parkway was 

expected to “provide more tourists, more dollars, and an increase in the standard of living for our 

people.” Tourism, he promised, would be the long-awaited economic savior that these “proud 

and independent mountaineers” had been waiting for. At the end of his speech, Mallone imbued 

the growth of the tourism industry with overtly salvific importance. Referencing Psalm 121, 

Mallone encouraged his listeners to do as the Psalmist once said and “lift mine eyes unto the hills 

from whence cometh my help.” He begged the committee to “lift up your eyes unto the hills of 

western North Carolina… see our lush, green mountains; our crystal-clear streams that plummet 

down the rocks to form their beautiful, cool waterfalls… and the potential this area has.” 

Mallone promised that the region’s help would cometh not “from the Lord, He who made heaven 

and Earth,” but from the growth of regional tourism.207  
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Chapter Four 

“The Last Great Stronghold of the Anglo-Saxon Race”  

 Bascom Lamar Lunsford, the self-proclaimed “squire of South Turkey Creek,” sat 

backstage at the Asheville Civic Auditorium clapping one of his frail hands on his thigh in time 

with the banjoist who was plucking on stage.1 It was the last weekend of August in 1969. Banjo 

pickers, dance teams, fiddlers, and ballad singers from both inside and outside of the 

Appalachian region milled about the auditorium that weekend. Tourists from all over the country 

had planned a final weekend away before the chill of autumn eclipsed the last of summer’s 

blazing heat. They longed for a nostalgic glimpse at the Appalachian folkways that Lunsford 

claimed existed in a “better, and more genuine” form in western North Carolina “than any other 

place” in the nation. Lunsford’s slight figure was cloaked in the same white suit and black 

bowtie that had become his trademark ensemble as the “minstrel of the Appalachians.”2 With a 

red satin rose pinned to one lapel, Lunsford had begun his beloved Mountain Dance and Folk 

Festival “along about sundown” for over forty years.3 In previous years Lunsford had made a 

point to open the festival himself, jauntily signaling to the fiddler to play Grey Eagle and 

proclaiming the festival’s beginning with an air of paternalistic authority.4 Now eighty-seven 
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years old and suffering from a recent stroke, Lunsford watched from the wings for the first time 

since the festival’s beginnings in 1928.  

Harold Warren reflected in The Charlotte Observer that year that, despite his physical 

frailty, Lunsford retained the same air of a “resplendent patriarch” that he had maintained 

throughout the festival’s tenure.5 Warren reflected that Lunsford still embodied the same 

“twinkling humor, the prodigious memory… the forceful character and gentle voice” that had 

commented “gently but authoritatively on mountain life and lore” for all those years. Lunsford 

performatively embodied his trademark persona as a respectable middle-class mountain man 

well versed in speaking for poor and working-class, white mountain people. Lunsford had 

perfected this persona during decades as part of western North Carolina’s leadership class. 

During Warren’s interview with Lunsford that night, the festival’s patriarch asserted that his 

“life’s work” had been “to call attention for the good it may do to the value of traditional 

culture… (and) the native worth of our own mountain people.”  Incensed, Lunsford asserted that 

the white residents of Appalachia had “been more systematically slandered” than any other 

group in the world.  

In the aftermath of the War on Poverty, Lunsford despised the outsiders who had 

attempted to paint Appalachia as a wasteland in need of federal economic assistance.6 Lunsford 

asserted that the western North Carolina tourist experience offered an opportunity to rehabilitate 

Americans’ perceptions of the region and its people. Visitors could expect to find “a fine climate, 

waterfalls, green pastures… (and) some log cabins of course.” Visitors would also find that 
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mainstream news portrayals of the region as a land mired in poverty obscured the fact that 

“people livin’ here are doin’ pretty good.” Like many members of western North Carolina’s 

leadership class, Lunsford embraced a class-blindness that allowed him to ignore the economic 

history of the region, his own prominent role in that history, and the ongoing existence of bitter 

poverty throughout the counties he called home. Lunsford asserted that the region’s residents 

were content to rely on one another, simply “calling up the holler” anytime they were in need of 

help. Local residents were content, just as Lunsford claimed he would be, to “live in a cabin and 

have nothin’ but a cabbage patch” because it made “a better citizen than a feller that drifts along 

and does not learn discipline.” Rather than focusing on the region’s poverty, Lunsford longed to 

focus national attention on the racial heritage of his native hills. Lunsford asserted that the true 

character of Appalachia was found, not in the region’s history of abject poverty, but in the 

preserve of English, Scotch, and Irish folk music which he claimed existed in their purest form in 

the hills of western North Carolina.  

Bascom Lamar Lunsford was part of a growing class of entrepreneurs, tourism boosters, 

and cultural workers across the French Broad River Valley in the postwar era. These members of 

western North Carolina’s white leadership class leveraged the cultural infrastructure created by 

the growth of tourism to solidify myriad narratives about the region’s past, present, and future. 

These narratives furthered boosters’ own political purposes by obscuring important realities in 

the region. Chapters five and six will evaluate this political impact in two important contexts. 

Lunsford used the Mountain Dance and Folk Festival to erase the historical reality of class and 

race-based hierarchies in the region’s past and present, helping to ensuring their existence in the 

future. Other culture workers constructed amusement parks, tourist attractions, and outdoor 

dramas that propagated long-standing narratives about the meaning of the frontier experience in 
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American history and life. These narratives were rife with political consequences. Still others 

used the cultural infrastructure of tourism to craft a regionally specific enunciation of the Lost 

Cause. As part and parcel of their efforts to lure tourists to the region, tourism boosters and 

entrepreneurs attached inherently political narratives to the industry’s various attractions. 

Lunsford and the Mountain Dance and Folk Festival 

Lunsford emerged from a long line of Appalachian folklorists and culture workers. 

Beginning in the late nineteenth century an indigenous middle-class elite and external folklorists 

looked to harvest the region’s mythologized folkways for mainstream American consumption. 7 

These culture workers crafted a narrative about Appalachia which heralded the region as the last 

great stronghold of the folkways brought over by European settlers. Relying on the erasure of the 

existence and contributions of racial minorities in the region, these individuals crafted a nostalgic 

myth of Appalachian whiteness that simultaneously romanticized mountain poverty. This 

mythology rested upon a foundation of assumptions about the region’s past that inaccurately 

emphasized the region’s racial homogeneity and isolation both geographically and economically 

from the rest of the nation. These culture workers crafted a historical narrative about the region’s 

racial past that erased the presence of racial minorities in the region and presented mountain 

whites as innocent spectators in the country’s history of white supremacy and racial violence. 

This narrative emphasized the inherent goodness and racial purity of mountain whiteness as well 

as the region’s supposed time spent in suspended animation. These culture workers argued that 

this combination of factors, which never actually existed, had preserved a treasure trove of 

European folkways in their purest form. This myth simultaneously emphasized Appalachia as a 

 
7 See: Whisnant, All That is Native and Fine; Jane Becker, Selling Tradition: Appalachia and the Construction of an 

American Folk, 1930-1940 (Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina Press, 1998); Philis Alvis, Weavers of the 

Southern Highlands (Lexington: University Press of Kentucky, 2003); and Phil Jamison, Hoedowns, Reels, and 

Frolics: Roots and Branches of Southern Appalachian Dance (Champaign: University of Illinois Press, 2015).  
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land of self-sufficient family farmers who continued to exist in a classless world untouched by 

industrialization and the class warfare that had resulted.  

Building upon this past work, Lunsford proclaimed himself as an ambassador between 

the noble folk culture of the poor white mountain people of western North Carolina and the 

tourists who swarmed to the region every summer. Lunsford embraced a paternalistic self-image 

that displayed himself as a guardian of this mythologized white classless Appalachian folk 

culture. In doing so, Lunsford was part of a growing class of regional tourism boosters who used 

the cultural infrastructure provided by tourism to shape a particular classed and racialized view 

of mountain life. This view aligned with and served their political worldview by obscuring far 

more about the region than it revealed.  

Lunsford hosted the first Mountain Dance and Folk Festival on Pack Square in June of 

1928 as a part of the Rhododendron Festival.8 That year the Asheville Chamber of Commerce 

asked Lunsford, who was becoming nationally known as a folklorist of Appalachian music, to 

put together a program of folk music and dances as part of the festival.9 The first festival drew 

over 5,000 spectators.10 Elite tourists and members of Asheville’s leadership class surrounded 

the Vance monument in the center of downtown. The monument to North Carolina’s Civil War 

governor, who was from Buncombe County and enslaved at least six persons, formed the 

centerpiece of the downtown area and testified visually to the fallacy of the narrative that 

Lunsford and other culture workers weaved.11 As one of the earliest folk festivals in the nation, 

Lunsford’s festival became an important precursor that set the stage for many of the folk 

 
8 Whisnant, “Finding the Way Between,” 136. 
9 Jones, Minstrel of the Appalachians, 40-43. 
10 Whisnant, “Finding the Way Between,” 136. 
11 For more on Zeb Vance see: Gordon B. McKinney, Zeb Vance: North Carolina’s Civil War Governor and Gilded 

Age Political Leader (Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina Press, 2013). For more on slavery see in Appalachia 

see: Inscoe, Mountain Masters; McKinney, Heart of Confederate Appalachia; Inscoe, Appalachians and Race; and 

Nash, “Aiding the Southern Mountain Republicans.” 
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festivals that spread across the nation in the postwar era.12 Sarah Gertrude Knott, a folklorist 

from Kentucky, attended the Mountain Dance and Folk Festival in 1933.13 Inspired partially by 

Lunsford’s work, Knott established the National Folk Festival. Lunsford served as an advisor on 

the project at Knott’s request. Lunsford also assisted John Lair in organizing the Ohio Valley 

Folk Festival in 1937.  

Lunsford’s festival must be understood within the context of the larger Rhododendron 

Festival of which it was originally a part. The festival must also be understood within the context 

of the class and racial politics of Asheville and the surrounding area in the early twentieth 

century. As analyzed more thoroughly in the introduction to chapter two, the Rhododendron 

Festival served a dual purpose in the early twentieth century. Asheville’s leaders aimed to 

simultaneously increase tourist traffic to the region and provide a forum for the region’s 

leadership class to articulate their belonging within both an emerging Appalachian identity and 

as part of the nation’s upper class.14 In his article “Finding the Way Between,” historian David 

Whisnant argued that the music and dance patterns Lunsford presented at his festival must be 

understood as a “delicate hybridization” of his experiences as both a native-born mountain 

resident and as a member of an educated regional elite class.15 What Lunsford produced in 1928 

broadcasted the region’s mythologized folk culture while embracing “the commercial hype of the 

Rhododendron Festival directed to an audience of strangers.” This study argues that Lunsford 

also used the festival to publicize his own place amongst the indigenous white middle class and 

to further his own political ideology. In doing so, Lunsford built upon two well-established 

regional traditions. Utilizing the wealth, social status, and political power derived from his 

 
12 Whisnant, “Finding the Way Between,” 135. 
13 Jones, “Bascom Lamar Lunsford,” 239. 
14 Blaylock, “Appalachian Queens.” 
15 Whisnant, “Finding the Way Between,” 140. 
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involvement with tourism, Lunsford re-established himself as a member of the regional 

leadership class. As part of that regional leadership class, Lunsford then used the folk festival to 

assert his own definition of authenticity upon the very same mountain folk culture that he 

claimed to be protecting from pollution by outside interests. 

Lunsford’s labor as a folklorist must be analyzed within the context of his background 

during the early twentieth century as an established member of the region’s indigenous middle 

class. Lunsford was born in Madison County on the campus of Mars Hill College in March of 

1882.16 Lunsford’s family, on both his mother’s and father’s sides, were established fixtures of 

the broader regional leadership class in western North Carolina and east Tennessee. Lunsford’s 

mother, Louarta Buckner, was the granddaughter of Thomas Shepherd Deaver, one of the 

founders of Mars Hill College in 1856 who also served on the university’s board of trustees from 

1859 until 1891.17 Deaver was known as “squire Deaver” throughout Madison County because 

of his extensive land holdings. Lunsford’s father, James Lunsford, was born in east Tennessee in 

1840. He served in the Confederate army throughout the Civil War and moved to Madison 

County to teach at Mars Hill after the war.18 The family eventually moved to the Leicester 

Community outside of Asheville in Buncombe County where James Lunsford continued 

teaching. Immensely proud of this family heritage, Bascom Lamar Lunsford retained original 

documents and chronicled the family’s history in an immense scrapbook that highlighted his 

father’s confederate military service in Texas.19 

 
16 Jones, Minstrel of the Appalachians, 1. 
17 Jones, Minstrel of the Appalachians, 2. 
18 Robert O’Keef, “Tar Heel of the Week: Bascom L Lunsford,” Raleigh News and Observer, June 4, 1955.  
19 Bascom, Kern, Jo, and Merton Lunsford, Family History and Autobiographical Scrapbook, 1950, Bascom Lamar 

Lunsford Collection, Southern Appalachian Archives, Mars Hill University. 



128 

 

Bascom Lamar Lunsford’s own vocational history further established his place as part of 

the region’s middle-class. Lunsford attended Rutherford College and eventually taught History 

and English there from 1914 until 1916.20  He taught for years throughout Madison and 

McDowell Counties. Lunsford edited and published two local newspapers between 1916 and 

1919 including the Old Fort Sentinel. He worked for a year as an agent for the Justice 

Department and was a solicitor in Burke County.21 Lunsford later completed his law degree at 

Trinity College, which eventually became Duke University. He passed the bar in 1913 and 

established a law practice in McDowell County in 1916.22 After moving to Buncombe County in 

1924, Lunsford began practicing law in both Buncombe and McDowell counties until 1935. 

Lunsford invested heavily in Asheville’s real estate boom throughout the early twentieth century 

and worked for the Asheville Chamber of Commerce “puffing the virtues of the Land of the Sky 

and giving a shameless argument as to why the well-to-do should spend their money in western 

North Carolina.”23 In 1925, Lunsford and his family relocated to a 140-acre farm on South 

Turkey Creek that his wife Nellie Lunsford had inherited.24 

A vocal Southern Democrat throughout the 1920s, Lunsford helped run various 

successful local and state political races for Democratic party candidates.25 Lunsford ran three of 

Zebulon Weaver’s successful campaigns for the United States House of Representatives.26 The 

descendent of two prominent western North Carolina families who played dominant roles in land 

development throughout the region, Zeb Weaver was also the great grandson of Zebulon Baird 

 
20 Jones, Minstrel of the Appalachians, 19; Finger, “Bascom Lamar Lunsford,” 30; Whisnant, “Finding the Way 

Between,” 140. 
21 Finger, “Bascom Lamar Lunsford,” 30. 
22 O’Keef, “Tar Heel of the Week: Bascom L Lunsford.”  
23 Jones, Minstrel of the Appalachians, 117. 
24 Jones, “Bascom Lamar Lunsford,” 237. 
25 Finger, “Bascom Lamar Lunsford,” 30; and Jones, Minstrel of the Appalachians, 23. 
26 Jones, “Bascom Lamar Lunsford,” 237. 
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Vance. Lunsford also ran a failed gubernatorial campaign for United States Senator Josiah Bailey 

in 1924. Bailey rose to political prominence of the coattails of Charles Brantley Aycock.27 

Aycock rose to political prominence during the late nineteenth century as a champion of white 

supremacist politics which agitated racial violence across North Carolina leading in part to the 

Wilmington Race Riots in 1898.28 Lunsford’s efforts as a folklorist to preserve, protect, and 

subtly commodify a mythologized white Appalachian folk culture should be viewed in tandem 

with these earlier political efforts. Lunsford was enmeshed in the political leadership class of 

western North Carolina and steeped in the racial worldview of a white supremacist Southern 

Democrat.  

 According to Lunsford’s official biographer Loyal Jones, Lunsford’s work as a folklorist 

began around 1903 while he was working as a nursery salesman for the East Tennessee Nursery 

Company.29 Based in Clinton Tennessee, Lunsford worked for Hebe Davis of Haywood, North 

Carolina traveling on horseback throughout the western North Carolina mountains. According to 

Jones, Lunsford seized the opportunity provided by these trips to document his encounters with 

local residents who he asked to play a song, do a jig, or weave a tail in exchange for a free tree. 

Throughout the early twentieth century, Lunsford widely performed the songs he learned during 

this period alongside various songs he already knew and a handful that he had written himself.30 

These performances gained the attention of the North Carolina Folklore Society. In 1922, 

Lunsford performed many of the songs he’d collected over the previous two decades for Dr. 

Frank C. Brown’s seven volume Collection of North Carolina Folklore.31  

 
27 John Robert Moore, “Josiah William Bailey,” NCPedia, accessed October 7, 2021, 

https://www.ncpedia.org/biography/bailey-josiah-william.  
28 For more on the Wilmington Race Riot see: David S. Cecelski and Timothy B. Tyson, eds. Democracy Betrayed: 

The Wilmington Race Riot and Its Legacy (Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina Press, 1998). 
29 Jones, Minstrel of the Appalachians, 13. 
30 Whisnant, “Finding the Way Between,” 140. 
31 Jones, “Bascom Lamar Lunsford,” 237. 
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By the early 1920s Lunsford had established himself as a national authority on mountain 

folkways and had emerged as a fixture on the burgeoning national scene of scholarly folklorists 

and commercial recording companies.32 Lunsford demonstrated an adeptness at “moving back 

and forth” between these worlds, establishing himself simultaneously in the national imagination 

as the down-home “squire of south turkey creek” and a buttoned-up scholar of American 

folkways.33 When Dr. Winslow Gordon visited western North Carolina in 1924 he asked 

Lunsford to lead him to the most authentic musicians throughout the region. Gordon would 

become the founder of the Archive of Folksongs at the Library of Congress. Lunsford worked for 

musicologist Charles Seeger, the father of Pete Seeger, on two programs for the Works Progress 

Administration and the Resettlement Administration in the 1930s.34 Dr. Dorothy Scarborough, a 

professor of English at Columbia University, sought Lunsford’s assistance in 1930 on a trip to 

the Smoky Mountains. Scarborough went on to publish A Song Catcher in the Southern 

Mountains: American Folk Songs of British Ancestry. Scarborough’s work became one of the 

largest and most well-known collections of Appalachian folksongs. Because of Scarborough’s 

encouragement George Hibbits, another professor in the English Department at Columbia, 

invited Lunsford to New York in 1935.35 Lunsford recorded his entire “memory collection” 

which included around “315 ballads, lyric songs, hymns, fiddle and banjo tunes, and stories 

usually with comments on when, how, and from whom he learned each one.” Lunsford re-

recorded this collection in 1949 for the Library of Congress on newer equipment. 

The Mountain Dance and Folk Festival grew out of Lunsford’s work as a folklorist and 

his connections to the leadership class of the city of Asheville. In 1930 Lunsford successfully 

 
32 Ibid. 
33 Whisnant, “Finding the Way Between,” 140. 
34 Jones, “Bascom Lamar Lunsford,” 241. 
35 Jones, “Bascom Lamar Lunsford,” 241. 
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convinced the Asheville Chamber of Commerce to separate what would become The Mountain 

Dance and Folk Festival from the Rhododendron Festival.36 Out of concern that the music 

festival alone would fail to draw enough people, the Asheville Chamber of Commerce initially 

combined the Mountain Dance and Folk Festival with a preexisting craft fair.37 Over the 

following years, the festival moved from Pack Square to the local baseball park and finally to the 

civic auditorium.38 While the Rhododendron Festival ended in 1940, Lunsford’s festival 

continues today.39 As the festival grew, it became a fixture of the Asheville tourist season and 

became increasingly important to the Chamber of Commerce.40 By 1950 Lunsford’s Mountain 

Dance and Folk Festival hosted over 600 performers.41 Running from Thursday evening until 

Saturday evening, the festival brought thousands of visitors to the city’s hotels and restaurants. 

Visitors who also spent money throughout the surrounding area for several days.42  

Lunsford portrayed himself paternalistically as promoting the best interest of the region’s 

poor population by working to save this mythologized folk culture from extinction. In the 

process, Lunsford also aimed to stoke a racial pride in the poor white mountain people of 

western North Carolina by reminding them of the treasure that they possessed and rescuing them 

from internalizing portrayals of themselves in mainstream news which emphasized the region’s 

poverty. When Lunsford sat down with a reporter from The Saturday Evening Post in 1946, 

writer Harold Martin remarked that Lunsford began his work as folklorist because “the wild, 

 
36 Jones, Minstrel of the Appalachians, 44. 
37 Oral History interview with Jo Herron, Lynn Hadley, Nelle Greenawald, and Merton Brown by Dorothy Joynes, 
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38 Finger, “Bascom Lamar Lunsford,” 27. 
39 Whisnant, “Finding the Way Between,” 138. 
40 Jones, Minstrel of the Appalachians, 53. 
41 “Historical North Carolina” tourism brochure, September 1950, Historic Dramas and Festivals Folder in 

Permanent Publications of the Department of Conservation and Development, Travel and Promotion Division #44, 
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sweet, lonely tunes were dying out.”43 As paved roads, electricity, and industrial plants entered 

the region, Lunsford feared that these changes were destroying the region’s traditional folk 

culture. Notably, Lunsford did not blame this presumed cultural shift primarily on the transition 

to wage work, or the push off the land initiated by the entrance of outside corporations. Instead, 

Lunsford insisted that this shift resulted predominately from an internalized sense of inferiority 

that white mountain people had begun to embrace. Lunsford bemoaned that, as the region’s 

poorer residents had begun to adjust to the increased pace of regional industrialization, they had 

begun to embrace the portrayal of the region by the outside world as a backward impoverished 

land in need of uplift. Rather than remembering that they were the racial heirs to the purest 

folkways brought over by their sturdy Anglo-Saxon ancestors, they had begun “to look with 

some embarrassment – actually with a sense of shame – upon all that reminded them of their 

once-isolated state.” 44 In response, Lunsford made it his life’s ambition to begin “re-educating 

the mountain people to the glories of their musical heritage.” 

During the interview, Lunsford spoke of his time as a tree salesman traveling through 

western North Carolina and collecting music along the way. Lunsford claimed to have observed 

that “no matter how crude the cabin or how rustic the folk,” the people that he visited were 

content. They sang “not of the rough and simple life they knew” but of “gallant lords, handsome 

and brave, and ladies fair with lily-white hands.” The music that Lunsford collected stretched 

back to “before the great migration across the sea” and “chronicled the deeds of folk so elegant 

and so fine.” Lunsford described his efforts to educate the poor mountain people along his path 

about the aristocratic European origins of their music. Lunsford prioritized convincing these 

musicians that their “great-great-great-grandpappy might have played that same tune at the court 

 
43 Harold H. Martin “Minstrel of the Appalachians” Saturday Evening Post, May 22, 1946. 
44 Ibid. 
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of Queen Elizabeth.” This music, Lunsford asserted, “formed a link, unbroken back through 

time, tying” these poor mountain folk to a white aristocratic past that notably whitewashed the 

region’s history, erased the contributions of people of color, and silenced the labor anthems of 

the Appalachian coalfields and the textile mill villages.  

Lunsford’s efforts served a dual purpose. He aimed to fixate local and national attention 

on the treasure trove of English, Scotch, and Irish ballads which he claimed existed in the region. 

In the process he aimed to distract the nation from its preoccupation with the region’s poverty 

and to stoke a regional pride that was firmly rooted in a racialized worldview.45 The official 

brochures for the Mountain Dance and Folk Festival emphasized similar themes in their narrative 

of the festival’s origins.46 One souvenir brochure from the Mountain Dance and Folk Festival 

emphasized Lunsford’s role in rehabilitating the region’s image and protecting local mountain 

residents from the idea that their traditions and culture were inferior.47 According to the 

brochure, Lunsford dedicated himself to “the monumental task of becoming a one-man 

repository” of mountain folk culture out of his concern that “mountain people were abandoning 

their traditions” because the region’s white population had been mocked on a national scale. 

Lunsford’s paternalistic self-promotion of himself throughout these brochures erased the agency 

of the festival’s musicians often leading to conflict. One musician from Madison County once 

 
45 Brochure for the “Bascom Lamar Lunsford Mountain Music and Dance Festival,” undated, Bascom Lamar 
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angrily stated “god-dammit he didn’t preserve the music for us, we preserved it for him.”48 Yet, 

Lunsford claimed that he alone had initiated a crusade to “re-establish pride in his own people” 

which culminated in the establishment of the Mountain Dance and Folk Festival in 1928. The 

brochure insisted that, through his work as a folklorist, Lunsford selflessly served the poor 

residents of western North Carolina by “preserving what was once thought of as 

unsophisticated,” but had now been revealed as the most authentic proof of America’s 

superiority currently in existence. 

Promotional materials for the festival used a mythical portrayal of the region’s past to 

claim that mountain folkways resulted from a classless utopia of white yeoman farmers. Under 

this narrative, the region’s current residents had inherited a white racially pure folk inheritance 

from sturdy Anglo-Saxon pioneers. The festival’s official souvenir program produced by the 

Asheville Chamber of Commerce in 1955 emphasized these themes.49 The program assured 

visitors that the songs they would hear that weekend had been brought over directly “from back 

country England, Ireland, and the Scottish border” when the early settlers had “left their homes 

for America” and “plunged straight into the back county.” This narrative argued that white 

families had rightly laid claim to this land, aided by the likes of Daniel Boone, among the 

“landlocked coves as the tide of migration swept westward.” Universally poor in material goods, 

they brought with them “the heritage of ballads… preserved so faithfully in substance and 

spirit.” They preserved in these isolated hills and hollows the “Elizabethan times” which would 

“come surging before the mind’s eye” of each and every visitor who attended the festival. Today, 

while the mountaineer might “work in an industrial plant, or teach school,” he continued to 

 
48 “Bascom” Diplomat Magazine, August 1966. 
49 George Myers Stephens, Souvenir Program from Mountain Dance and Folk Festival, 1955 in Folder 425 of the 
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“raise a family on the land… (and share) his heritage of song, story, and dance” thanks to 

Lunsford’s valiant efforts. 

Lunsford’s ‘Guiding Hand’ 

Through promotional materials, Lunsford claimed that the festival existed as a natural 

outgrowth of everyday mountain life. This mythology obscured the role he played in enforcing 

his own definition of authenticity on the region’s music. Promotional materials manufactured a 

false sense of spontaneity that presented the festival as an outgrowth of mountain gatherings and 

shindigs. These materials referred to the festival as a “spontaneous get-together” under 

Lunsford’s “guiding hand.” 50 According to these promotional materials, tourists could witness 

the same music and dances at the Asheville Civic Auditorium that they would find on any 

mountain porch on almost any summer night when local mountaineers meandered out from their 

individual coves and hollows to sing and dance together. Tourists were enabled a glimpse at an 

informal mountain gathering where the “ballads and tunes which have been handed down 

unwritten from parent to child during two centuries of mountain life” were prominently 

displayed.  

Lunsford claimed to produce “the only unprogrammed major folk event of its kind” by 

wrangling mountain performers who otherwise resisted being programmed. The brochure for the 

fortieth annual festival described the event as an outgrowth of gatherings that Lunsford hosted in 

his own home where neighbors and friends gathered beneath a broad oak tree to dance and 

sing.51 Lunsford’s life, the brochure extolled, was characterized by his love for the strange land’s 
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music and his unparalleled understanding of its peculiar people. He had devoted his life to 

tracking down and preserving “the hundreds of English, Scotch, and Irish ballads which had been 

handed down unwritten from parent to child in mountain valley, ridge, and cove.” Now, he 

selflessly devoted himself to bringing that rich inheritance before the rest of the nation. Knowing 

as a “mountain man” himself that “the folks of the hills can’t be programmed,” Lunsford used 

his experienced ear to perfectly curate the musical spontaneity of a front porch shindig for 

modern audiences in a new metropolitan setting. Lunsford promised audience members that they 

would find themselves “swept into the reality of mountain life” where “spontaneity is the breath” 

of every mountain shindig. The Asheville Citizen-Times reflected in 1966 that “no true mountain 

man” would take direction from just anyone. Lunsford, the article emphasized, had simply 

developed an innate feeling about the festival’s programming and the management of the 

region’s people after “a lifetime lived” among its inhabitants.52 It was Lunsford who had 

“awakened their pride in their own traditional music brought… by Elizabethan settlers” and now 

his “word (wa)s law with the mountain folk.”53  

During the entirety of the festival’s tenure Lunsford refused to use a written program 

because he “knew the people and knew what they played, knew how well they did it.”54 Instead, 

he separately coordinated each festival. Lunsford picked an individual or group of performers by 

giving a nod to the “the right person at the appropriate moment” in a way that he asserted only he 

could.  Lunsford embraced this paternalistic self-image that exalted himself as a respectable 

middle-class actor in the midst of the mountain poor. Lunsford insisted that he used an approach 

that he alone had mastered as an intermediary between poor mountain musicians and the outside 

 
52 Bob Lindsey “Mountain Festival Customs Long Established,” Asheville Citizen-Times, 1966. 
53 Draughn Miller, “Folksy Frolic,” Our State, August 2, 1952.  
54 Jones, Minstrel of the Appalachians, 53. 
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world. By rhetorically harnessing the mountain archetype promoted in tourist literature, Lunsford 

also authenticated himself as the sole arbiter of authenticity at the festival.   

Lunsford used this façade of spontaneity to enforce his definition of authenticity on the 

festival. In his article “Finding the Way Between,” historian David Whisnant critically evaluated 

the folk culture presented at Lunsford’s festival and demonstrated myriad ways in which 

Lunsford actively shaped the folkways he presented. Whisnant concluded that Lunsford’s 

festival “furnished a complex and instructive example of intentional intervention into traditional 

culture by a forceful entrepreneur who did what he did partly because, as he said, he ‘just liked 

mountain people,’ but who viewed those people from his special perspective as a member of the 

small but important local, intellectual, effectively bi-cultural elite whose role in mountain life has 

never been adequately comprehended.”55  

Loyal Jones, Lunsford’s official biographer, noted that festival performers “raised 

concerns about Lunsford’s high handedness.”56 Many musicians complained that Lunsford 

“personally decided what was authentic and what was not” and gave preferential treatment to 

wealthier performers. Lunsford regularly spoke of “separating the wheat from the chaff” by 

neglecting to give some players time on stage. Lunsford relegated other performers to the 

beginning of the night when the crowd was still milling about the auditorium.57 Lunsford further 

insulated himself from accusations that he was filtering out particular performers by beginning 

the program “along about sundown” instead of at a particular time. In an interview for Our State 

in 1952, Lunsford admitted that these strategies enabled him to “separate the traditional, 

authentic mountain minstrels” from performances that he believed were less authentic.58 The 
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Asheville Citizen-Times chronicled the “unobvious sifting and screening” of performers 

backstage at the festival in 1968.59 These strategies, the newspaper claimed, enabled the festival 

to “resist change gracefully” and “retain an authentic mountain character and flavor” as defined 

solely by “the squire of South Turkey Creek.”  

Lunsford’s Voice of Political Struggle 

Residents and folklorists alike criticized Lunsford for selecting certain aspects of 

mountain folk music over others. Namely they have critiqued his refusal to recognize the 

contributions of people of color, his hatred of “synthetic hillbilly music,’60 and his disdain for the 

Appalachian labor anthems of the twentieth century.61 As Whisnant poetically put it, Lunsford’s 

“selectivity itself is easy to document… he did not present all that could have been presented; the 

keeper of bees and of culture strained both honey and culture before offering them to the 

public.”62 Whisnant demonstrated the existence of many of the changes that Lunsford and his 

festival inflicted on regional music and dance patterns, patterns that Lunsford claimed to be 

preserving in their most authentic form from being altered by the currents of modern life. 

Whisnant also argued that Lunsford understood his cultural intervention as part of “the emerging 

politics of culture in the United States” by consciously and vocally doing that work as a citizen.63 

Whisnant stopped short of critically evaluating Lunsford’s paternalistic self-perception of 

himself and the inherently political nature of the lens he used to define authenticity. Lunsford’s 

cultural intervention served an inherently political purpose.   
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Bill Finger, a graduate student at the University of North Carolina, wrote an article about 

Lunsford for Southern Exposure in 1974.64 Finger criticized Lunsford for failing to speak more 

vocally about the subtle forces which had been “working against the people of western North 

Carolina” throughout Lunsford’s own lifetime.65 Finger noted many of the forces analyzed more 

thoroughly in the first chapter of this study. Bemoaning the rapid growth of absentee 

landownership, the steady rise in cost of living, and the predominating growth of low-paying, 

seasonal service jobs, Finger pointed out what he called “the limits of Bascom Lamar Lunsford 

as a folk hero.”66 Finger argued that these struggles characterized the daily lives of mountain 

people and criticized Lunsford’s silence on the economic problems facing the residents of his 

home community. Finger neglected to recognize that Lunsford was enmeshed in the very power 

structures which had intentionally crafted that economy for almost half a century and that 

Lunsford’s cultural work romanticized their poverty for the middle-class tourists who traveled 

over the newly paved interstates to visit his festival each summer. Far from accidental, 

Lunsford’s silence served to obscure and thereby entrench economic structures that he profited 

from as a member of the local leadership class.  

Finger criticized Lunsford for failing to even include the labor anthems of the textile mill 

villages in which countless Appalachian outmigrants had challenged the most powerful industry 

in the state in Gastonia and Marion in 1929. These anthems inspired the labor uprisings of the 

1920s and 1930s in the North Carolina foothills. Songs like Ella May Wiggins’ Mill Mother’s 

Lament, which chronicled the trials of attempting to feed her children on the starvation wages 

that she earned in the textile mills of the North Carolina piedmont and called upon the 
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impoverished workers to “stand together, workers and have a union here.” Lunsford’s narrative 

of the region’s past erased the interracial labor struggles of the 1930s, 1940s, and 1950s. Leather 

workers, rubber workers, textile workers, meatcutters, and paper workers had picketed across 

what Finger called “the most heavily unionized area in the most unorganized state.”67 Finger 

concluded, however, that Lunsford’s voice was simply “not a voice of political struggle” and that 

his “narrow concern for music limited his perception of the complex forces” at work in his home 

region.  

Whisnant and Finger pointed out what Lunsford chose not to say about the labor 

struggles, economic weaknesses, and racial division that existed throughout the counties he 

called home. It is vital to interrogate what Lunsford did say as a culture worker who built a 

career profiting from a whitewashed mythology of the region’s past. Lunsford’s work as a 

folklorist had inherently political overtones in the midst of a nation reeling from the changes of 

the postwar period. The narrative about the region that Lunsford harnessed as a culture worker 

enforced a class and racial blindness that relied on and promulgated a set of assumptions about 

the racial makeup and hierarchy of mountain life. If anything, Lunsford succeeded in publicly 

appearing as though his work was apolitical because his work maintained and entrenched 

hierarchies throughout mountain life that his cultural work erased from view. 

Lunsford portrayed his culture work as apolitical and vocally disdained those on the left 

of the political spectrum who turned folk music in to what he condescendingly called “political 

music.”68 Guy Carawan visited Lunsford at the Mountain Dance and Folk Festival in 1953.69 

Originally from Los Angeles, Carawan worked with the Highlander Research and Education 
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Center in Monteagle, Tennessee.70 A white folk singer, Carawan helped to popularize We Shall 

Overcome during his involvement with the Civil Rights Movement. The song became one of the 

most popular protest songs of the1960s.71 Carawan reflected on his interactions with Lunsford in 

his journal noting that, while Lunsford sang “full of glee and friendliness,” he quickly showed 

himself to be “a reactionary aristocrat.”72  Upon meeting the group of folk singers, Lunsford 

immediately questioned whether or not the men were undercover communists. Then Lunsford 

launched into a diatribe, claiming that hundreds of communists were flooding Appalachia with 

tape recorders and destroying folk music by utilizing it for political purposes. These 

“subversives,” Lunsford declared were “part of a movement against this country” that sought to 

destroy everything that made the nation wonderful. When Jim Wolfe, a banjo player from New 

York, visited the festival he asked Lunsford about Pete Seeger and Woody Guthrie.  Lunsford 

became “strongly indignant” about those “communists” and denounced those “left-wing people 

and folk music being misused.”73 

Lunsford’s own politics, however, were part of the lens through which he filtered his 

presentation of the region’s history and its culture. Lunsford was an established fixture of the 

regional leadership class and a vocal southern Democrat who campaigned for some on the most 

virulent segregationists in North Carolina state politics during the Jim Crow Era. It was within 

this context that he aimed to shift national attention away from the region’s struggling economy 

and refocus that attention onto a revitalized image of the region as a mythological preserve of 
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white purity. The political overtones of Lunsford’s cultural worldview became explicit in many 

of the interviews that Lunsford did for national news media outlets throughout his lifetime.74  

Diplomat Magazine produced a feature on Lunsford at the 1966 Mountain Dance and 

Folk Festival.75 The article began in the same manner that most of the articles about Lunsford 

and his festival did throughout his career, by emphasizing the romanticized backwardness of 

Lunsford’s home region. In the hardscrabble valleys of Lunsford’s home, the article claimed that 

visitors “cannot miss the signs of an old stubborn way of life, entirely different from the one you 

are probably familiar with.” The article extolled that the region remained the last great preserve 

of Anglo-Saxon strength where the descendants of the original settlers continued to live almost 

exactly as they had centuries before. Centuries spent in complete isolation from the rest of the 

nation had established a preserve of white purity in which even “the speech in some mountain 

countries (remained) closer to Elizabethan working-class English than anywhere else – even in 

England.”   

Reminding them of their homeland in the highlands of England, Scotland, and Ireland, 

the original pioneers had settled in the region because of the egalitarian nature of the hills. There, 

“almost bare-handed and without the benefit of slave labor they dug in and studded the hills with 

houses and churches.” Here in the mythical coves and hollows of western North Carolina 

“ordinary working men and women” existed together in a harmony unspoiled by the divisions 

and hierarchies of modern American life. At the time of the article’s publication the article 

claimed that a “conspicuous absence of negroes (existed) in the southern mountains.” The 
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region’s music existed as the highest testament to this egalitarian white history’s impact on the 

present. Unified by this white heritage, these men and women regularly pulled out “from under 

the couch a banjo or a fiddle and sing and play the music that they and their ancestors have 

known for generations.” This folk music existed as the only “purely white music” left in the 

nation. The region’s preserve of hard-working Anglo-Saxon laborers had preserved the ballads 

and dance tunes “brought over to this country by the earliest immigrants from the British Isles” 

where the music remained “significantly unchanged for 200 years.” As a result, western North 

Carolina had preserved this music in a more authentic form “than in the countries of its birth” 

where globalization had polluted the previously noble folkways of their homeland.   

David Whisnant demonstrated that, by the turn of the twentieth century, “such notions of 

purity of origin and preservation were already little more than myths.”76 The song Swannanoa 

Tunnel, one of Lunsford’s most famous recorded folk songs, provides an instructive example of 

the impacts of Lunsford’s historical whitewashing.77 Swannanoa Tunnel was written about the 

construction of the 1,832-foot tunnel outside of Asheville in 1879. The tunnel is one of six 

tunnels completed for use by the Western North Carolina Railroad in the area. The tunnel’s 

construction was vital in enabling the extension of the timbering industry at the turn of the 

twentieth century. The name Swannanoa, derived from the Cherokee phrase ‘Suwa’lĭ-Nûñnâ’hĭ’, 

alone points to the presence of Native Americans throughout the region. The Western North 

Carolina Railroad also used primarily black convict labor to construct the tunnel. Between 1875 

and 1891, an unknown number of black men leased from nearby prisons labored at gunpoint for 

the state-owned corporation. At least 420 convict laborers died during the construction of the 

tunnel, many of whom were thrown into mass graves nearby. White guards worked men to death 
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or shot them on point for perceived disobedience. Other laborers died of exposure during the 

winter or starved to death. Workers combined nitroglycerin with sawdust and used the mixture to 

blast through the gap. Accidents and cave ins during the construction of the tunnel claimed the 

lives of many others.  

Musicologist Kevin Kehrberg and historian Jeffrey Keith demonstrated that Swannanoa 

Tunnel, or Asheville Junction as it is sometimes titled, originated as a work song similar to John 

Henry.78 In the original version of the song, a driving beat provided laborers with a rhythmic 

structure for hammering or drilling. Hammer songs, like Swannanoa Tunnel, “became running 

commentaries on the trials and tribulations of forced labor under cruel conditions, an expression 

of lament, and a form of creative resistance.” The lyrics of the song point to its original use. The 

singer calls the listener to attention in the first stanza with the warning that “Swannanoa Tunnel, 

all caved in, babe. All caved in.” The song reverberates with lament when it warns listeners that 

“when you hear that hoot owl squalling. somebody dying, baby, somebody dying.” Cecil Sharp 

“collected” the tune from two white women on a trip to the Asheville area in 1916. By that time 

the tune had evolved into a waltz. Sharp falsely asserted its English origin and published it as an 

ideal example of British folk music in America in his seminal English Folk Songs from the 

Southern Appalachians. Lunsford recorded the song as part of his memory collection at 

Columbia University. While he conceded that “construction men” likely of “negro origin” had 

built the tunnel and likely written the song, Lunsford emphasized that mountaineers had “worked 

it over” into a pure Anglo-Saxon folk tune. Combined, Lunsford and Sharp attempted to erase 

both the history of racial injustice and musical exchange in the region. Kehrberg and Keith 
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argued that this shift in perspective from “an incarcerated laborer… to a local wage worker… 

dramatically transformed (the song) from a black work song to a Southern Apartheid-era white, 

working-class anthem.” 

 Various additional scholars have demonstrated the existence of enslaved communities 

throughout the southern mountains and the myriad impacts that communities of color have had 

on Appalachian folk music and dance patterns.79 This mythology endured in part, however, 

because it served a valuable political purpose by silencing the presence of racial diversity, 

division, and oppression as a part of the region’s past and thereby its present. In the same article, 

Lunsford connected his work as a folklorist to the ongoing civil rights demonstrations sweeping 

the nation.80 Lunsford was utterly outraged that he’d recently received a letter from a group of 

activists “asking him to participate in a civil rights demonstration.” The idea that anyone would 

want to take the region’s noble folkways and harness them for that particular type of racialized 

political change infuriated Lunsford. He launched in to a “stump speech,” insisting that the Civil 

Rights movement was merely stirring up discontentment with a system that had worked well for 

almost a century. Southern whites, Lunsford claimed had always been and continued to remain 

“the best friend the southern Nigra has.” Amused, the interviewer simply blamed Lunsford’s 

racism on his quaint embrace of antiquity, remarking that “Bascom made it all sound 

reasonable.” Lunsford “was able to say ‘offensive’ things without being at all offensive, he could 

express ‘old-fashioned’ notions without appearing narrow-minded.”  
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Lunsford’s culture work presented a carefully rehearsed vision of the region and its past. 

This work enabled residents and outsiders alike to ignore the existence of racial division and 

economic inequality in the region by embracing a class and racial blindness that simultaneously 

romanticized the region’s poverty. Holiday Magazine editorialized in 1947 that Lunsford’s 

homeland was the final “pioneers’ preserve,” the last great homeland “of the descendants of the 

ordinary early American.”81 Lunsford asserted in this interview that the region’s “biggest 

landowners, among a great many small landowners, have always called themselves farmers—

never planters” knowing that “one man is as good as another.” Falsely presenting the region 

historically as a classless utopia of yeoman farmers, without the divisions of class or classism, 

Lunsford erased and belittled the contemporary labor struggles throughout the region. Reporters 

from The Chicago Daily visited Lunsford at his home on the outskirts of Asheville in 1964.82 

Lunsford asserted that all the people of western North Carolina were “descendants of the original 

English colonists and of the Scotch-Irish who fled Ulster in North Ireland to escape the English 

tariff.” These proud and independent mountaineers had lived content in those coves, isolated 

from modern narratives that informed them of their own poverty and from the meddling of a 

federal government that sought to destroy their independence by making them dependent on the 

state. Lunsford asserted that the hardworking residents of his home counties, the majority of 

whom continued to subsist near or below the poverty line, “never used to worry about keeping 

up with the Joneses because they lived too far away. No one was ever poor” because no one had 

told them that they should consider themselves impoverished. It was only with the entrance of 

the modern welfare state, when “the government (began to) say how much you have to have, or 
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you’re considered ‘under-privileged’ or a depressed area” that the region’s residents began to 

become discontented with their own economic state.  

Lunsford’s culture work played a valuable role in cementing and promulgating narratives 

about the region and its past that had been in circulation for at least a century.83 These narratives 

supported a political worldview that entrenched existing hierarchies within mountain society by 

helping to erase those hierarchies from view. Lunsford overtly connected this political 

worldview to his culture work on numerous occasions. Lunsford’s voice was one of subliminal 

political struggle, working to maintain the social and political order rather than fighting to upend 

established power structures. Other members of the regional leadership class in western North 

Carolina embraced and perpetuated a persona and political worldview similar to that which 

Lunsford embodied in his work. Lunsford was merely part of western North Carolina’s growing 

leadership class. As introduced in chapters two and three, regional leaders like Lunsford adopted 

a bifurcated regional identity. Many regional leaders embraced their membership within 

Appalachia’s racialized folk identity while simultaneously carving out a paternalistic class-based 

identity that separated themselves from the region’s working-class. Regional leaders used the 

tourist experience to strengthen and express their membership within these identities. These 

efforts existed in tandem with their efforts to reshape the region’s economy.  

John Parris, a folklorist and tourism booster from the town of Sylva, was interviewed for 

an oral history interview in 1974 shortly after Lunsford’s death.84 Like many regional leaders, 

Parris embraced a self-perception of himself and narrative about the region’s past and its present 

that was remarkably similar to Lunsford’s. Parris expressed his love for the uniqueness of “the 
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last pioneer’s preserve.” Western North Carolina’s delayed development, he proclaimed, had 

enabled the region’s current population to preserve the original Scotch, Irish, and English music 

brought over by the original settlers. Parris also bemoaned that “most of our mountain heritage 

has been eroding or disappeared.” Without being prompted, Parris credited Lunsford for 

retaining the music’s purity and instilling in the local people a sense of pride in their heritage. 

Parris insisted that Lunsford had done this work out of the goodness of his own heart, without 

any desire for financial gain. Lunsford, he insisted, had “never been tied into the banks, the 

chamber of commerce, the big industrialists… he was out in the grassroots with people.” Parris 

and many regional leaders embraced a historical amnesia and class blindness that ignored 

Lunsford’s connection to Asheville’s leadership class as well as the handsome sum he made 

from the festival and various other folklore endeavors across the state of North Carolina.  

Bill Finger, the interviewer, pressed Parris to consider the fact that Lunsford was “in the 

prosperous element of mountain culture” and that he “never feared financial insecurity.” Parris 

responded that class, class-consciousness, and classism simply didn’t exist in the mountains and 

therefore could not have impacted Lunsford’s work to any noticeable degree. Parris 

exasperatingly asserted that he’d “never found that any real mountain people, even if they’re as 

poor as Job’s turkey, they never feel any real insecurity.” In Parris’ view, as an upper-middle 

class member of the region’s established leadership class, sensing economic insecurity was 

simply a product of the modern age that had not existed when “the independence of your 

mountaineer” characterized the majority of mountain whites. There in the mountains of western 

North Carolina, “a man was taken for what he was, not how many hound dogs he had or how 

many he didn’t have.” This independence was now “disappearing along with the culture” and in 

desperate need of being preserved as well. Unprompted, Parris then began to actively conflate 
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Lunsford’s beliefs and his own. Parris began speaking in the first person, asserting that “I never 

think about class… It never occurs to us whether he’s poor or I’m middle-class. This never 

enters into it.” Parris’ response demonstrated his own internalized identification with Lunsford’s 

ethos as a member of the regional leadership class.85  

Grandfather Mountain Highland Games and the Jacobite Lost Cause 

Other regional leaders emphasized the overwhelmingly Scottish origin of the region’s 

early settlers. In the process, they articulated a regionally nuanced version of the Lost Cause. The 

creation of Grandfather Mountain Highland Games at MacRae meadows near Grandfather 

Mountain in Linville, North Carolina, was a pivotal aspect of these efforts. Donald MacRae, one 

of the largest real estate developers in the state of North Carolina, purchased the land 

surrounding Grandfather Mountain at the turn of the twentieth century.86 Originally from 

Wilmington, MacRae established the Linville Land, Manufacturing, and Mining Company and 

worked to develop Linville into a summer resort community.87 MacRae hired Donald Ross, the 

world-renowned Scottish golf architect, to develop one of the most exclusive golf courses in the 

Southeast. MacRae also hired Harry Stern who had been one of his classmates at MIT, to assist 

with the initial planning of the community. MacRae owned vast stores of land, timber, and utility 

interests throughout North Carolina at the time of his death.88 MacRae’s grandson Hugh Morton 

became the president of the Linville Improvement Company in 1947 after he returned from 

military service as a combat photographer during World War II.89 When Hugh MacRae died in 
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1951, his estate was divided among his family members.90 Hugh Morton inherited over 4,000 

acres in western North Carolina including Grandfather Mountain.  

Morton immediately began working to increase tourist traffic in and around Grandfather 

Mountain.91 These efforts included financing the construction of a 228-foot-long steel suspension 

bridge at the summit of the mountain, a road up to the peak of the mountain, and a parking lot.92 

Completed in 1952, Morton advertised the bridge as a “mile high swinging bridge” and used his 

own photography and public relations expertise to turn the mountain into one of the most popular 

tourist attractions in the state.93 Morton photographed the mountain in all four seasons and 

mailed promotional photographs for publication in order to “call attention to the natural beauty” 

of the mountain during the off-season.94 Begun in 1924, Morton continued to host an annual 

“singing on the mountain” each June. Morton developed the event in to one of the largest gospel 

conventions in the nation, hosting politicians, Sunday school groups, musicians, and preachers 

for a day long singing event at MacRae Meadows.95 When Billy Graham preached at the singing 
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on the mountain in 1962 traffic blocked US Highway 221 from Marion to Blowing Rock, a 

distance of over fifty-five miles.96 

The creation of the Grandfather Mountain Highland Games was central to the success of 

Grandfather Mountain as a tourist destination in the postwar period. Donald MacDonald and 

Hugh Morton’s mother, Julian Walker Morton, cooperatively developed The Grandfather 

Mountain Highland Games.97 Julian Morton wanted to establish a family gathering at MacRae 

Meadows, but MacDonald persuaded her to turn the event in to a highland games event modeled 

off The Braemar Gathering in Scotland.98 MacDonald had first discovered the highland games as 

a young child when he read Sir Walter Scott’s The Lady of the Lake for the first time.99 

MacDonald visited The Braemar Gathering in 1954 and, upon his return to the United States, 

“vowed (that he) would try to reproduce Celtic games” in the Carolinas. Together, the two 

embarked on a campaign to organize the first Grandfather Mountain Highland Games at MacRae 

Meadows. MacDonald hoped that the event would simultaneously revive local interest in 

Scottish-American heritage and increase regional tourism. Hugh Morton described the first 

games in August of 1956 as a glorified picnic.100 Around 800 people attended the event but 

nobody, he said, even “knew what a highland games was.” MacDonald asserted that the highland 
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games were “pastimes which my immigrants’ forebears had long ago brought with them to 

America” but that these traditions had been “eventually abandoned.”101  

According to anthropologist Celeste Ray, The Grandfather Mountain Highland Games in 

Linville, North Carolina, began a new revival of Scottish heritage events that swept the nation 

throughout the 1950s and 1960s.102 While Scottish fraternal organizations had existed throughout 

the American South prior to the Civil War, a “dramatic surge of interest” in the nation’s rumored 

Scottish heritage began after World War II.103 Donald MacDonald and other Scottish revivalists 

across the nation who followed his lead embraced a highland Scots identity that had originally 

emerged in the nineteenth century.104 This identity centered primarily around the mythologized 

experiences of eighteenth century Scottish Jacobites that had been constructed at the turn of the 

century for the purposes of Scottish tourism.105  

The tale of Bonnie Prince Charlie and his brave Jacobite warriors over the sea found its 

origin in 1603. James VI of Scotland inherited Elizabeth I’s throne becoming James I of 

England.106 James II, the son of James I’s daughter Mary, was forced to abdicate the throne 

because he was suspected of favoring the Catholic church. James II staged at least four failed 

attempts to regain the throne in 1689, 1708, 1715, and 1719. Charles Edward Stuart, known in 

popular historical mythology as Bonnie Prince Charlie, was James II’s grandson. Known as “the 

Young Pretender” by the Hanoverians, Charles staged a final failed attempt to restore a Stuart 

monarchy from 1745 to 1746. The Jacobite cause was permanently crushed at the Battle of 

Culloden on April 16, 1746, in a decisive victory for the Hanoverians.  
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Scottish popular culture, and likewise Scottish-American mythology, emphasized the 

final Jacobite uprising of 1745 as the tyrannical defeat of Scottish independence by the 

colonizing power of the English monarchy. Communities who identified as Scottish-American in 

the mid-twentieth century focused primarily on the persecution of the Jacobites and the 

destruction of Gaelic culture in the aftermath of the Battle of Culloden. Southern Scottish-

American identity “referenced the lost cause of Bonnie Prince Charlie” and valorized the 

“cultural attributes of the vanquished.”107 Culturally, narratives about Jacobitism and highland 

culture celebrated a world characterized by rigid patriarchal hierarchical systems within 

individual clans and broader highland society. Cultural narratives about the period of highland 

history after the Battle of Culloden also rehearsed retellings of the “legal proscriptions against 

highland cultural expression” when the tartan had been prohibited and bagpipes outlawed as 

“instruments of war.” Ray argued that Jacobite imagery “came to represent the whole of 

Scotland” in the same way that “plantation owners came to represent white southerners 

generally.”108 These collective recollections served as a unifying source of collective historical 

grief.  

In the context of the postwar American South, narratives about the cultural, economic, 

and political persecution of highlanders ascribed a “pilgrim-like” reverence to Scottish 

immigrants.109 Scottish-Americans claimed that the majority of America’s revolutionary-era 

immigrants had been exiled from Scotland for their Jacobite sympathies or had fled persecution 

for the same. These new immigrants worked out their patriotism with fear and trembling on the 

American frontier. In this new American context, former Jacobites and their descendants stood 
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against tyranny in an inevitable succession of valorous acts from the Battle of Alamance through 

the Battle of Gettysburg. These narratives fused a Scottish-American identity with a white 

Southern American identity and articulated a regionally nuanced version of the Southern Lost 

Cause. While Southern identity alone “referenced the Lost Cause of Jefferson Davis and Robert 

E. Lee, the Scottish identity of southern Scottish-Americans references the lost cause of Bonnie 

Prince Charlie” as two sides of the same cultural coin.110 

Over the course of the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, American southerners 

used Jacobite imagery and mythology to romanticize the Old South and articulate an apologetic 

for its hierarchical society. Diane Roberts, analyzed the impact of Sir Walter Scott’s writing 

about the highlands of Scotland on the southern gentry in an article for Southern Cultures in 

2019.111 Mark Twain claimed that Scott had “infect(ed) the South with the ‘Sir Walter disease’” 

in the early nineteenth century by romanticizing “the sham grandeurs, sham gauds, and sham 

chivalries of a brainless and worthless long-vanished society.”112 Roberts argued that, before the 

Civil War, Twain blamed Scott for teaching the aristocracy of the Old South to “see themselves 

as feudal lords and ladies.” Scott’s novels provided a literary framework for Southern elites who 

sought to replicate the lavish social structures and patriarchal systems of the Jacobite 

chieftains.113 Twain had “despised the way white southerners clung to a spurious version of their 

own history, refusing to acknowledge that it was built on the vicious and inhumane system of 

slave labor.”  
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Scott’s books culturally stimulated the development of many of the hallmarks of the 

Southern Lost Cause after the Civil War.114 Southerners generally crafted and disseminated a 

mythological narrative that rewrote secession as a battle over state’s rights and the truest 

outworking of the ideas of the American Revolution.115 This narrative painted chattel slavery as 

charitable rather than a fundamentally de-humanizing institution that legalized the rape, murder, 

and exploitation of enslaved human beings. Roberts argued that, “before the Civil War, white 

southerners used Scott’s works to learn how to be aristocrats; after the war, Scott taught them 

how to romanticize defeat and imitate his sad but valiant Jacobites pining for ‘the king over the 

water’ who would never return.”116 Both the Jacobite and the Southern Lost Cause emphasized a 

military defeat which resulted in the decline of a noble, agrarian aristocracy.117 Likewise, the 

suffering of the Jacobites in the aftermath of Culloden offered a parallel lore of loss comparable 

to that of the Reconstruction-era American south.118 Scottish-American revivalism held a 

particular poignancy during the post-war period. In the midst of the growing Civil Rights 

Movement, Scottish-American revivalism allowed its participants to articulate a celebration of 

Southern history that valorized the hierarchies of an imagined white aristocratic past without 

ever overtly mentioning slavery.  

The Grandfather Mountain Highland Games provided a valuable avenue to rehearse these 

narratives. Community lore held that the highland games had emerged during the Jacobite era as 

both a form of entertainment and a way for the chieftans to select the most capable bodyguards 
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and laborers.119 Highland games, as they appeared in an American context in the postwar period, 

actually emerged in the early nineteenth century as an outgrowth of the highlandized Scottish 

identity popularized by Walter Scott. MacDonald modeled the Grandfather Mountain Highland 

Games off the efforts of The Braemar Highland Society which was first formed in 1817. The 

Grandfather Mountain Highland Games, and other American iterations of these events, 

emphasized sporting events to a much greater degree than their Scottish equivalent.120 The games 

included a series of sporting events aimed at demonstrating brute strength. These events included 

the popular caber toss in which participants tossed a pine tree trunk, or caber. Between 100 and 

120 pounds and around 19 feet in length, participants held the caber from the bottom and tossed 

the trunk utilizing running momentum. Other events included throwing the clachneart, a sixteen-

pound stone nicknamed the stone of strength, and throwing a four foot hammer.  

The Grandfather Mountain Highland Games also offered visitors the chance to participate 

in a commemoration of “Bonnie Prince Charlie’s landing… and the rising of the ’45” at MacRae 

meadows each summer.121 Music was vital in constructing the cultural narrative that MacDonald 

crafted at the Grandfather Mountain Highland Games.122 Participants and visitors sang laments 

and ballads about the Jacobite period including “Will Ye no Come Back Again” and the “Sky 

Boat Song” at each event. Each year, participants and visitors also sang “The Bonnets of Bonnie 

Dundee.”123 Originally written by Sir Walter Scott about a Jacobite hero named Viscount 
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Dundee, Confederate cavalrymen had added additional lyrics to the song during the Civil War.124 

The song fused Confederate and Jacobite imagery and sang of “old stonewall, the rebel” who 

“prays low to the Lord” while simultaneously encouraging its hearers to “follow the feather of 

Stuart tonight.” Participants performed the highland fling, a performative combat dance that 

required each competitor to do a dance over two crossed swords.125 Confederate imagery 

appeared alongside Jacobite imagery at these events. Ray reported that those who flew the 

Confederate flag at Scottish events like the Grandfather Mountain Highland Games spoke “of the 

South in romanticized terms: of the cult of chivalry and southern belles, ‘aristocratic’ southern 

manners, and Bonnie Robert E. Lee… of the shining simulacra of the Old South as the product 

of their idealized Scottish ancestors’ accomplishments,” rather than as a product of slave 

labor.126 

Tourist brochures throughout the period embraced and used similar narratives. A 1953 

tourist brochure on the history of the Carolina highlands argued that the story of the region truly 

began “in the time of Bonnie Prince Charlie.”127 Four centuries before, the region’s “brave but 

hot-blooded” settlers had backed the Jacobite cause and were subsequently exiled to what would 

become America. The brochure emphasized that the fiery independence of these men had 

become the fire in the belly of the American Revolution, leading to valiant battles against unjust 

taxation at the Battle of Kings Mountain and against a tyrannical federal government at the 

Battle of Gettysburg. 
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Brochures for the Grandfather Mountain Highland Games weaved a narrative about the 

“exiled Scots” who fled to America in the aftermath of the Battle of Culloden when English 

tyranny had disastrously put an end to the highland clan system.128 Most of these exiled 

highlanders, had become “wild mountaineers” and chosen to flee to the colonial backcountry 

rather than “revert to virtual serfdom.” English tyranny had outlawed the kilt, the Gaelic tongue, 

the right to bear arms, and their very ability to hold “allegiance to the old traditions of clan.” On 

the American frontier, these rugged highlanders and their descendants had been directly 

responsible for the flowering of the American Revolution and the maintenance of individual 

liberty throughout American history. Neil Morrison, described as an “Ulster Scott” and the 

descendent of “the Judges of Ness,” had signed the mythical Mecklenburg Declaration of 

Independence declaring colonial independence from the weight of British tyranny. 129 Morrison’s 
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descendants included none other than Mary Anna Morrison, the wife of Confederate General 

Stonewall Jackson, who had fought for the right to secede from a tyrannical federal government 

much as her forebears had in Scotland. 

In his massive autobiography, America’s Braemar, Donald MacDonald detailed his own 

motivations in creating the Grandfather Mountain Highland Games. Like many southerners 

before him, Sir Walter Scott introduced MacDonald to the Scottish Highlands, the highland 

games, and the story of the Jacobites.130 MacDonald “fell under Scott’s spell” reading the Lady 

of the Lake in the eighth grade and developed an enduring love affair with the Scottish 

Highlands. Throughout his autobiography, MacDonald oscillated back and forth between 

discussions of Jacobite history and his family’s own history fighting for the Confederacy. For 

MacDonald, his love for Scottish-American heritage and his attraction to “the Lost Cause of the 

Stuarts” grew out of his “strong bond as a child with the Lost Cause of the Confederacy.”  

MacDonald described his grandparents’ experiences during the “rise and fall of the 

confederacy” which seemed to him to remain “as close as a memory.”131 MacDonald’s father 

routinely pressed upon him his grandfather’s “eyewitness account of the burning of the state’s 

capital city” and his grandmother’s experiences watching the family home get ransacked by 

Union troops. The stories he’d heard about the grandeur of the Old South fit neatly with “Scott’s 

epic poems.” MacDonald believed that in his grandparents’ day “the new aristocrats of the 

Cotton Kingdom” had lived noble lives remarkably similar to “the cavaliers of Scotland.” They 

had modeled their lives after “the defenders of truth and purity and the protectors of fair 
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womanhood” in Scott’s novels. Plantation masters embraced the clan system of their ancestors 

and lived by “a genuine aristocratic code of conduct.” This code “provided a sense of caring, not 

only for your immediate family, but for your extended family, your household slaves, be they 

white or black.”  

Hugh MacRae, a cousin of Hugh Morton’s and regular participant at the Grandfather 

Mountain Highland Games, used similar rhetoric to describe his family’s history with 

enslavement.132 In an interview for the Southern Oral History Project, MacRae described his 

grandfather as a “traditional southern planter” who owned and managed an “unbelievably 

elegant” palatial estate during the antebellum period. MacRae’s grandparents were John Dillard 

Bellamy and Eliza McIlhenny Hariss who owned a plantation in Wilmington, North Carolina, 

now known as the Bellamy Mansion.133 Bellamy also enslaved 115 men, women, and children 

who labored across three separate counties in the state of North Carolina. MacRae described 

many of these enslaved persons including Bessie, Mary, and James, who all worked in and 

around the Bellamy’s home. MacRae referred to these enslaved men and women as his 

grandparents’ happy clan of servants, rhetorically erasing slavery from their laboring relationship 

through an appropriation of Jacobite imagery.  

MacDonald ended his autobiography with a stirring portrait of the Reconstruction-era 

South. MacDonald grieved that union troops had looted, ransacked, and destroyed all that there 

was to love about the Old South. Accompanied by “bummers, buffaloes, scalawags, and 

hundreds of newly-freed slaves,” the federal government “set alight mansion-houses and 
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outbuildings… wrecked churches and burned church documents” across the entire south.134 

According to MacDonald, the days of Reconstruction mirrored those after Culloden when 

“atrocities, burnings, spoilage and thefts” destroyed the highland way of life.135 After Culloden, 

“whether one had supported the Jacobites or not,” every freedom that highlanders held dear had 

been wantonly cast aside and trod underfoot by British tyranny.136 Across the highlands, men 

“were not allowed to assemble, to attend highland games or even, in some cases church; nor 

were they permitted to wear the tartan.” MacDonald argued that these restrictions paralleled the 

tyranny that the federal government had “enforced upon Scottish-American Southerners” during 

and after Reconstruction. His grandparents, who he asserted “did not own slaves,” could be 

“arrested for wearing any part of a Confederate uniform or for displaying a Confederate symbol 

such as the bonnie blue flag.” Kept from raising monuments to their dead and robbed of all that 

they held dear, the white South had “never been able nor allowed to recover fully.” 

Crafting a Frontier Experience 

Regional chambers of commerce used tourism brochures, magazines, and commercials to 

push narratives about the region’s past and present which romanticized the region’s poverty and 

emphasized its whiteness. High Tops magazine, the official tourism magazine produced by the 

Asheville Chamber of Commerce, encouraged the nation’s middle-class tourists to visit Jackson 

County in order to witness firsthand the “old order in the hills” where a “homespun philosophy” 

lingered on.137 While the “the tongue of Elizabethan England (wa)s being stilled” as outside 

influences creeped into the region, mountaineers remained “stoical about bad luck, having 

learned long ago that ‘bad luck’s bound to change.” The region’s population faced the modern 
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age with the strength and perseverance of “frontiersmen and frontierswomen.” Born of a 

hardscrabble existence, mountaineers were known for their contentment and for making do as 

long as “no one pesters them.”  

A tourism pamphlet published cooperatively by regional chambers of commerce for 

distribution in Florida described the overwhelming beauty of the Blue Ridge Mountains. These 

views were further invigorated by the sight of “crops hang(ing) on the hillsides… and smoke 

com(ing) from the chimneys of log cabins perched high on steep cutover land.”138 The unique 

physiography of these beautiful mountains had shaped and molded the region’s population into a 

“fiercely independent people” who became “ever poorer” with each passing generation. The 

settlers of western North Carolina, however, had “brought their ballads with them and passed 

them from parent to child” where they had been nurtured by the isolated safety of the region’s 

overwhelmingly Anglo-Saxon communities. Mountaineers lived picturesque lives filled with 

country stores, folk dances, and the trappings of a romanticized agricultural lifestyle. Their fierce 

independence and their picturesque lives supposedly softened the hard edges of the region’s 

poverty. The subliminal messaging of this promotional material romanticized the region’s 

poverty for tourist consumption. It simultaneously promoted a well-worn narrative about the 

region’s past that subtly blamed that poverty on the region’s backwardness rather the structural 

biases of industrial capitalism.  

 In addition to romanticizing the region’s poverty, many tourism promotional materials 

and experiences embraced a narrative about Appalachia which emphasized the region as the 

nation’s first frontier. Yancey County’s chamber of commerce published its own tourism 
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brochure which declared the “unusual county” to be “part of America’s first West.” 139  In 

Yancey County unparalleled natural beauty, uncrowded land, and an unhurried life characterized 

the lifestyles of visitors and residents alike. Like other Southern Appalachian communities, 

Yancey County had lived in relative isolation until the modern age. This isolation cultivated a 

unique cultural heritage which was characterized preeminently by the pure Anglo-Saxon 

folkways of “fiddling, ballad singing, square dancing, and handcrafts.” The uniquely self-reliant 

pioneer settlers of the region had conquered the difficult topography of the mountainous 

wilderness, carving out a living from meager provisions. Even in the modern era, this culture of 

independence “provided for and supported the individual in his autonomy,” sustaining 

individuals and communities through the strength of “his own industry.” In his rejection of 

handouts, the modern mountaineer “plumbs the depth of the American dream” preaching 

“moderation in many of the regional and cultural conflicts of our day.”  

This imagery subtly worked to delegitimize New Deal liberalism and the modern welfare 

state by harnessing images about the American frontier that had held immense political 

importance in the American imagination for nearly a century. Appalachia existed in the 

American mind by the mid-twentieth century as the epitome of Frederick Jackson Turner’s 

frontier. Turner had told a story of the American frontier in which peaceful pioneers settled 

rather than conquered a free and independent land.140 Turner’s frontier thesis told a story about 

the evolution of the very character of America. Turner claimed that it was on the frontier that 

America had fully realized her democratic character and established herself as a land of equal 
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opportunity. On the frontier ruggedly individualistic white men carved out a future for the 

American dream. Turner centered the development of American exceptionalism on a historical 

vision of successive frontiers which began with Daniel Boone’s Appalachia. As historian James 

Grossman wrote, Turner argued that “Americans were practical, egalitarian, and democratic 

because the successive Wests of this country’s formative years had provided the ‘free’ land on 

which equality and democracy could flourish as integral aspects of progress.”141 Turner 

emphasized this succession as a “march of destiny” in which white men laid their rightful claim 

as the superior race to American land, spreading civilization in their wake. Turner’s narrative of 

western settlement erased the genocide of Native American tribes on which that settlement relied 

and blurred the contours of gender and class-based hierarchies that persisted on America’s 

successive frontiers, including Appalachia. In doing so, Turner harnessed the American frontier 

to preach an enduring myth that America was a land of equal opportunity by erasing the 

boundaries of race, class, and gender that might serve as barriers to individual advancement. 

Turner’s narrative, however, captivated the American imagination long after scholars had 

rejected his claims.  

Kermit Hunter’s outdoor drama The Horn in the West embodied this narrative before 

2,400 spectators each summer at the Daniel Boone Auditorium in Boone, North Carolina.142 

Originally from West Virginia, Hunter studied playwriting with the Carolina Playmakers at the 

University of North Carolina after the Second World War.143 Hunter wrote a total of forty-two 

historical dramas including Unto These Hills and Horn in the West.144 Set during the early days 
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of the Revolutionary War, Horn in the West claimed to tell the story “of America as it unfolded 

itself across the majestic reaches of the Blue Ridge Mountains.”145 Hunter’s drama portrayed 

settlement of the Appalachian frontier as a “flight from tyranny.” On Daniel Boone’s frontier, 

settlers embraced a “lusty pioneer spirit” that enabled their fight “for freedom and survival.” 

Horn in the West opened in 1952 with a “hymn of praise” for the American frontier.146 As the 

sun set over mountain peaks, the narrator set the hopes of its twentieth century audience towards 

the great American West. The hopes of man, the narrator opined, looked westward “beyond the 

golden reaches of eternity” where the horn of freedom blew for all to hear. Men both rich and 

poor had emerged “out of the tired monarchies of Europe” and moved west searching for 

freedom and learning the true meaning of American liberty. 

After its opening hymn of praise, Horn in the West settled the viewer’s gaze on Alamance 

County, North Carolina on May 16, 1771. In the woodlands of the first American frontier a battle 

was taking place between a group of brave regulators who fought a gallant struggle over unjust 

taxation and against the oppressive tyranny of Governor William Tryon.147 The regulators stood 

in prison “waitin’ to be hanged for treason” as they listened to the shouts of Tryon’s temporary 
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military victory.148 The remainder of the story told the narrative of the American revolution 

through the lens of Geoffrey Stuart, whose loyalist sympathies came into conflict with the 

actions and ideologies of his regulator son Jack. Stuart’s family narrowly escaped into the North 

Carolina backcountry with the help of Daniel Boone himself. On the frontier Stuart symbolically 

wrestled with the fomenting revolution after smuggling his son to safety. Throughout the 

remainder of the play Sevier and Boone stoked the men’s revolutionary sentiments, painting the 

fomenting revolution primarily as a fight for the ordinary man whose opportunity was physically 

embodied by the frontier. The narrative reached an apex when Jack and Geoffrey argued over 

Jack’s desire to fight in the Battle of Kings Mountain. During an impassioned speech, Jack 

informed his father that he must fight to secure a new nation in which he will have the “freedom 

to work as I please.” This new nation, Jack asserted, would secure “freedom from unjust 

government” that would protect the interests of all, particularly the white yeoman backcountry 

farmer that English tyranny continually abused. Jack went off to fight and was killed at the Battle 

of Kings Mountain. At Jack’s funeral, Geoffrey gave a final speech in which he confessed 

allegiance to his son’s revolutionary sentiments. Liberty, Geoffrey declared, was something 

which every man “must fight to keep it alive, every moment of every day.” The play ended with 

a prayer, thanking the Lord for the victory at Kings Mountain and begging the almighty to “help 

us to keep this land strong, and pure, and free forever and ever.” 

In American popular culture, the Wild West existed as another side of the same coin of 

frontier mythology. The Wild West presented a narrative of the American frontier which 

 
148 For more on the regulators and the Battle of Alamance see: Marjolene Kars, Breaking Loose Together: The 

Regulator Rebellion in Pre-Revolutionary North Carolina (Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina Press, 2002); 

Williams S. Powell, James Huhta, and Thomas Farhnam, eds. The Regulators in North Carolina: A Documentary 

History (Raleigh: North Carolina Department of Archives and History, 1971); and William S. Powell, The War of 

the Regulation and the Battle of Alamance, May 16, 1771 (Raleigh: North Carolina Department of Archives and 

History, 1976). 



167 

 

populated frontier imagery with portrayals of nondescript Native American warriors who had to 

be conquered in order for America to fulfill her destiny of westward expansion. These popular 

racist depictions of the trans-Mississippi frontier painted Native Americans as an inferior, savage 

people group. Native people existed merely as obstacles to the proper ownership of the land by 

white civilization.149 White masculinity existed as a hedge of protection against aggressive native 

savages. In television, literature, and other forms of popular culture, the frontier of the Wild 

West carried a juvenile “tone of adventure, heroism, and even fun very much in contrast with the 

tough, complicated, and sometimes bloody and brutal realities of conquest.”150 Tourism boosters 

wedded these narratives in both promotional material and in the tourist experiences they crafted. 

Regional tourism boosters constructed tourist sites that created physical environments 

that allowed tourists to live out these constructed narratives about the American frontier through 

historically themed amusement parks. John Parris reported in the Asheville Citizen in 1963 that 

“folks in the business of re-creating the American past for the tourist’s dollar” were currently 

“experiencing boom times in the hills” of western North Carolina.151 Parris claimed that many of 

these sites allowed visitors to “recapture the past” as they rode on a refurbished locomotive, 

listened to a train whistle flood the hills, smelled the aroma of coal dust, or visited a 

reconstructed saloon for a show. This “road to nostalgia” led visitors into “the re-created era of 

wild Indians, masked outlaws, dance hall girls, general stores, and shoot-outs.” Many of the most 

popular sites of the postwar period fused Appalachian frontier imagery and the frontier imagery 

of the American West of the nineteenth century. These sites often integrated Confederate 

imagery and fused two racialized frontiers to reinforce historical narratives about the region that 

 
149 Wright, Limerick, and Grossman, The Frontier in American Culture, 28. 
150 Ibid. 
151 John Parris, “Old-Timey Attractions Are Booming in WNC Area,” Asheville Citizen, August 2, 1963.  
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romanticized the Wild West as a period of rugged white individualism. These sites reinforced a 

manifest destiny narrative of the nation’s settler colonialist past.  

R.B. Coburn, a former franchise operator for the Holiday Inn, financed the construction 

of Ghost Town in the Sky on the top of Buck Mountain in Maggie Valley, North Carolina.152 

The theme park opened in 1961 and included a reconstructed Old West town which Coburn 

claimed was based on the Ghost Towns he had seen while visiting the American West. Coburn 

added a double chair lift in 1962 that funneled visitors to the peak of the mountain where they 

witnessed a daily shootout. The park contained a “nugget saloon” in which visitors could watch 

various shows. At its peak in the mid-1960s, Ghost Town welcomed around 5,000 visitors each 

year.153 Advertisements for the park fused Appalachian and Old West imagery.154 In 1967, Ghost 

Town promised to take visitors back in time “to that rough and ready era when a man’s gun was 

his best friend” where “the McCoy-Hatfield feud is continual.”155  

Tweetsie Railroad, which also exploited a romanticized Wild West theme, was one of the 

earliest and most popular theme parks in the region. Grover Robbins Jr., a native of Blowing 

Rock, North Carolina, created Tweetsie Railroad in 1957.156 By 1963, Robbins’ Park welcomed 

over 300,000 tourists each year. Robbins purchased and restored a narrow-gauge locomotive that 

had originally been a part of the East Tennessee and Western North Carolina railroad.157 The 

 
152 Tim Hollis, Lost Attractions of the Smokies, (Charleston, SC: The History Press, 2020): 112; and Starnes, 
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154 See: Advertisement for “Ghost Town” in a tourism magazine for western North Carolina produced by regional 

chambers of commerce, 1967, John Parris Collection, MSS00-06, Special and Digital Collections Center, Hunter 
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141, North Carolina Room, Pack Library, Asheville.  
155 Advertisement for “Ghost Town” in a tourism magazine for western North Carolina produced by regional 
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156 Starnes, Southern Journeys, 144-145. 
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locomotive had operated from Johnson City, Tennessee, to Boone, North Carolina from 1914 

until 1940. Promotional material claimed that Tweetsie gained her name “from the mountain folk 

who loved to hear the piping sounds of her whistle” throughout the coves. Robbins reconstructed 

a “complete western town in the heart of the holiday highlands” around the railroad tracks. The 

town included a country store, newspaper, marshal’s office, and blacksmith shop.  

Conflating Appalachian frontier imagery and Wild West frontier imagery, Tweetsie 

carried “fun-loving tourists of all ages on an exciting three-mile trip through rugged mountain 

scenery, dangerous Indian territory, and outlaw country.” The cover of an early brochure for the 

park contained an image of the Tweetsie engine which was emblazoned with the confederate flag 

and laden with passengers. Surrounded by the picturesque Blue Ridge Mountains, the engine was 

pictured under siege by four bare-chested men in red-face and buckskin pants. Brochures 

emphasized that the locomotive had “provided transportation for an isolated section of the Blue 

Ridge Mountains.”158  Now visitors rode “in beautiful antique coaches” through “rugged 

mountain country” where they could experience the thrill of being “attacked by Indians” with the 

promise that they would return “safely to the station at Tweetsie Junction.” An advertisement 

from 1969 welcomed visitors “into the recreated era of wild Indians” by encouraging them to 

“hang on to your scalp – and keep a loaded camera handy to capture the fun, thrills and 

excitement” when Indians inevitably attacked the train.159 These tourist sites merged the frontier 

of the Wild West with ideas of Appalachia as America’s last lingering frontier. In doing so, they 

solidified enduring mythologies about the American frontier with poignant political undertones. 
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Tourism boosters across western North Carolina embraced the cultural infrastructure of 

cultural heritage tourism to preach myriad narratives about the region’s past, present, and future. 

In addition to luring tourists to the region, these narratives served inherently political purposes in 

the context of the mid-twentieth century Appalachian South. Donald MacDonald used the 

Grandfather Mountain Highland Games, at least in part, to rearticulate the Lost Cause for a mid-

twentieth century audience. Bascom Lamar Lunsford used the Mountain Dance and Folk Festival 

to preach a vision about mountain society that erased and thereby entrenched class and race-

based hierarchies. Frontier-based amusement parks latched on to long-standing narratives about 

the frontier experience with important political implications. These sites, and many others, 

strengthened narratives about the region and its past with inherently political consequences.
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Chapter Five 

“Accessible Isolation”  

  In 1953, The Communication Center at the University of North Carolina produced a 

commercial for the North Carolina Department of Conservation and Development. Entitled The 

Tar Heel State, this commercial exhibited many of the central themes present in the state’s 

industrial advertising campaigns.1 The film was produced to provide a ready resource that could 

be used by boosters to familiarize companies “whose acquaintance with the state is limited” with 

the advantages North Carolina could offer potential plants.2 The film was intentionally designed 

as a companion film to the state government’s tourism-oriented Variety Vacationland films. It 

also pulled upon many of the narratives promulgated by regional tourism boosters in advertising 

campaigns and at many of western North Carolina’s tourist sites. According to an internal memo 

within the Department of Conservation and Development, the department aimed to create a 

“graphic record of the modern Tarheel State, leader of the New South.” 3 Department officials 

hoped that the film would emphasize the benefits of accessible isolation by showing “modern 

factories in rural settings, manned by workers from surrounding small farms.”4 While goods 

manufactured at these plants “roll to nearby markets over a highway system of nearly 70,000 

miles” North Carolinians would be shown enjoying the benefits of rural life derived from North 

Carolina’s decentralized population. North Carolina’s lack of congestion would enable residents 

to cultivate supplemental family farms, derive a sense of pride from the state’s folkways which 

 
1 North Carolina Department of Conservation and Development, “The Tarheel State,” directed by Charles Seward, 

1953, advertisement film, State Archives of North Carolina, https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=AYEpBadKOTY. 
2 Report on production of “The Tarheel State,” March 12, 1952, in Permanent Publications of the Department of 

Conservation and Development, Travel and Promotion Division #44, State Archives of North Carolina. 
3 Ibid. 
4 Ibid. 
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would remain preserved by relative isolation, and enjoy the ample recreational opportunities 

created by tourism’s infrastructure. 

The Tar Heel State opened its sales pitch with aerial scenes of the state from the Outer 

Banks to the mountains of Linville.5 As elaborate orchestral music played in the background, the 

narrator opined about the character of the Old North State and articulated what he believed North 

Carolina had to offer to manufacturers.6 As the sun slowly rose over these aerial shots, the 

narrator traced the state’s greatness from the sands of the Outer Banks, across the glorious 

tobacco-laden piedmont, to the west where “the mountains loom on the horizon.” 7 Once in 

western North Carolina, the narrator paused and focused his narrative on the story of a man 

named Joe Hartley who was currently feeding his chickens next to a ramshackle barn somewhere 

near Linville. The chicken farmer in question, appeared on-screen leading a horse drawn plow 

across picturesque fields and gathering apples for harvest. The narrator then described the history 

of Hartley’s thirty-acre apple orchard which he had planted years before on the mountainside at a 

forty-five-degree angle that “the lord laid out” exactly as intended. Now eighty-two years old, 

Hartley still worked “from dawn to dusk” fighting to cling to a hard-earned living off the very 

land on which Hartley’s “family has lived… for generations back.”  

Hartley served symbolically as the fulfillment of the mountain archetype extolled 

elsewhere in tourist promotions. He was a rugged frontiersman descended of the purest Scots-

Irish ancestry, just as “most of the farmers” in the region were assumed to be. Here in Linville, 

“especially in the more isolated sections, the old-world ways remain.” This ancestry and 

isolation had created an independent, self-sufficient, hardworking enclave of laborers. To its 

 
5 “The Tarheel State.” 
6 Ibid. 
7 Ibid. 
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intended audience of northern manufacturers, the race and class divisions that mired labor 

relations in the urban North were noticeably absent from Hartley’s biographical narrative. 

Hartley existed as exhibitive proof of the type of worker that manufacturers could expect to find 

in abundance if they relocated to western North Carolina, namely, a reserve of white, 

unorganized, hard-working laborers bound to a land they had little desire to abandon for better 

wages.   

After selling viewers on the characteristics of prospective workers like Joe Hartley, the 

narrator moved on to emphasize the quality of life available in the mountains to all its residents, 

worker and manager alike. In western North Carolina, visitors and residents could expect to find 

“exuberance in the splashing water of a waterfall.” Residents were portrayed feasting on the 

natural beauty of the Blue Ridge and making use of the free recreational opportunities available 

for their enjoyment through the tourist infrastructure. Motorists meandered leisurely along the 

Blue Ridge Parkway where they could “climb high around mountain valleys or twirl around the 

pastureland below.” Residents fished in mountain streams and lakes, roasted freshly caught trout 

over an open fire, and took part in community fish fries surrounded by close friends and basking 

in a cool summer breeze. Mountain life was cloaked in omnipresent beauty that overshadowed 

everyday struggles with “a good deal more beauty than mountain people have a right to bargain 

for.” Above all, western North Carolina was simply “a nice place to live.” 

According to the narrator, the benefits of living and working in North Carolina extended 

beyond the sphere of mere recreation. Earl Avery, the next character portrayed by the narrator, 

was described simply as an average “North Carolina laborer.” Avery’s fictional story served as a 

prime example of the type of life that boosters claimed accessible isolation would offer a 

prospective plant’s laborers. The images shifted to Avery driving his car towards a single-family 
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home where three children and Avery’s wife excitedly greeted him. The narrator articulated that 

Avery, “like two thirds of North Carolinians, live(d) in a rural area.” Unlike his northern 

counterparts, Avery benefited from working in a clean factory removed from the dirt and 

congestion of urban centers. North Carolina had invested in a state-wide infrastructure that 

“rapidly pav(ed) and improv(ed) rural roads.”  This infrastructure provided manufacturers with 

easy access to markets and enabled workers to maintain the benefits of urban and rural life 

without any of the drawbacks of either. While Avery lived within a fifteen-minute drive “over 

paved roads to a modern city” he also enjoyed all the advantages of a rural life. Like other 

modern Americans Avery’s home was electrified, his wife had a telephone, and he went to work 

each day in a modern factory for an honest day’s work. But as a North Carolinian, Avery also 

reaped the advantages of farm life as well. Avery’s wife and children were shown feeding 

chickens and gathering crops to supplement the family’s income. Accessible roads enabled North 

Carolina’s farmers to turn to “green pastures. To year-round income farming” as agricultural 

goods flowed across the state’s increasingly accessible transportation byways. New hospitals and 

schools dotted the rural landscape. The benefits of “modern rural living” simply meant that “a 

lay-off at the mill wouldn’t be so hard on his family.” After all, the narrator claimed “there 

(we)re no slums on a farm.” As the film drew back to show Avery and his son fishing on one of 

the many public waterways in North Carolina, the narrator ensured his viewers that accessible 

isolation would “develop a pattern of living cut to our century and its needs and yet preserve a 

way of life which is basically sound and strong and good.” Avery, and the thousands of workers 

he represented, was a primary “reason industry ha(d) grown in our state.” 

 The Tarheel State closed its advertising pitch with a final diatribe that summarized the 

advantages North Carolina offered industrial leaders. North Carolina, the narrator crooned, was 
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even “more than all of this. More than the sum total of her parts… North Carolina (wa)s her 

people.” From east to west, North Carolina was her laborers. She was those who mended nets in 

the shrimping industry on the Outer Banks and those with “dark soiled hands in a cotton field.” 

She was workers who labored all week in “cities not overcome by numbers.” Workers who 

enjoyed “clean industry with room around it. North Carolina (wa)s a house on a hill and 10,000 

mountain valleys and the people that work(ed) them.” North Carolina was built-in recreation for 

hard working laborers. Laborers who spent their free time luxuriously surrounded by “a river 

cutting the air near Toxaway… (and) the beauty of the Blue Ridge and the smokies in all their 

grandeur.” North Carolina was “a boy and a girl on a rock on Grandfather Mountain.” As 

triumphant orchestral music swept through the air and visions of scenic grandeur filled the 

screen, these closing lines summarized the thesis of The Tarheel State. North Carolina was a 

paradise of compliant, hardworking, unorganized, white laborers. The film insinuated that these 

laborers were ready to work for lower wages without the hassle of the labor relations, racial 

conflict, and tax structures of northern cities. 

“Accessible Isolation” 

Regional boosters and state officials succeeded in growing both the number of 

manufacturing enterprises and the number of residents employed in manufacturing. In 1939 there 

were 3,225 manufacturing firms in the state as a whole.8 By 1947 that number had grown by 

nearly 2,000 factories, a higher percent increase than any other southern state. Between 1956 and 

1960 industrial boosters succeeded in courting an additional 760 enterprises. North Carolina 

added more manufacturing jobs between 1954 and 1967 than any other state in the nation except 

for California. In March of 1961, The New York Times ran a full cover photo and multi-page 

 
8 Tyler Gray Greene, “Farm to Factory: Secondary Road Building and the Rural Industrial Geography of Post-World 

War II North Carolina,” Journal of Southern History 84, no. 2 (May 2018): 286. 
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article that celebrated the over a billion and a half dollars’ worth of establishments that had 

relocated to the state over the previous decade.9 As demonstrated in chapter two, western North 

Carolina also witnessed a strong increase in the number of individuals employed in 

manufacturing and the number of manufacturing establishments in the region as well. Although 

the region grew at a rate slower than the state, the number of individuals employed in 

manufacturing and the number of establishments grew at a rate faster than the national average 

from 1929 until 1958.10 Yet these establishments remained concentrated primarily in the town 

centers in the counties surrounding Asheville. Throughout North Carolina as a whole, state 

developers also succeeded in industrializing the state while retaining its rural character and 

without developing many large cities.11 North Carolina remained overwhelmingly rural. Over 2.6 

million North Carolinians continued to live in a rural setting in 1952. These residents made up 

over two thirds of the state’s overall residents making the state the third most rural population in 

the country.  

Historian Tyler Green has recently argued that development officials in North Carolina 

intentionally developed a unique industrial geography that was characterized by scattered 

factories isolated throughout the state’s countryside. Green claimed that boosters and state 

government officials intentionally created this pattern of geographically dispersed industrial 

development.12 Government officials and regional boosters crafted a “pattern of growth (which) 

was distinct both from the urban-industrial model of the North and from the model of company-

 
9 “North Carolina Sets Pace with Over Billion in New Industry,” New York Times, March 5, 1961.  
10 Appalachian Region, 125. 
11 Greene, “Farm to Factory,” 279. 
12 For similar strategies that used geographic dispersal to combat organized labor see: Ronald W. Scatz, The 

Electrical Workers: A History of Labor at General Electric and Westinghouse, 1923-1960 (Champaign: University 

of Illinois Press, 1983); and Jefferson Cowie, Capital Moves: RCA’s Seventy-Year Quest for Cheap Labor (Ithaca: 

Cornell University Press, 1999). 
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run textile villages of the New South period.” Green argues that, as a development strategy, 

accessible isolation must be understood as part of a longer story that followed on the heels of the 

labor struggles of the interwar period. The textile mills that had operated throughout the North 

Carolina piedmont and foothills beginning in the 1880s had concentrated workers from outlying 

rural areas in villages owned and operated by the company.13 While company executives 

portrayed the mill system as a benevolent outgrowth of industrial paternalism, historians agree 

that mill villages also provided a means of calculated control over workers.14 Company owned 

textile towns also accidentally fostered a sense of class consciousness by concentrating the entire 

lives of workers alongside one another. As millhands lived out their lives in each other’s midst, 

they fostered a powerful bond of common frustrations over working conditions, low wages, and 

managerial mistreatment. Combined, these forces created and sustained a culture of communal 

resistance that partially enabled the famous textile strike in Gastonia, North Carolina in 1929 and 

the General Textile Strike of 1934. By the immediate postwar period, industrial boosters and 

state officials intentionally crafted accessible isolation as a viable alternative to the mill village 

system. By scattering them along the countryside, officials hoped to prevent workers from 

developing any sense of shared community thereby weakening their potential ability to unionize.   

Accessible isolation appealed to northern manufacturers because it promised to “insulate 

businesses from the pressures of New Deal liberalism by maintaining an anti-union climate and 

implementing business-friendly policies regarding taxes and regulations.”15 The North Carolina 

 
13 Ibid, 282. 
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state government intentionally crafted an alternative to New Deal liberalism.16 This strategy 

emphasized the use of the state government to build roads that would enable the growth of rural 

manufacturing.17 It simultaneously executed policies that favored the growth of industry and the 

development of a “political economy of low wages, low taxes, and limited regulation.”18 The 

corporate income tax in the state of North Carolina remained relatively stable at around six 

percent between 1937 and 1987. During the same period, the state government strengthened 

requirements for unemployment insurance at the state level. The state never officially offered tax 

exemptions or financial payouts like other Southern states. Nevertheless, various towns and 

counties unofficially agreed to classify industrial property as tax-exempt throughout the mid-

twentieth century. North Carolina passed one of the very first right-to-work laws in the country 

in 1947. Governor Luther Hodges demonstrated the state’s approach to organized labor. In 1958 

he mobilized the National Guard to put down an uprising at the Harriet and Henderson Mill in 

Henderson, North Carolina. By the 1970s, these legislative and military tactics proved effective. 

The state had the lowest rate of unionization in the country. Only around seven percent of the 

nonagricultural workforce was unionized. 

Tourism and industrial boosters spoke eloquently about the quality of life in western 

North Carolina throughout promotional materials at the state and local level. Regional boosters 
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painted a calculated image of life in the Blue Ridge Mountains which emphasized the beauty of a 

land characterized by idealized folkways, scenic grandeur, and relaxed rural living. These images 

intentionally either erased or romanticized the hardships and poverty of everyday mountain life 

from view. Ernest Eppley described this trend amongst the region’s leadership class in a progress 

report in the mid-1960s.19 Eppley was the director of the Watuaga, Avery, Mitchel, Yancey 

Community Action Program with the North Carolina Fund, a state-run predecessor of the 

national War on Poverty. Eppley expressed that western North Carolina’s middle-class had long 

possessed a “tendency to glamorize the mountaineer.” Regional leaders, he asserted, loved to talk 

about how they would “be very happy to have the kind of life that a poor mountaineer has out in 

a shack.” This romanticization of the lives of poor and working-class mountain residents enabled 

a class blindness to solidify amongst the region’s leadership class in the postwar era. Regional 

leaders remained “unwilling to even use the terms poor and poverty” to describe the region’s 

residents. This class blindness drove the type of economic development that boosters embraced, 

employing an “approach to solving the problems of the area” that emphasized increasing tourist 

facilities and courting manufacturing plants that did little to alleviate the economic precarity of 

everyday mountain people. Eppley faced this difficulty in his anti-poverty work in the mid to late 

1960s. He reflected that “the problem is that you can get people temporary jobs, you can get 

them low-wage jobs in the area.” Yet the “nature of tourism and these industries was that… 

placing people in permanent full-time employment that would alleviate the condition of poverty” 

remained almost impossible.   

 
19 Ernest Eppley, Narrative Progress Report, June 11, 1968, in the North Carolina Funds Records #4710, University 

Archives, Wilson Library, University of North Carolina at Chapel Hill. 
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Nicholas Beadles, a graduate student at the University of North Carolina, undertook a 

study of labor availability and needs in western North Carolina for WNCAC in 1953. Beadles 

“made a verbal agreement concerning unions” that he would not mention the “labor question” 

out of respect for WNCAC. The organization asserted that the region was best served “by 

remaining aloof from any questions that might stir up controversy.”20 Beadles wrote a letter to 

the executive committee of WNCAC to withdraw his report. Originally intended to become a 

portion of his master’s thesis, Beadles claimed that he could not remain objective while leaving 

“the union question out of the picture.” Beadles reminded the executive committee that, while 

many new manufacturing enterprises had recently relocated to the region, that they primarily 

“came here to avoid unions.” Beadles argued that, while a further expansion of the topic would 

certainly “prove embarrassing to the Western North Carolina Associated Communities,” regional 

boosters needed to understand the broader implications of this pattern of labor escapism on the 

livelihoods of the region’s workforce.  

Manufacturers who were looking to relocate to areas where they could find an abundant 

supply of cheap, unorganized labor increasingly agreed with booster’s claims and chose to 

relocate in western North Carolina.21 As a result, the industries who found accessible isolation to 

be the most persuasive were overwhelmingly labor-intensive, low-wage, low-skill industries. 

Industries that, by the 1970s would increasingly come under pressure from global economic 

forces to relocate once again. By the 1970s over half of the manufacturing jobs in the state of 

North Carolina remained in apparel, textiles, or furniture which were now dispersed across the 

countryside rather than concentrated in mill villages. This concentration of employment 

 
20 Letter from Nicholas A. Beadles to Executive Committee of WNCAC, October 9, 1953, Western North Carolina 

Associated Communities Papers, MSS80-12.18, Special and Digital Collections Center, Hunter Library, Cullowhee, 
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opportunities in low-wage industries was even more pronounced in the western part of the state. 

While the North Carolina piedmont diversified, around 70 percent of the jobs available in 

western North Carolina remained concentrated in low-wage industries by the mid-1970s. As a 

result of this type of development, residents of western North Carolina found themselves 

simultaneously underemployed in all three sectors of the regional economy. The average family 

in the region’s six poorest counties earned around 2,457.70 dollars in 1967.22 Nationally, the 

average American family made around 5,660 dollars that year. That same year, over seventy 

percent of families in those counties still lived below the poverty limit. Even in Transylvania 

County, one of the wealthiest counties in western North Carolina, thirty-six percent of families 

lived below the poverty level in 1967. 

 Accessible isolation permeated the advertising campaigns designed by the North Carolina 

state government throughout the postwar period. A multi-page advertisement appeared in the 

New York Times in November of 1957 which asserted the benefits of “North Carolina’s 

accessible isolation.”23 Proclaiming North Carolina “the ‘Good Roads State’,” the article 

heralded the successes of the state’s efforts to “open the backward parts of the state to the 

world.” North Carolina had invested in five separate highway systems that connected all 100 

counties to metropolitan centers throughout the nation. Even more importantly, the state’s 

secondary road system had created “thousands of miles of ‘black-top’ roads” over which truck 

farming products made their way to market and “thousands of industrial workers r(ode) to and 

from new sprawling industrial plants.” The interstate would add over 677 miles to this 

burgeoning state of the art system, connecting over sixty-three percent of the state’s population 

 
22 County and City Data Book, 1967. 
23 William Snider, advertisement entitled “North Carolina’s Accessible Isolation,” November 17, 1957, in 

Permanent Publications of the Department of Conservation and Development, Travel and Promotion Division #44, 
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to national markets upon its completion.  Accessible isolation enabled Tar Heel residents to “live 

at home’ in the country, but work in the factories.” Tar Heel workers planted crops on the side 

and benefited from this “new kind of dispersed living (where it was both) profitable to produce 

and wonderful to live.” The advertisement emphasized the availability of plant location 

specialists employed by the Department of Conservation and Development who were ready to 

roll out “the welcome mat” for prospective enterprises. These specialists provided free 

consultation on resource, labor, and transportation availability as well as the “vital community 

attitudes” of each prospective location.  

State and local boosters emphasized that accessible isolation would enable the 

development of a diversified regional economy. Tourism boosters throughout western North 

Carolina actively advocated supplementing tourism with industry and agriculture.24 In their view, 

the seasonal, low wage nature of employment in the hospitality industry required supplemental 

vocational opportunities. The Asheville Citizen-Times reminded readers that, in order to “be a 

progressive accelerating city,” tourism could not be an adequate base for the entire economy.25 

The article advocated supplementing tourist traffic with heavy industry in order to provide a 

more stable economic base. One writer appealed to citizens’ economic taste buds by referring to 

tourism as the “greatest hope for extra frosting on the economic cake… but industry – 

respectable industry, well-paying industry – offer(ed) the city’s best assurances for economic 

stability.”26 Tourism might provide residents with an economic dessert buffet during the tourist 
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season. However, the development of sustainable, quality industrial jobs provided the bread and 

butter of mountain economic life throughout the entire year. Far from accidental, tourism 

boosters throughout western North Carolina intentionally cultivated industry as a supplemental 

and symbiotic aspect of the regional economy.  

Boosters and regional developers envisioned accessible isolation as a necessary 

foundation for the balanced economy they strove to create. The accessibility of North Carolina’s 

industrial sites and farmland enabled diversified industry and agriculture to flourish and 

“complement one another for economic balance.”27 This accessibility was “of particular interest 

to the tourist desiring to explore regions formerly inaccessible by foot or horseback” and was of 

“prime significance in opening up the State to further industrialization.“28 Tourism, 

manufacturing, and agriculture all benefited from easy accessibility as both visitors and goods 

traveled over the state’s vast highway system.29 Promotional material and development plans 

similarly emphasized the profits that could be reaped from the state’s intentionally decentralized 

population. The “relative isolation” boosters touted would enable its principal agricultural 

products to thrive and would only enhance the region’s growing scenic and recreation-based 

tourist industry. Accessible isolation created an “ideal balance between industry and agriculture 

affording uncongested factory sites close to raw materials and workers who in large measure… 

gr(ew) a good part of their own food.”30  

 
27 Brochure entitled “Industry-Agriculture,” May 1956, in Permanent Publications of the Department of 

Conservation and Development, Travel and Promotion Division #44, State Archives of North Carolina. 
28 “It’s Easy to Get to North Carolina!” in Visit North Carolina Book, July 1950, in Permanent Publications of the 

Department of Conservation and Development, Travel and Promotion Division #44, State Archives of North 

Carolina. 
29 “Accessible North Carolina” brochure, ca 1950, in Permanent Publications of the Department of Conservation and 

Development, Travel and Promotion Division #44, State Archives of North Carolina. 
30 Visit North Carolina Book, July 1950, in Permanent Publications of the Department of Conservation and 

Development, Travel and Promotion Division #44, State Archives of North Carolina. 
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The state’s growing number of food processing plants were seen as an ideal example of 

this vision.31 Boosters emphasized that the state’s growing number of tobacco, livestock, 

vegetable, and fruit processing plants provided an ideal market for the state’s struggling 

agricultural sector. Such factories created a “ready market for farm products in North Carolina… 

close to the farm.” When Gerber foods established a plant in Asheville in 1958, executives noted 

that the agricultural extension service’s willingness to “teach farmers how to grow the foods” 

they wanted was part of the draw to the region.32 Gerber’s brand-new plant estimated that it 

would purchase around ten million dollars’ worth of fruits and vegetables from North Carolina 

farmers each year. Workers across the state also benefited from the ability to “devote part of 

their time to supplement and stabilize their incomes by corn” while living in uncrowded, 

attractive rural areas.  

Boosters claimed that the tourist experience also benefitted from the growing number of 

manufacturing plants in the region. In addition to offering tours on many weekdays, these plants 

increasingly offered viewers the chance to take in “scenic industry” nestled among the rolling 

hills of Appalachia. High Tops Magazine, the state’s tourism promotional magazine, featured an 

aerial photograph of Ecusta Paper Company situated picturesquely in a mountain valley.33 The 

advertisement described Ecusta as “one of the most beautiful views in the Carolina Highlands.” 

The advertisement encouraged visitors to stop near a particular overlook on the Blue Ridge 

Parkway where they could “light a cigarette and enjoy the interesting and inspiring scenery” 

 
31 “North Carolina Farm Product Help Feed Its Factories” advertisement, ca 1950, in Permanent Publications of the 

Department of Conservation and Development, Travel and Promotion Division #44, State Archives of North 

Carolina. 
32 “Industry: How to Woo New Business” in Time Magazine, October 20, 1958, in in Permanent Publications of the 

Department of Conservation and Development, Travel and Promotion Division #44, State Archives of North 

Carolina. 
33 Advertisement for Pisgah Forest, NC in High Tops magazine, ca 1960, in John Parris Collection, MSS00-06, 

Special and Digital Collections Center, Hunter Library, Cullowhee, NC. 
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knowing that they were only a few miles from the plant where the paper for their cigarette was 

most likely manufactured along with their tissues, and the paper their Bible was printed on. 

Unlike northern manufacturing plants that were surrounded by noisy congestion and smog, 

Ecusta was a delight to view. It was found “blending in with the natural beauty of the forests and 

the French Broad Valley” amidst a land the advertisement insisted was still largely untouched by 

capital. Ecusta provided the beauty of scenic industry surrounded by vast wilderness. 

Boosters emphasized that cooperation and coordination between each branch of the 

regional economy and an understanding of their codependent and symbiotic relationship was key 

to a healthy regional economy.34 Accessible isolation, they insisted, enabled it all. State 

developers and regional boosters touted accessible isolation, and the balanced economy it would 

create, as key to securing North Carolina’s place as the leader of the New South. The Department 

of Conservation and Development proclaimed in 1951 that North Carolina’s new network of 

highways, rural school and hospital systems, and rural electrification and telephone programs 

made North Carolina the “No. 1 State in the New South.”35 Accessible isolation enabled workers 

to continue living on small farms while working in industries located away from congested city 

centers. While the state ranked tenth in the nation for its population size, Charlotte remained the 

only city with a population of greater than 100,000 people. This, the advertisement proclaimed, 

was “the ‘Accessible Isolation’ that (wa)s drawing more and more attention to North Carolina as 

a place to live, to work, and to play in the Atomic Age.”  

 
34 Annual Report for 1956, North Carolina Cooperative Extension Service Annual Reports, UA 102.002, Special 

Collections Research Center, North Carolina State University Libraries, Raleigh, NC. 
35 Brochure entitled “North Carolina: The Tar Heel State. Rooftop of Eastern America,” January 1951, in Permanent 

Publications of the Department of Conservation and Development, Travel and Promotion Division #44, State 

Archives of North Carolina.  
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The state’s official advertising plan proclaimed in 1952 that North Carolina’s strongest 

asset was that it offered manufacturers “relative isolation with maximum accessibility to major 

markets.”36 An advertisement in Newsweek promised manufacturers in 1955 that accessible 

isolation offered forward-looking companies with the foresight to select the state’s most 

desirable locations the potential for unrestricted growth.37 The advertisement claimed that since 

World War II, throngs of diverse industries producing everything from zippers to airplanes had 

“read(ied) themselves for (the) spectacular developments in the atomic era now unfolding.” Such 

companies took advantage of the benefits of North Carolina’s modern rural living and, after 

enjoying favorable first experiences, had expanded their operations or added additional plant 

sites. This, the article proclaimed, was “the most convincing evidence of satisfaction” with the 

benefits of North Carolina’s accessible isolation. Plant sites with “ample labor and space… (and) 

a favorable tax package” but no competitive industry offered continued opportunities for 

“aggressive companies” to make their fortune from the fertile soil of western North Carolina. 

These rural paradises existed within 500 miles of 53 percent of the nation’s consumers. This 

accessibility would also enable manufacturers to draw labor from a larger radius, including the 

mechanized farms just a short drive away. Most of all, the article promised that this relative 

isolation had preserved a heritage of “cooperative labor with a proven record of productivity.” 

The advertisement promised that accessible isolation had preserved the archetype of the 

compliant, independent, hardworking, Anglo-Saxon mountain worker that Earl Avery and Joe 

Hartley represented.  

 
36  “Suggested Program for North Carolina Tourist Advertising for the Period January 1-June 30, 1952” in 

Advertising File of the Department of Conservation and Development, Travel and Promotion Division #44, State 

Archives of North Carolina, Raleigh, NC. 
37 “Postwar Industrial Growth in NC,” Newsweek, June 20, 1955. 
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Advertising to Industry through Tourism 

Advertisement campaigns claimed that accessible isolation enabled tourism and 

agriculture to flourish alongside manufacturing sites. Such campaigns also claimed that tourism 

created an infrastructure of recreation and leisure that reaped profitable advantages for industry. 

The Department of Conservation and Development’s marketing campaign in 1951 aimed to court 

prospective manufacturing plants by emphasizing two key themes. In addition to focusing on 

accessible isolation, the campaign focused on pointing out “the industrial advantages of the 

recreational facilities found in our Variety Vacationland” to manufacturing executives.38  

Regional boosters envisioned an economic development model which used the tourism 

industry as a pivotal aspect of promoting North Carolina to industrial developers. Regional 

leaders argued that, in the process of playing host to American tourists, the hospitality industry 

provided the most well-developed piece of industrial boosterism in the state. Boosters envisioned 

the tourist experience as an opportunity for manufacturing executives to experience the benefits 

of accessible isolation for themselves.  Executives who vacationed in North Carolina were more 

likely to consider the state’s advantages when choosing a plant site. The commissioning 

document of the North Carolina Travel Association explicated this connection. The document 

argued that “North Carolina plant sites (we)re being recognized by industrialists while 

vacationing… resulting in the establishment of new industries where personnel may enjoy golf 

and other outdoor recreation year-round.”39 Town and Country Magazine ran a feature on the 

 
38 “Suggested Program for North Carolina Tourist Advertising for the Period January 1-June 30, 1951” in 

Advertising File of the Department of Conservation and Development, Travel and Promotion Division #44, State 

Archives of North Carolina, Raleigh, NC. 
39 Travel Council of North Carolina, The North Carolina Travel Industry. 



188 

 

state’s livability which elaborated on this connection.40 It was North Carolina’s new 

“experiments in living, of getting more out of life” that was causing throngs of northerners to 

abandon their native region and relocate their plants farther South. North Carolina offered year-

round sporting attractions, physical beauty, and charms that had “spread by word of mouth… and 

been tested by visits and vacations.” As a result, manufacturers from Detroit, Cincinnati, and 

New York were “putting all their eggs in one basket… and choosing the Tar Heel State” because 

of their initial vacation experiences. Much as coal and timber barons had in the late nineteenth 

century, manufacturing executives and plant scouts had witnessed the state’s natural resources 

and the quality of life promised by accessible isolation during these vacations. They had also 

come to experience North Carolina through tourism promotional materials as a state 

characterized by “the most liberal mental outlook, the proudest history, and the surest future.”   

Articles written by tourism boosters peppered regional papers and flouted the supposed 

symbiotic relationship between tourism and industry. In January of 1964, one such article in the 

Asheville Citizen-Times credited a recent decision by an anonymous northern company to open a 

new plant in the city to the city’s hospitality industry. The author used his case study to assert the 

overall value of tourism in attracting new business. In his view, the results were the inevitable 

byproduct of a hospitable community. After all, “when a community such as Asheville create(d) 

an environment necessary to be a successful tourist city, it (wa)s improving its chances of 

attracting new industry and of fostering its own overall economic growth… both industry and 

tourists (we)re looking for communities with better living conditions… community friendliness 

too, (wa)s a factor which strongly influence(d) both the tourist and the industrialist to return.”41 

 
40 Margaret Culkin Banning, Advertisement entitled “Land that Keep its Promise” published in Town and Country, 

1963, Permanent Publications file of the Department of Conservation and Development, Travel and Promotion 

Division #44, State Archives of North Carolina, Raleigh, NC. 
41 “Travel Trade, Industry Linked,” Asheville Citizen-Times, January 20, 1964. 
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In welcoming industry to the city, these boosters also created a long term network of northern 

industrialists who would lure additional tourists to the city each summer to enjoy its recreational 

opportunities. Thus, a symbiotic boosterism was born in which industry advertised tourism and 

tourism lured industry.  

Regional boosters used the state’s tourism infrastructure as one of its most powerful 

marketing tools. Similar to the efforts of Gilded Age elites, these regional leaders used the 

region’s resorts and recreation opportunities to network with and court manufacturing 

executives. The Department of Conservation and Development led a number of scenic tours for 

manufacturing executives, plant site scouts, and distribution specialists throughout the postwar 

period. These tours intentionally blended the traditional tourist experience with opportunities to 

witness the benefits of accessible isolation. In April of 1963, the Department of Conservation 

and Development sponsored a tour of over fifty furniture and textile manufacturers across the 

entire state of North Carolina.42 In addition to American manufacturers, the group included 

individuals from seven countries. The tour led manufacturers on a traditional tour of North 

Carolina. Visitors hiked Mt. Mitchell, went on a scenic bus tour of the Blue Ridge Parkway, and 

shopped for authentic mountain handicrafts. They also visited a number of the state’s 

manufacturing plants and spoke with various executives who had already located their plants in 

the state. The tour concluded with a final stop in the city of High Point that promised executives 

a unique glimpse at how North Carolinians lived. At the request of the state government, citizens 

invited the executives into their home and provided a living panorama of the benefits of 

accessible isolation.    

 
42 Letter from JV Morgan to Charles Parker, March 26, 1963, in Goodwill Tours File of Department of Conservation 

and Development, Travel and Promotion Division #44, State Archives of North Carolina, Raleigh, NC. 
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Industrial boosters also employed the state’s tourism infrastructure to court executives 

who visited the state on their own as tourists. In 1964, the Department of Conservation and 

Development participated in a number of projects of this type. These projects aimed to infiltrate 

tourist accommodations with messaging for manufacturing executives who might be visiting the 

state. That year the state government crafted and staffed a forty-foot exhibit on the live-ability of 

North Carolina that was placed in hotel lobbies state-wide. The state’s advertising division also 

paid to air its Variety Vacationland films in locations that were currently home to industries that 

might be looking to relocate. Industrial boosters hoped that they could draw potential executives 

from Cincinnati, Cleveland, Chicago, and various other northern cities to the state for vacation. 

Once in the state they would witness the beauty and benefits of North Carolina and choose to 

move their operations there as a result. Boosters hoped to infuse promotions that executives were 

likely to see while visiting the state or planning a trip with messages about the benefits of North 

Carolina to industry.43 The division ensured that Welcome Center hostesses across the state were 

provided with brochures on the state’s industrial benefits. The Department of Conservation and 

Development hosted a “Made in North Carolina” week in all major hotels at the height of the 

tourist season in early July. The campaign placed industrial development displays in hotel 

lobbies across the state. The displays highlighted testimonials from manufacturers who had 

already relocated to North Carolina and promotional materials that emphasized the increased 

standard of living that accessible isolation promised to deliver. High Tops, one of western North 

Carolina’s tourism magazines, ran a feature on the American Enka Corporation which 

 
43 Semi-Annual Report of the Travel Information Division, January-June, 1965 in Advertising File of the 

Department of Conservation and Development, Travel and Promotion Division #44, State Archives of North 
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emphasized many of these themes.44 Located just west of Asheville, the corporation wished 

vacationers reading the magazine a “pleasant stay in the ‘land of the sky’.” Enka testified to 

potential executives vacationing in the region that it remained “fully aware of the many 

advantages of this section… which induced Enka to establish here.”  

Regional boosters and government officials also used tourism’s recreation infrastructure 

to network with each other and court manufacturing executives. In 1946, the American Enka 

Corporation began investigating potential sites in the Southeast.45 Originally established in 

Asheville in 1928 by the Netherlands Artificial Silk Company, the corporation was looking to 

establish an additional manufacturing plant that was expected to employ around 2,500 

individuals upon completion. Enka was considering potential sites in North Carolina, Tennessee, 

and Virginia. D. Hiden Ramsey wrote to Governor Cherry in May of that year to express his 

opinions on the matter. Ramsey expressed concern that, given the substantial potential payroll of 

the plant, the state needed to “exert all the discreet pressure possible in the matter.” Ramsey 

suggested that official efforts made by the Industrial Division of the Department of Conservation 

and Development lacked the personal approach needed to convince the company’s executives to 

choose North Carolina. Instead, Ramsey suggested that regional leaders organize a camping trip, 

a fishing excursion, or a visit to one of Asheville’s finer resorts. Ramsey asserted that this would 

“remind (them) of the quality of life in the region” and ultimately convince them to locate the 

plant in western North Carolina. Ramsey’s personal correspondences were filled with thank you 

letters from manufacturing executives, newspapermen, and government officials. Ramsey had 

treated these men to what Paul H. Davis of Los Angeles, California called “fishing de luxe and 

 
44 Advertisement for Enka in High Tops, ca 1956, John Parris Collection, MSS00-06, Special and Digital 

Collections Center, Hunter Library, Cullowhee, NC.  
45 Letter from D. Hiden Ramsey to Governor Cherry, May 13, 1946, in the D. Hiden Ramsey Papers #3805, 

Southern Historical Collection, The Wilson Library, University of North Carolina at Chapel Hill. 



192 

 

unsurpassed, great fun and good company.”46 These informal networking opportunities on the 

public’s playground provided Ramsey and other regional leaders with the opportunity to become 

better acquainted with individuals in positions of power outside of the region. They 

simultaneously provided experiential advertisements that preached the benefits of accessible 

isolation around every riverbend. Regional leaders also used these opportunities to facilitate 

relationships with retirees who had recently relocated to the region as part of the second home 

movement.  State government officials hoped that these retired employees and executives would 

become their ambassadors to the corporations from which they had retired.47 These retirees could 

then speak first-hand about the quality of life in western North Carolina. 

At the state and regional level, boosters integrated the messaging of tourist and industrial 

promotional campaigns. The Travel Information Division’s advertising plan in 1955 employed a 

“combination tourist-industrial development advertisement” campaign in order to save space and 

production costs.48 The combined campaign enabled the state to increase industrial advertising 

without decreasing tourist promotions. By 1961, the state’s combined promotional campaign 

included radio and television spots that used television personalities including North Carolina 

native Andy Griffith.49 The campaign attempted to “add assured luster in establishing a ‘there’s 

fun to be had’ image to vacationing in North Carolina.” The Advertising Division of the 

Department of Conservation and Development expressed hope that emphasizing these themes 

 
46 Letter from Paul H. Davis to D. Hiden Ramsey, July 25, 1952, in the D. Hiden Ramsey Papers #3805, Southern 
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Archives of North Carolina, Raleigh, NC. 



193 

 

would benefit the state’s overall image as a “progressive, alert, up-to-date state” for industry. 

Given that the campaigns would be aired in “areas where there are prime industrial prospects” 

regional boosters believed that the campaigns would simultaneously benefit industrial 

development efforts as well. The state’s Variety Vacationland commercial in 1951 included a 

jingle that attempted to induce visitors to follow the “urge to stay a little longer” after visiting the 

Old North State.50 Visitors would discover that “in North Carolina it's a breeze to go most 

anywhere you please” and were encouraged to follow the urge to stay in the state’s variety 

vacationland and make it their home.   

Advertising Cordial Labor Relations 

These advertisement campaigns also promised that western North Carolina’s atmosphere 

shaped a superior quality of life for workers. Such campaigns touted the benefits of tourism’s 

infrastructure of leisure, extolling that it increased worker productivity and ultimately served as a 

barrier to organized labor.  A multi-page spread in the Manufacturer’s Record in 1954 

articulated this connection.51 Similar to the New South marketing campaigns of other states, the 

advertisement cited North Carolina’s “stabilized tax structure” and balanced budget alongside 

the plentiful raw materials easily accessible in the state and the abundance of hydroelectric 

power. The advertisement also emphasized the value of the state’s recreational infrastructure in 

maintaining a labor supply that was “vigorous, intelligent, quick to learn new skills, and giving 

maximum productivity in an honest day’s work.”  The campaign extolled the value of recreation 

as the “key to contented living for employees.” An advertisement produced by the Department of 

Conservation and Development in 1951 emphasized that manufacturers across the state of North 

 
50 “Suggested Program for North Carolina Tourist Advertising for the Period January 1-June 30, 1951” in 
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Carolina experienced “very low levels of turnover and absenteeism.”52 Most industrial 

employees in North Carolina were property owners devoted to the region and beneficiaries of a 

state government that invested in public recreation and culture. As a result, they worked harder 

and were more invested in the health of local industry. The claim of these state marketing 

campaigns was simple. Workers who spent their weekends meandering on the Blue Ridge 

Parkway, hiking in Pisgah National Forest, or attending a folk festival worked more vigorously 

throughout the week. 

State-developed advertising campaigns also employed language that linked the quality of 

life created by tourism’s recreation infrastructure with a history of cordial labor relations and the 

development of a compliant workforce.  In 1954 the North Carolina state government sponsored 

an advertisement in The Manufacturer’s Record.53 The article advertised the benefits of locating 

a plant in an “uncrowded state with plenty of room for productive work and refreshing play.” 

The article described the low construction costs, easy accessibility to major markets, and 

excellent water supply available in the state. It also emphasized the desirability of a plant site in a 

Variety Vacationland. The article reminded readers that there were additional benefits to 

establishing in an “attractive community” with recreational resources and a climate that was 

“ideal for year 'round outdoor work and recreation.” These conditions created “friendly citizens 

in thriving, comfortable communities and cities” in which manufacturers could build upon the 

state’s “history of good industrial relations.” High Tops, Asheville’s tourism magazine, 

contained a testimonial from Dave Steel Company which had recently relocated to the city from 
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Lebanon, Ohio.54 The testimonial had been placed in High Tops as a part of ongoing attempts to 

lure other potential executives vacationing in western North Carolina to consider relocating their 

plant in the area as well. It emphasized that accessible isolation had created a world in which 

“the beauty of the mountains in western North Carolina (wa)s matched by the friendly and co-

operative spirit of business folk and labor in this area. To live and work in western North 

Carolina (wa)s a pleasure.” 

Boosters argued that the combination of accessible isolation, tourism, and western North 

Carolina’s unique regional history would ensure a compliant workforce. In June of 1957, at the 

height of the tourist season, the region’s primary television news service produced a series of 

broadcasts entitled “the Land of the Sky and its People.” The series was based primarily on 

interviews and studies conducted by regional economic boosters. It aimed to present a 

comprehensive study on the characteristics of western North Carolina’s economy, society, and 

culture. One episode in the series studied business and industry in western North Carolina. This 

episode drew out many of these connections.55 The episode laid out the history of industry in the 

region from the earliest timber stands through the rise of postwar manufacturing. Western North 

Carolina had “began to be recognized as a desirable location for industry for reasons over and 

above its natural resources” primarily because its “people are capable, easily trained and make 

loyal employees.” The narrator credited the loyalty of the region’s workforce to western North 

Carolina’s climate and “the scenic beauty of the area (which) provides a gracious place to 

work… (where) personnel is satisfied and content.” Richard Haber, the president of Hadley 

Corporation in Weaverville, North Carolina, testified to viewers about his experience relocating 
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to western North Carolina. Haber extolled the value of finding a plant site from which workers 

“could enjoy the beauty of the mountain scenery and the freshness of the mountain air.” Scenic 

industry, enabled by accessible isolation, created workers who were healthier and excited to 

come to work each day. It also enabled Haber to draw those workers from a greater abundance of 

potential employees spread across the region’s rural countryside. As a result, Haber found his 

new workers to be “quick to learn and responsible.” 

Industrial boosters also drew inspiration from the narratives promulgated in tourist 

literature. Tourism promotions emphasized Appalachia as a land that remained unspoiled by 

divisions of both race and class. Tourist boosters emphasized the compliant, hardworking, 

Anglo-Saxon population of western North Carolina as one of the region’s most important 

attractions. One tourist booklet published by the state advertising division in 1950 encouraged 

visitors to prepare themselves for a voyeur to a “land where even today the timeless past blends 

unforgettable with the present.”56 Highland history had been one of relative isolation ever since 

“the first white men ever to penetrate the formidable wilderness and gaze upon the craggy peaks” 

had tamed this vast mountain landscape. Today western North Carolina stood as the land of 

Daniel Boone, filled with hardworking pioneers who remained ruggedly individualistic and 

overwhelmingly white. After centuries of isolation, highland life enabled visitors to “slip back to 

the days of Queen Elizabeth” as they motored “at their pleasure over good highways.” Now 

accessible over black top roads, western North Carolina was still a “land of antiquated speech, 

ballads, and rugged hill clans” where one might loaf in contentment away from the trials and 

divisions of modern life.  

 
56 Advertising booklet entitled “Land of History Land of Plenty: That’s Western North Carolina,” July 1950, in 
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The regional narratives that boosters emphasized in tourist promotions provided 

industrial boosters with a convenient rhetorical framework through which to discuss labor 

relations. The Department of Conservation and Development created a series of brochures for 

plant scouts considering locating a plant in North Carolina that pulled upon these themes.57 The 

cover of the department’s 1951 brochure featured an image of a white middle-class couple 

picnicking in the mountains, golfing in Asheville, and canoeing down the French Broad River. 

These images were exhibitive proof that “Tar Heels are a friendly people” who “enjoy living in a 

state where there is lots to see and do.” In addition to being a state of “growth and development” 

western North Carolina was a world in which “leisurely living can be enjoyed to the fullest.” 

After having spent generations cut off from the mainstreams of American life, the region 

remained isolated from the hustle and bustle of modern life. Accessible isolation enabled life 

there to remain “lively without tension; restful without inertia” because there were still “some 

quiet villages scarcely touched by time… except for proximity to good roads and modern 

towns.”  

The department’s guide to industrial planning and expansion in 1964 directly cited this 

mythical past as a primary reason that manufacturers should consider a plant site in the state. The 

brochure promised that western North Carolina was and still remained a “land of pioneers, old-

world craftsmen, folkways and folklore.”58 The region remained the land of Daniel Boone, 

whose modern workforce retained all the characteristics of their rugged pioneer ancestors. As 

“one of America's truly great states” North Carolina offered employers the benefit of a state 
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characterized by a “proud and distinct culture, an industrious and friendly people, and a habit of 

good government.” Pulling upon the mountain stereotype extolled in tourism promotions, these 

brochures emphasized the population’s friendliness, fierce independence, and love of hard work. 

These phrases and caricatures served to subtly communicate the presumed ability and 

willingness of the local population to resist unionization. This particular brochure emphasized 

that these characteristics were to be found in abundance “from the smallest hamlet all the way to 

the state capitol in Raleigh.”  

High Tops made these connections even more explicit.59 Visitors to western North 

Carolina found, “mixed in with the permanent homespun living, a metropolitan atmosphere.” 

After generations in relative isolation, the city of Asheville had become a land teeming with 

“beautiful modern retail stores with the latest and best of merchandise… recreation for all the 

people… (and) beautiful scenic drives on excellent highways in every direction.” Appalachia’s 

mythical history had created a city that was home to a “skilled, dependable labor force.” Since 

joining the modern world, Asheville had become a leading producer of rayon, blankets, pulp and 

paper, cigarettes, hosiery, cotton, rubber, furniture, and leather. Several additional industries 

planned to break ground on new sites in the near future. Even in the face of the increasing pace 

of industrialization, the region’s history and tourist infrastructure maintained a unique 

community in which “business, agriculture, industry and home-folks all live and work 

harmoniously together.” In this recreational haven of relative isolation, manufactures could rest 

assured that “labor strife is practically non-existent.” 

 
59 Copy of High Tops magazine, ca 1956, John Parris Collection, MSS00-06, Special and Digital Collections Center, 
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Local leaders in western North Carolina played a primary role in furthering these ideas 

and claims.60 Regional boosters asserted that these combined factors ensured that “the 

mountaineer is an excellent employee.”61 Throughout the Vanishing Frontier, these regional 

leaders asserted that industries already in western North Carolina had experienced the superior 

quality of mountain labor. These industries testified that western North Carolina produced a 

“sturdy, stable, reliable, honest, hardworking people.” These boosters argued that the unique 

history of the region had created a self-reliant population that would resist unionization. Yet 

mountaineers retained “a high sense of personal loyalty for those with whom he is associated” 

and a willingness “to carry out orders.”  

Regional newspaperman D. Hiden Ramsey gave a speech at the North Carolina Society 

of New York which drew direct connections between this mythologized past and the desirability 

of the state for industry.62 Founded in 1898 by a group of North Carolinians living in New York 

City, the organization aimed to provide a social network for expatriates living in Manhattan.63 

The group evolved in to a booster organization that aimed to use this network and the industrial 

ties of its members in the urban north to build up and invest in North Carolina’s economy. 

Ramsey saluted these men “as outposts of North Carolina civilization in this roaring wilderness 

which is New York.” He reminded them that every North Carolinian, past and present, played a 

pivotal role in their everyday life as a press agent advertising the benefits of the state. All 

members should therefore cultivate their ability to “wax lyrical, even wearisome, about the 

 
60 Industrial brochure for Asheville, NC, ca 1966, J. Alfred Miller Collection, D.H. Ramsey Library, Special 

Collections, University of North Carolina at Asheville.  
61 The Vanishing Frontier.   
62 Transcript of speech given by D. Hiden Ramsey at a meeting of the North Carolina Society of New York, ca. 

1955, in the D. Hiden Ramsey Papers #3805, Southern Historical Collection, The Wilson Library, University of 

North Carolina at Chapel Hill. 
63 Thomas Woodbury, “North Carolina Society of New York,” NCPedia, last modified 2006, 

https://www.ncpedia.org/north-carolina-society-new-york. 
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material greatness of his native state.” In order to fulfill this role, North Carolinians living or 

visiting abroad needed to be prepared to speak up about the benefits of North Carolina’s highway 

system, innovative schools, and growing industrial advantages. 

More than anything else, Ramsey argued that boosters in that roaring wilderness had to 

be prepared to speak about the “true greatness of North Carolina” which was “not to be found in 

her swelling bank balances, in her multiplying smoke stacks, in her far-flung road system.” 

North Carolina’s greatness was preeminently found in a people whose characteristics as an ideal 

workforce had been cultivated and manicured by a particular past. Ramsey encouraged these 

amateur advertisers to refer back to what they might have forgotten about the state’s history. 

North Carolina had played a vital role at each of the turning points in the nation’s past struggles 

for liberty and against tyranny. As a people, North Carolinians were the heirs to the courage of 

the Regulators who stood against oppressive taxation and the tyrannical nature of big 

government at the Battle of Alamance. North Carolinians were the beneficiaries to a love of 

liberty inherited from the writers of the mythical Mecklenburg Declaration of Independence. 

Ramsey claimed that North Carolinians had always “refused to be stampeded” by any force that 

threatened this legacy of freedom.64 These acts of courage in defense of individual liberty “was 

typical of our stock,” he claimed. The average North Carolinian remained “a staunch 

individualist. His democracy goes to the very marrow of his being.” This love of liberty and 

 
64 For more on the contested history of the Mecklenburg Declaration of History see: Richard N. Current, “That 
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and the Mecklenburg Declarations of Independence: A New Study of Manuscripts, their use, abuse, and neglect 

(Hampden Hills Press, 1960); Ronnie Faulkner, “Samuel A’Court Ashe: North Carolina Redeemer and Historian, 
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Independence?: The Disputed History of the Mecklenburg Declaration of May 20, 1775 (New York: MacFarland 
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individualism, Ramsey intoned, was simply “the long flowering of his racial inheritance.” As 

workers and citizens, North Carolinians remained both “neighborly and cooperative” desiring to 

simply live on their own unless they were asked to “surrender their primary liberties to the 

crown.”  

Ramsey argued that this distinctive history doomed any efforts made by organized labor 

in the state from the onset. Ramsey described a current movement by the American Federation of 

Labor to unionize workers in North Carolina. While he asserted that they were welcome to give a 

determined struggle, Ramsey predicted that their efforts would “end in dreary failure.”  While he 

did not wish to waste time pontificating about the “merits or demerits of the union movement” he 

claimed he knew enough about the people of western North Carolina to know that they would 

never stand for the surrendering of their liberty to outside interests. Instead, the “ingrained 

individualism of our people (would) lie across the path of unionism as a virtually insuperable 

obstacle.” This resistance was simply one of “the distinguishing characteristics of our breed.” 

The presumed racial makeup of western North Carolina’s population constituted a pivotal 

aspect of the workforce that boosters attempted to sell to manufacturers. Industrial boosters 

emphasized that this mythologized past spent in relative isolation had created an enclave of 

sturdy Anglo-Saxon laborers. This narrative claimed that the region had remained unstained by 

the nation’s sordid racial past. They claimed that, as a result, the region’s current workforce 

represented the nation’s last purely white population. In his speech before the North Carolina 

Society of New York, Ramsey emphasized that North Carolina as a whole remained the “freest 

from the stain of lynching” in the entire South.65 Governor Kerr Scott encouraged plant scouts in 
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1951 to include the benefits of accessible isolation in their considerations.66 These benefits 

notably included the region’s population of entirely “native-born workers.” The North Carolina 

Department of Conservation and Development produced an advertising booklet for 

manufacturing executives in 1959 that emphasized the value of western North Carolina’s 

overwhelmingly white population. This sturdy Anglo-Saxon workforce, the brochure extolled, 

remained “proudly free and self-reliant.”67 Another advertisement produced by the department 

around 1965 claimed that “the majority of North Carolinians were of English, Scots-Irish, and 

German descent.”68 The brochure assured manufacturers that this breed of workers brought 

additional advantages because “skills come readily to descendants of this ancestry.” 

John Parris, regional booster and self-proclaimed folklorist, reminded manufacturers and 

other regional boosters in 1956 that “the strength of western North Carolina lies in its people.”69 

Part of this greatness was derived from the population’s racial makeup. Apart from the Cherokee, 

who he portrayed as having lived in total peace with the white man a century before, the region’s 

residents were almost entirely Scotch, English, and Irish with a “heritage as old as the hills.”  

After living in the region “partially isolated by its beautiful and beloved mountains” the white 

workforce of western North Carolina was now as “strong as the vine of the wild muscadine, and 

sturdy as the mountains wherein they dwell.” The message to potential manufacturers and plant 

scouts was clear. Relocating or establishing a manufacturing plant in the region meant ready 
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access to a storehouse of white, unorganized, hardworking, compliant laborers bound to a land 

they longed to continue calling their home. 

Organized Labor in Western North Carolina 

 Laborers in western North Carolina remained ununionized only to the extent that the 

regional leadership class succeeded in preventing their efforts to organize. As mentioned in 

chapter four, Bill Finger showed that organized labor retained a foothold in western North 

Carolina throughout the twentieth century.70 Mountain laborers had been foot soldiers in the 

famous labor struggles of the North Carolina Piedmont’s textile mills. Mountain women had 

worked in Gastonia and Marion, where they challenged the state’s most important economic 

power alongside black and white women from across the state in 1929. Throughout the 1930s, 

40s, 50s, and 60s leather workers throughout the region, paper workers in Brevard and Canton, 

rubber workers in Waynesville, meatcutters in Asheville, and textile workers in Enka had 

unionized, often joining interracial labor campaigns.71 John Russel, the president of the Asheville 

local of the Amalgamated Meatcutters Association reflected in an oral history interview in 1974 

that unionization efforts had “spoked out in all directions” from Asheville throughout the 

tanneries in the surrounding area in the early twentieth century.72 In direct contrast to the 

campaigns of industrial boosters, Russel asserted that “carryovers from mountain culture” made 

regional laborers more “ready to organize.” Russel asserted that organized labor would have 

made greater inroads in the region if local incarnations of the “unamerican activities people” had 

 
70 Finger, “Bascom Lamar Lunsford,” 34. 
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72 Interview with John Russel by William R. Finger, March 23, 1974, E-0041 in the Southern Oral History Program 

#4007, Southern Historical Collection, Wilson Library, University of North Carolina at Chapel Hill. 
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not put unions across the region through a “survival test” of intimidation tactics in the early 

1950s. The Asheville Chamber of Commerce had put pressure on Russel’s local, instigating what 

he vaguely described as “attacks on us.” The union received “constant letters from the FBI” and 

assumed that they were being wiretapped. 

In the spring of 1955, apparel workers at Glendale Manufacturing plant in Asheville 

experienced similar harassment when they initiated a strike against “unfair labor practices, low 

wages, intimidation, and poor and unsanitary working conditions.”73 Glendale Manufacturing, a 

producer of “women’s fine garments,” had relocated to Asheville and begun production in 

1953.74 By 1955 the plant’s initial workforce had grown from around sixty employees to over 

250.75 On May 2, 1955 workers at the company’s Asheville plant voted to go on strike after the 

president of the company, Ira Rosenstock, intimated employees who had filed for membership 

with the International Ladies Garment Workers Union (ILGWU).76 On the first morning of the 

strike, 130 workers picketed outside of the Glendale plant. Rosenstock expressed outrage that 

morning before local press that the strike had occurred without an election or recognized union. 

Rosenstock claimed that strikers had used “rampant violence and intimidation” against the 50 

workers who had reported for work that morning. Only one company employee reported being 

“roughed up.” Women strike leaders asserted that while they had “at all times conducted 

ourselves as decent, respectable, Christian ladies” that non-strikers had “thrown dead rats, lit 

firecrackers, and rotten eggs at us.”77 Nick Bonanno, the state representative of the ILGWU, 

characterized the walkout as an “unfair labor practices strike” against Rosenstock’s refusal to 
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recognize the union and his intimidation tactics towards workers pressing for unionization.78 

Bonano also emphasized that, while the company’s wages were comparable to many other textile 

companies in the region, most employees of Glendale hovered around the poverty level.79 The 

next day, Judge Zeb Nettles of the Buncombe County Superior Court issued a restraining order 

against the strikers. The order limited the number of striking workers to five at each of the two 

entrances to the plant. It also required strikers to remain at least eight feet away from the 

entrances. The next afternoon, sheriff’s deputies appeared to disperse the crowd when around 

thirty individuals gathered on the sidewalk forty feet from the plant and “jeered at departing 

employees.”  

Over the next several weeks, the conflict slowly escalated. On May 4, sheriff’s deputies 

charged eight individuals, including Ira Rosenstock, with assault, bodily harm, and disorderly 

conduct.  Rosenstock had been charged with two accounts of “assault on a female.”80 On the fifth 

day of the strike, 100 striking employees continued to picket the plant.81 Highway patrolmen and 

sheriff’s deputies patrolled the site as tensions flared between striking workers and those who’d 

crossed the picket line. When workers left the building at 4:30 p.m. tensions flared. Rosenstock 

had refused to release the previously earned wages of striking workers. As strikebreakers exited 

the plant, “eggs and tomatoes flew” in frustration. By May 11, around eighty women workers 

continued to picket after 30 additional workers had crossed the picket line.82 State highway 

patrolmen and sheriff’s department deputies increased their presence at the site at Rosenstock’s 

request after women strikers began to “beat sticks on pieces of tin.” Rosenstock continued to 
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assert that most of his workers did not want a union and did not want to strike. He claimed that a 

union election had been scheduled nine months before. Bonanno gave an impassioned interview 

to the Asheville Citizen-Times, arguing that Rosenstock had intimidated workers who wanted to 

vote for union recognition with “threats of being fired or with threats of violence” and that no 

union election had ever been scheduled. The strike continued throughout the rest of May. While 

“only taunting and wise-cracks came from picketing workers” reports of violent threats and 

trouble continued to emerge.83 By May 21, “every available on duty state highway patrolmen and 

about half a dozen deputy sheriffs” remained on site. Several days later the Buncombe County 

Sheriff’s Department arrested William Pitts, a striking worker, and charged him with four counts 

of assault for “throwing paper wads” at employees entering the plant.84 

In late May and early June, local officials targeted picketing workers alongside Nick 

Bonanno and Rosemary Coppolo, an organizer for the ILGWU.85 Bonanno and Coppolo, 

received thirty-day jail sentences and hefty fines for violating the company’s restraining order.86 

Several striking workers received fines between fifty and seventy-five dollars. Copolla’s car was 

vandalized in early June.87 Someone slashed her tires and poured sugar in her gas tank while it 

was sitting outside of her home on Charlotte Street. JE Jarvis, the president of the Asheville 

Central Labor Union, charged that the Buncombe County Sheriff’s office had “showed partiality 

in arresting persons concerned with the strike at the Glendale plant.”88 Nick Bonanno recalled 
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that, on the day of his arrest, he simply walked to close to the entrance of the plant and became 

an “extra picketer,” violating the restraining order.89 The whole process, he asserted, “was a 

fixup job… part of the company and the community and the legal setup to beat the union.” 

Bonanno served nineteen days in prison.  

In late July, while around ninety workers continued to picket daily, Rosenstock 

announced that the Glendale plant would be shut down effective immediately.90 Before local 

press, Rosenstock refused to state whether the shut-down would be permanent. He then 

attempted to delegitimize the union and workers’ efforts by attributing the plant’s closure to the 

“constant harassment” by picketers which had caused the plant to operate at a loss. Union 

officials had “exerted force on certain goods outlets” which had prevented the plant from 

receiving the materials necessary to continue operations. Three days later, Rosenstock 

announced that he was suing the ILGWU for intentionally conspiring to “bring about a strike” 

and “eventually shut-down” Glendale’s plant.91 Glendale Manufacturing sought 300,000 dollars 

in actual damages and 200,000 in punitive damages for the “alleged conspiracy to destroy the 

plaintiff’s business.” Bonanno immediately denied Rosenstock’s claims, asserting that the union 

had been and remained “ready to confer with Rosenstock.”92 The union, he asserted, never 

desired to close a plant but would continue to “insist on fair wages, and working conditions for 

employees.” That October, Glendale Manufacturing negotiated a contract with the ILGWU.93 

Glendale agreed to reopen the plant with a new contract that fully recognized the ILGWU as “the 

bargaining agent for Glendale employees.” Nick Bonanno and Rosemary Coppola heard about 
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the contract negotiations from jail.94 The plant planned to resume operations within two weeks. 

Union officials refused to comment.  

The strike at Glendale Manufacturing ignited a series of strikes across the city that 

occurred throughout the duration of the Glendale strike. On May 31, workers at the Dayton 

Rubber Company warehouse in Asheville went on strike over the recognition of union 

membership.95 On June 2 top officials from the Dayton Rubber Company had come to the city to 

negotiate a contract with Hugh Rutledge, the Business Representative of the International 

Brotherhood of Teamsters, Chauffeurs, and Warehousemen. On June 24 180 hourly employees 

at Gorham Manufacturing Company walked off the job.96 A producer of sterling silver and 

flatware, workers at the company went on strike after negotiations over a contract between the 

plant and Local Number thirty-two of the International Jewelry Workers ended without an 

agreement. Workers sought wage increases and improvement in overtime pay. Only four 

employees crossed the picket line the following morning. After a week of tense negotiations, the 

strike came to an end on July 1 when management and the union settled on terms that each 

separately described as “satisfactory.”97  

AM Williams wrote into the Asheville Citizen-Times in November to express his concern 

about the recent wave of labor unrest in the city.98 Recent strikes at the International Resistance 

Corp., Gorham Manufacturing, Glendale Manufacturing, and Dayton Rubber Company would 

“add up” he warned the local working class. Before long, there would be no chance “for industry 
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in the Asheville community” because management across the country would lose the assurance 

that mountaineers possessed a “willingness to work and not strike.” Williams was able to sleep at 

night knowing that recent unrest simply obscured the true pattern of labor relations in the 

mountains. He remained assured that the region continued to possess a “settled labor condition” 

because each of the strikes must have been “organized (and) led by outsiders.” True 

mountaineers who hailed from the pioneer’s preserve didn’t see class or poverty, he asserted. 

Soon, he promised, the region would return to normal.  

Tourism and industrial boosters produced a certain portrayal of western North Carolina 

that romanticized mountain poverty and nurtured their own paternalistic class blindness. These 

narratives served boosters’ political objectives. These mythologies supported the economic 

changes that boosters initiated and reinforced their resistance to local unionization efforts. 

Working-class residents struggled against this construction, carving out a political space for 

themselves that pushed back against the economic precarity that these changes placed upon their 

lives. While industrial boosters succeeded at courting manufacturing plants to relocate to the 

region, these industries remained concentrated in low-wage, low-skill industries. Poor and 

working-class western North Carolinians remained trapped in economic precarity, 

simultaneously underemployed in all three sectors of the regional economy. 
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Chapter Six 

“Along came this thing called urban renewal” 

Priscilla Robinson was nine years old when urban renewal upended her local community 

and razed her family’s home to the ground.1 Robinson and her family lived on South French 

Broad Avenue in a predominately black neighborhood adjacent to downtown Asheville. Decades 

later, Robinson remembered watching as her neighbors sat their furniture out on the sidewalks in 

preparation for relocation. She recalled listening as the adults mumbled to one other about their 

homes being “taken for way less than what they were valued.” Most of Robinson’s elderly 

neighbors “ended up being relocated to the high rise,” a public housing project which was 

geographically isolated from access to the city center. Inez Ray had lived at 64 Livingston Street 

in the heart of the Southside.2 Much like Robinson, Ray stood as a young girl and “watch(ed) 

them demolish our home.” Urban renewal had, in Ray’s words, “broke up a loving community.” 

When Ray looked out over her former neighborhood decades later, she felt an enduring sense of 

loss. “Along came this thing called urban renewal,” she remembered, which had broken up 

loving neighborhoods, destroyed black homeownership, and leveled black businesses. 

Home to over half of Asheville’s black population, Ray and Robinson’s home 

community became a part of the East Riverside urban renewal project. Throughout the mid-
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twentieth century, cities across the nation leveled primarily black neighborhoods as part of 

nationwide efforts to modernize urban infrastructure.3 What white officials dubbed urban 

renewal; James Baldwin famously called “negro removal.” Decades of rigid housing segregation, 

predatory lending practices, and government policy had racialized and characterized black 

communities as blighted neighborhoods filled with crime and disease. Urban renewal targeted 

these neighborhoods for destruction. The federal program, which was locally operated, seized 

property and redeveloped the land with the help of federal funds or resold it to private 

developers. At its height in the 1960s, urban renewal efforts nationwide displaced around 60,000 

families each year.4  

Despite tourism boosters’ assertions that southern Appalachia existed as a raceless, 

classless haven of white Anglo-Saxon pioneers, urban renewal in Asheville followed a startlingly 

similar trajectory. Over the course of the postwar period until the late 1970s, city government 

officials, tourism boosters, and federal housing officials worked together to fundamentally 

reshape this Appalachian metropolis into a leading tourist destination. In the process, tourism 

boosters used urban renewal to enforce their racial vision of the region on the city’s geography. 
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Asheville’s white leadership class took advantage of the funding provided by urban renewal to 

reorient the geography of the city around the perceived desires of the nation’s white, middle-

class tourists. In doing so, urban renewal devastated the city’s black community economically 

and forced them geographically out of sight, out of mind, and away from the tourist’s gaze.  

Background Information 

Asheville’s East End, one of the black neighborhoods targeted by urban renewal in the 

1960s, had been one of a handful of villages in which enslaved persons owned by James Patton 

had resided in the early nineteenth century.5 The Pattons were the second largest slaveholding 

family in Buncombe County and were heavily involved in the early growth of regional tourism. 

Many of the enslaved people owned by Patton labored in various tourist establishments across 

the city, namely at the Eagle Hotel in downtown Asheville which Patton owned. Contrary to the 

assertions of tourism boosters like Bascom Lamar Lunsford in the postwar period, enslaved 

persons of African descent had arrived in western North Carolina prior to the first Scots Irish and 

English settlers.6 Originally brought to the region in the 1500s by Spanish explorers, many of 

these enslaved persons fled captivity, self-emancipated themselves, and settled among the 

Cherokee. After the American Revolution, Scots Irish and English migrants began entering the 

region in larger numbers, bringing enslaved persons with them. By 1800, slavery had emerged as 

a highly profitable institution in the Carolina highlands. At the dawn of the Civil War in 1860, 

around 15,522 enslaved persons and 1,831 freedmen lived throughout western North Carolina. 

 
5 Sarah Judson “I am a Nasty Branch Kid: Women’s Memories of Place in the Era of Asheville’s Urban Renewal” 

The North Carolina Historical Review 91 no. 3 (July 2014): 322 
6 Patrick Parker, “Appalachian Activists: The Civil Rights Movement in Asheville, NC,” (MA thesis, Appalachian 

State University, Boone, NC, 2016), 18-20; Theda Purdue, Slavery and the Evolution of Cherokee Society: 1540-

1866 (Knoxville: University of Tennessee Press, 1987); Inscoe, “Mountain Masters;” Inscoe, Appalachians and 

Race; Lenwood G. Davis, Black Heritage of western North Carolina (Asheville: Grateful Steps Publishing, 1986); 

and Darin Waters, “Life Beneath the Veneer: the Black Community in Asheville, North Carolina from 1793 to 

1900,” (Phd Diss., University of North Carolina, Chapel Hill, 2012). 



213 

 

Around 1,933 of the enslaved persons living in the region lived in Buncombe County.7 As 

discussed in chapter two, slavery’s profitability in western North Carolina was due in large part 

to the tourism industry.8 The region’s short growing season and rough mountainous environment 

resisted plantation agriculture, such as rice or cotton in the deep South. In contrast, slaveholders 

in Buncombe County used and depended on enslaved labor most heavily in the tourist industry. 

Contrary to postwar mythology, however, slavery established a foothold in Asheville and the 

surrounding area.  

In the aftermath of the Civil War, newly emancipated African Americans gathered in East 

End.9 The neighborhood became one of the cornerstones of Asheville’s black community during 

Reconstruction. As the tourism industry began to expand during the late nineteenth century, 

African Americans moved into the neighborhood in greater numbers and sought employment in 

the city’s nearby hotels.10 By the 1870s, East End had become the “social, economic, and 

political hub of Asheville’s black community.”11 Black entrepreneurs established various retail 

establishments, restaurants, and grocery stores along Eagle and Market Streets.12 By 1892, the 

neighborhood was home to twelve black-owned restaurants and was slowly developing into the 

center of the city’s black business district.  

According to historian Darin Waters, a unique pattern of race relations emerged 

throughout the city of Asheville during the nineteenth century.13 While racial exploitation and 

violence existed throughout the city, members of the local white leadership class and journalists 

from outside of the region painstakingly fought to portray the city as a haven of harmonious race 
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relations. Historian John Inscoe has demonstrated that, “exploitation of black labor, slave and 

free, along with the racial violence and political manipulation of the post-Civil War era… 

chronicle patterns and trends very much like those elsewhere in the South.”14 Partially out of an 

attempt to promote regional tourism, however, white leaders crafted what Waters coined the 

city’s “veneer of racial harmony.”15 Travel writers and local business leaders painted Asheville 

during the antebellum era as a carefree land in which happily subordinate slaves toiled in the 

service industry, enabling the leisure of the region’s wealthy white southern tourists.  

As Asheville’s tourist economy continued to grow during the late nineteenth century, the 

white leadership class aimed to distance themselves from images of the South’s rampant racial 

unrest and violence. Knowing that wealthy white northern tourists would fear visiting a southern 

city known for racial violence, white leaders either emphasized the subordinate and docile nature 

of the city’s black population or aimed to erase the very existence of Asheville’s black residents 

from view. Edward Starnes’ study of the development of tourism in western North Carolina 

expressed similar findings about race relations in Asheville in the late nineteenth century. Starnes 

argued that “tourism boosters had a vested interest” in carefully managing race relations and the 

portrayal of the region because they knew that “no southerner [or New Englander] would 

summer in a city fraught with racial unrest.”16 According to Patrick Parker’s study, Asheville’s 

white leadership class “worked to marginalize and hide the city’s black population” throughout 

the early twentieth century.17 Recognizing that “tourists would likely not venture to a town in the 

midst of racial turmoil” the city’s white leadership also carefully managed race relations in the 
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city. Parker noted a “unique style and form of negotiations in which the black community 

leveraged the integrity of Asheville’s veneer of racial harmony” to press for change. 

Asheville’s urban renewal plans grew out of the city’s first revitalization efforts and the 

city’s history of racially based housing segregation in the early twentieth century.18 Steven 

Nickolloff’s study of downtown revitalization and housing segregation in Asheville in the 

interwar period demonstrated these connections. Asheville’s first revitalization plans, through the 

City Planning Commission in the 1920s, aimed to “increase Asheville’s appeal as a tourist 

destination.”19 These revitalization efforts at the local level focused on creating a downtown area 

that was hospitable to white elite tourists.20 Rigid segregation was a pivotal aspect of this 

constructed environment. As happened throughout the nation, federal policies and local efforts 

combined to enforce rigid housing segregation throughout the city in the early twentieth 

century.21 The Federal Housing Authority redlined black neighborhoods throughout Asheville in 

the 1930s, declaring them high-risk for lending and real estate investment.22 Federal programs 

maintained and rigidified segregated housing practices in Asheville and throughout the nation 

facilitating the subsequent deterioration of black neighborhoods. Rigid housing segregation and 

racial discrimination in Asheville resulted in “limited access to employment opportunities, a 

racial concentration of poverty…, (and) the racial polarization of politics, ultimately affecting the 

distribution of public resources.”23 Federal policies and local discrimination systematically 
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drained black neighborhoods in the city of public infrastructure investment, access to loans for 

homeownership or improvements, and relegated black Ashevilleians to the lowest paying jobs in 

the city. The same neighborhoods that officials declared high-risk in the 1930s were 

disproportionately affected by urban renewal in the postwar period.  

By 1950 Asheville’s black population constituted around twenty-four percent of the 

city’s overall population, only slightly lower than the state-wide average of around twenty-six 

percent.24 Residential segregation in the city had resulted in a hyper-concentration of non-white 

residents in the area surrounding East End where the proportion of non-whites was double that of 

the greater metropolitan area.  Government reports noted the beginning of a substantial 

outmigration of racial minorities from the city. This outmigration resulted in part from 

insufficient employment opportunities and available housing. Historian Sarah Judson has 

demonstrated that Asheville politics in the postwar period followed patterns common throughout 

the Appalachian South in the nineteenth and early twentieth century. Characterized preeminently 

by “patronage, paternalism and the intertwining of economic self-interest and political 

influence,” a group of powerful city managers and the Chamber of Commerce ran Asheville 

politics in the postwar era.25 These networks of political influence created powerful and 

complicated mazes that funneled resources and employment to the allies of those in positions of 

power.26 The prominence of the tourism industry in the city enabled the development of labor 
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relationships that “tied black individuals to whites in such a way that to challenge the power 

structure was to challenge the economic well-being of black communities.” While tourism 

continued to provide the black working-class with some jobs, tourist establishments refused to 

hire black workers for positions that were visible to tourists. This resulted in a racialized pattern 

of employment characterized by a “white front of the house and a black or brown back of the 

house.” This pattern stymied black upward mobility in the city and continues to characterize 

much of western North Carolina’s tourist industry today.  

Like many southern cities, Asheville used a human relations council that funneled the 

concerns of the black community through a small group of black ministers and business 

leaders.27 Asheville’s white leadership class negotiated with upper middle-class members of the 

city’s black community who in turn often advocated a gradual and accommodationist approach 

to racial advancement.28 Reverend Frank Ratzell, pastor of the First Congregationalist Church in 

Asheville, served on the city’s Human Relations Council throughout the postwar period until his 

death in 1964. Ratzell described that he and many other black leaders had “received grievances” 

from members of the black community and “sought to mediate them” in a way that would slowly 

overcome “old laws and regulations concerning segregation.”29 Ratzell held these efforts in 

tandem with his desire to preserve “peace between the races” so that by “working together as 

Christians we may bind up the nation’s wounds.”30 Leaders of the black community acted as 

mediators between the city’s wider black community and its white leadership class. In the city of 
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Asheville, as throughout the South, the human relations council enabled white officials to appear 

moderate on race relations while maintaining their own power and working to preserve the 

existing racial hierarchy with promises of eventual progress. William Chafe’s seminal study of 

Greensboro, North Carolina analyzed a similar trend common throughout the state.31 In Civilities 

and Civil Rights, Chafe argued that race relations in Greensboro were characterized by a 

“progressive mystique” in which the white power structure called for civility without taking any 

meaningful action in the direction of racial progress.32 Human relations councils created a 

relationship between leaders of the black and white communities which required black residents 

to petition white leaders rather than holding the power to enact change themselves. As “victims 

of civility” this relationship forced black civilians “to operate within an etiquette of race 

relationships that offered almost no room for collective self-assertion.”33  

Asheville’s urban renewal plans developed within the context of this protracted history of 

uneven power dynamics, racially based housing segregation and employment discrimination, and 

the city’s unique pattern of economic development. Urban renewal in Asheville consisted of 

several separate projects and extended over the course of roughly two decades. City officials 

established the Asheville Redevelopment Commission in 1958.34 The Civic Redevelopment 

Project was the city’s first urban renewal project. The Civic Redevelopment Project was 

primarily a clearance project that aimed to increase tourism by redeveloping the geography of the 

city around a series of new tourist facilities.35 The East Riverside Urban Renewal Area was the 

largest urban renewal project in the Southeast. The East Riverside project consisted of 420 acres 
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of predominately black residential neighborhoods. East Riverside lay adjacent to the city’s 

growing tourist district and within eyeshot of the proposed routes for I-26 and I-240. Combined, 

the two projects reshaped the geography of the city to better serve the visitor experience and 

thereby meet the needs of the local white leadership class.  

The Civic Redevelopment Project 

 After the establishment of the Asheville Redevelopment Commission in 1958, the 

Metropolitan Planning Board, the Chamber of Commerce, and the City Council began working 

together to craft proposals for The Civic Redevelopment Project. The Civic Redevelopment 

Project resulted from over five years of study, proposals, and planning.36 City officials closely 

studied the urban renewal plans of tourist cities across the American South, including 

Williamsburg, Chattanooga, and New Bern.37 Officials partially modeled Asheville’s Civic 

Redevelopment Project after urban renewal efforts in Chattanooga, Tennessee which had 

“interrelated slum clearance with downtown freeway construction, utility expansion, and 

community facilities” to construct a premier visitor experience.38   

Alfred Miller, the Chairman of the Asheville Redevelopment Commission, described the 

purpose and origin of the project before a public hearing in 1962.39 The Civic Arts Center, 

Incorporated had presented a plan to the City Council that suggested redeveloping a proposed 

site with the visitor experience in mind around a newly constructed civic arts center. The 
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Metropolitan Planning Board determined the project site to be “desirable for that purpose” and 

recommended the area be considered as a redevelopment area to the Asheville Redevelopment 

Commission. The proposed area consisted of seventy-seven acres of land containing 141 

structures which lay adjacent to the city’s central business district and the expressway.40 The city 

later acquired sixty of those acres and razed 128 of the structures. The area was also home to 

around forty-two black families, seven of whom owned their own homes. The Planning and 

Zoning Commission subsequently certified the area as “blighted.”41 City officials hoped that, by 

redeveloping a central tourist district around the new Civic Arts Center that they would also 

“reverse the trend towards deteriorated conditions” and “stimulate private redevelopment of the 

business district which lay west of the project area.” City officials expressed concern that, 

because the proposed project area also laid adjacent to the expressway, that the area was “easily 

accessible” and within easy eyeshot of the “many thousands of visitors” who visited the city each 

year.  

The City Council directed the Redevelopment Commission to complete a more 

comprehensive redevelopment plan for the site. The ARC hired Roy Wenzlick and Company of 

St. Louis, Missouri to determine the best potential use of the area. Wenzlick suggested “using the 

civic center as an anchor” for the development of a self-contained tourist district. The Urban 

Renewal Administration approved the Asheville Redevelopment Commission’s Civic 

Redevelopment Project Proposal in May of 1964.42 By the end of September in 1965 the 

commission had already purchased 46 percent of the property in the redevelopment area, 
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relocated forty-eight families, and begun demolition on twenty-three percent of the 128 

structures. City officials neglected to build or secure new housing for those displaced by the 

project.43 Discriminatory real estate practices and the overcrowding of black neighborhoods, 

forced black residents who had previously resided in the project area to relocate to some of the 

least desirable areas of the city. The first building sites were sold for redevelopment in 1969.44 

By 1970, construction had begun on the proposed Civic Arts Center which would include an 

auditorium as well as meeting rooms, a banquet hall, and an exhibition hall. The Civic Arts 

Center eventually became the home of Bascom Lamar Lunsford’s yearly Mountain Dance and 

Folk Festival.45 The center was designed to ensure that visitors could access the “auditorium, 

hotel, parking, shopping all in one.”46 Construction also began that year on a new Sheraton Inn 

Hotel containing 150 rental units, several restaurants, a parking deck, and covered walkways.47 

Mary Cowles proclaimed in the Asheville Citizen-Times in 1969 that the new Sheraton Inn, 

located across the street from the new civic arts center, would ensure that the city was “once 

again the convention center of the Carolinas.”48 

Jan Wiegman declared before the Community Development Committee of the Asheville 

Chamber of Commerce in 1966 that the “need for the proposed civic facilities (was) great.”49 A 

“well-coordinated master plan” that enabled visitors to “promenade between” the new 
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auditorium and their choice of restaurants and shops rather than having to cross town to find a 

bite to eat would revolutionize the visitor experience. Wedged between the side of a mountain, 

the new expressway, and the rushing French Broad River, Wiegman recognized that land in 

Asheville was becoming scarcer and more valuable with each passing year. Judge Harold K. 

Bennett praised the project’s potential ability to produce a “cultural atmosphere” that would 

convince “more people to come to Asheville.”50 The Asheville Tourist and Promotion Council 

asserted that the completed project would create a more “attractive and inviting entrance for 

visitors” and would enable the city to tap in to “America’s fastest growing industry.” 

The East Riverside Urban Renewal Project 

The East Riverside Project emerged out of city leaders’ broader efforts to construct a 

hospitable environment for regional tourism. Historian Sarah Judson concluded in her study of 

the East End neighborhood that city officials feared the impact of the neighborhood’s proximity 

to the central business district. Tourism boosters embraced the East Riverside urban renewal 

project and hoped that it would increase the neighborhood’s “visual appearance for travelers and 

tourists who needed to drive across the city from the expressway.” Steven Nickollof likewise 

concluded that the East Riverside urban renewal project constituted an extension of the Civic 

Redevelopment project.51 Nickollof argued that city leaders used the two projects in tandem with 

one another to grow regional tourism and transition the region’s economy towards reliance on a 

dominant service sector. The Metropolitan Planning Board emphasized urban renewal as 

“beneficial to travelers, tourists, and other sources of external revenue” that would assist in 
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enabling this transition.52 City officials emphasized the East Riverside Urban renewal project as 

a means by which to simultaneously replace substandard housing and shift the demographic 

characteristics of the neighborhoods immediately surrounding the central business district and 

the Civic Redevelopment Project. The Metropolitan Planning Board emphasized the importance 

of the East Riverside project to the commercial success of the Civic Redevelopment Project.53 

City planners longed to secure an “Asheville ‘comprised primarily of well-educated, well-paid 

and well-housed citizens” near what was expected to become the center of the city’s economic 

future. Noting that East Riverside contained some of the most concentrated poverty in the region, 

city officials slated the area for redevelopment. Rather than training the area’s current residents 

and ensuring an influx of high-wage jobs or providing low-interest loans to black homeowners, 

city officials focused on relocating current residents and “creating an environment that would 

lure an immigration of educated affluent residents” in the future. 

The city’s future economic growth rested on the destruction of many of the city’s historic 

black communities who remained physically and economically isolated from that economic 

opportunity.54 The East Riverside urban renewal project area consisted of over 400 acres of 

property located adjacent to the ongoing Civic Redevelopment Project and near the proposed 

routes for I-26 and I-240.55 The area was home to around 4,800 people, 98 percent of whom were 

black.56 Over fifty percent of the city’s black population lived within the proposed boundaries for 

the East Riverside project.57 Most residents of East Riverside, particularly those in the lowest 
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income households, had “lived where they are for a long time.” Many families reported that their 

family had lived in the project area since enslavement.  

The Asheville Redevelopment Commission reported in 1966 that the area contained “a 

concentration of some of the worst housing” in the city.58 The area also held some of the most 

concentrated poverty in the city.59 The city’s history of employment discrimination had created a 

racialized concentration of poverty in the East Riverside area that had been exacerbated by the 

city’s history of racially segregated housing. Asheville Redevelopment Commission officials 

expressed an utter lack of awareness of the rampant employment discrimination in the city, 

asserting that residents of the area were dissatisfied with their wages but “made little effort at job 

improvement.” Relegated to a footnote in the ARC’s report on East Riverside, officials 

recognized that respondents to a recent survey of the project area’s residents had reported that 

“the best available jobs go to the white youngsters, leaving only the menial and undesirable” for 

black residents. Around two out of every three families in the development area lived below the 

national poverty level of 3,000 dollars per year. Around fifteen percent subsisted on less than 

1,200 dollars a year and unemployment hovered around sixteen percent. Only around ten percent 

of the project area’s residents earned more than 6,000 dollars each year, the average income 

nationally. Despite the area’s low income and high unemployment rates, around fifty-eight 

percent of families owned their own home.  

The Redevelopment Commission reported in 1966 that around forty percent of the 

domestic structures in the East Riverside area were expected to have deteriorated beyond the 

point of feasible repair. Of the 1,275 structures, only sixty-five had no noticeable structural 
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weaknesses. Lawrence Holt, a city planner from the Department of Housing and Urban 

Development who worked on the East Riverside Project, recalled that the project area contained 

“some of the worst housing you could imagine.”60 These housing conditions resulted from a 

combination of factors.61 Around twenty-five percent of residents in the project area expressed 

extreme dissatisfaction with the quality of housing conditions in East Riverside. Residential 

respondents to a survey conducted by the Asheville Redevelopment Commission reported high 

rates of general repair needs including plumbing problems, structural disrepair, and other general 

safety concerns. Seventy five percent of homeowners in the project area also reported that they 

desired or had attempted to make repairs but could not afford to do so. Many respondents 

reported that they had struggled to finance the repairs because they were unable to gain access to 

decent credit terms. Respondents also commented on the “generally run-down condition” of 

public utilities and expressed frustration with public disinvestment in infrastructure in their 

neighborhoods. 

The deteriorated conditions of housing in East Riverside also resulted from the 

mismanagement of rental properties by white landlords.62 A substantial number of homes in East 

End were owned by white landlords who routinely neglected to conduct repairs or maintain the 

condition of their properties. White officials, who were relationally tied to these landlords, failed 

to enforce housing codes. Knowing that redlining and rigid housing segregation forced black 

residents to live in particular areas of the city, landlords charged exorbitantly high rent for 

properties that existed in a continuous state of disrepair. Marjorie Maxwell, a resident of the East 
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End, reflected that many of the houses in the neighborhood were owned and operated by slum 

lords who refused to take responsibility for maintenance costs.63 She asserted that, “even with the 

rundown houses and the poverty,” residents of the neighborhood retained a “lot of pride in trying 

to keep what you had, if not good, clean.” However, residents often faced insurmountable 

barriers when attempting to secure or finance repair and maintenance. Greer Johnson, a white 

resident who grew up in Asheville and graduated from the University of North Carolina in 1931, 

owned and rented around twenty houses in the East Riverside project area.64 Johnson routinely 

purchased properties in the area prior to urban renewal that had been condemned, made 

superficial repairs that “didn’t violate the spirit of the law,” and began renting the property to 

black residents at a premium. Robert Smith, a resident of East End, recalled that white people 

didn’t come into the neighborhood except “in bad times.”65 Smith described instances of police 

violence in the neighborhood when “white policemen came in to harass people” usually to help 

white landlords collect rent or to settle other disputes. 

The East Riverside project area also contained some of the most important black 

economic, social, and educational institutions in western North Carolina. By 1951, black-owned 

businesses constituted around nine percent of the businesses in Asheville.66 Eagle and Market 

streets, located squarely within the East End neighborhood, had become the “the commercial hub 

of black Asheville.”67 As the commercial center for western North Carolina, black-owned 

businesses in Asheville drew consumers from black communities across the French Broad River 
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Valley. Black-owned barbershops, grocery stores, restaurants, ice cream stands, shoemakers, 

beauty shops, carpenters, and undertakers lined the two streets by the postwar period. Willie Mae 

Brown recalled that Sam Feldman’s grocery store at the corner of Eagle and Market streets 

became a gathering place for the city’s local young black residents.68  

It also provided an invaluable employment opportunity for black workers. The black-

owned businesses on Eagle and Market streets, and the employment they provided for black 

workers, offered one of the few avenues of regional black upward mobility available.69 

Employment discrimination throughout the city’s tourist economy limited black employment to 

the lowest wage jobs in the nonunionized service sector of the regional economy.70 In contrast, 

East End became a relatively self-sustaining black regional economy. Black residents circulated 

money within the black community by utilizing black-run businesses for most of the 

community’s primary needs. Dr. White’s medical practice, Jessie Ray’s funeral home, Roland’s 

jewelry store, and the Ritz restaurant represented and fueled the possibility of upward economic 

mobility for the black residents of East End and the surrounding area. Marjorie Maxwell recalled 

that “the sounds and the sights and the smells of the Southside and the branch and the 

community are unforgettable.” The area was characterized by black-run “restaurants all up and 

down the street, we had beauty parlors, we had shoe shops, we had honky tonk joints, pool 

halls.”71 Jesse Ray Sr., who was raised in Asheville, provided a similar picture of what residents 

called “the block.”72 Ray owned and operated a funeral home on Eagle Street prior to urban 

renewal. Ray remembered rampant employment discrimination throughout the city’s white-run 

 
68 Neufield, “Visiting Our Past.” 
69 Judson, “I am a Nasty Branch Kid,” 337. 
70 Ibid, 339. 
71 Marjorie Maxwell, Voices of Asheville Project, D. H. Ramsey Library Special Collections, University of North 

Carolina Asheville. 
72 Jesse Ray Sr., Voices of Asheville Project, D. H. Ramsey Library Special Collections, University of North 

Carolina Asheville. 



228 

 

tourist establishments who refused to hire black waiters, bellmen, or department store clerks. 

These employment patterns “really hurt” black communities who struggled to find good paying 

employment outside of the black business district.  

East End was also home to Stephens Lee High School, one of only a handful of black 

high schools in western North Carolina.73 Lacking a black high school in their home community, 

black students from all over western North Carolina attended Stephens Lee high school.74 

Residents referred to Stephens Lee as “the jewel in the crown of the neighborhood.”75 Stephens 

Lee was regionally known for the highly trained black teachers who lived in the surrounding 

community. Teachers like Lucy Herring, who was raised in East End where her father Edgar 

Harrison owned and operated his own barbershop.76 Herring began teaching in 1916 and moved 

back to Asheville to teach at Stephens Lee in 1935. Staffed by highly trained black teachers who 

were rooted in the community, Stephens Lee established an “ethos of black success” and pride in 

East End and the surrounding area. 

These black businesses, educational institutions, and residential communities provided 

black residents with a sense of community, safety, and strength. Judson’s study of the East End 

neighborhood concluded that it fostered a “collective identity that supported a significant black 

public sphere in western North Carolina.”77 Robert Smith also recalled that the geographic 

isolation of his neighborhood often nurtured a sense of community and safety, a temporary haven 

from white power, racism, and violence.78 Smith remembered “feeling safe in my community” 
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and appreciative that some residents were able to “make our livelihood from each other and be 

self-sufficient.” While the houses in his neighborhood appeared to be shacks in bad repair, they 

provided a “sense of ownership,” security, and independence. Marjorie Maxwell likewise 

remembered that “it was magical as a child growing up” in her neighborhood.79 The houses 

throughout her neighborhood “were so close together you could almost walk out of one house 

and into another.” As a child, Marjorie recalled an open-door policy amongst the homes in her 

community towards the neighborhood children. 

East End also nourished a growing group of young black activists. Students at Stephens 

Lee high school played a pivotal role in leading the fight against segregation across the city. 

Members of the Asheville Student Committee on Racial Equality, or ASCORE, tapped into the 

broader networks of activists participating in the Civil Rights Movement across North 

Carolina.80 William Roland, the owner of Roland’s Jewelry Store in East End, provided 

mentorship and a meeting place for some of the city’s growing group of Civil Rights activists. 

By the late 1950s East End had generated and helped to sustain several disparate youth-led 

movements across the city and served as “one of several civil rights epicenters in Asheville 

during the Jim Crow era” that “fostered resistance to white supremacy.”81 This growing group of 

young black activists used white officials’ desires to preserve the city’s veneer of racial 

harmony, out of fear that visible racial unrest might hinder tourism, to press for change.82  

 ASCORE conducted a sit-in campaign throughout white-owned restaurants in downtown 

Asheville in the summer of 1960.83 Marvin Chambers led a sit-in alongside several other 
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ASCORE members at Kenilworth’s Drug Store that summer. Chambers and other activists 

followed a pattern established by William Roland who emphasized utilizing carefully planned 

methods to exert pressure on Asheville’s white leadership.84 ASCORE members entered local 

businesses and requested service.85  When the store owner refused to serve them, members rose 

and exited the establishment, promising to return the following day. Most restaurant owners 

refused to serve ASCORE members who visited every downtown business that summer.86  On 

August 15, several weeks after the campaign began, white city officials decided to enforce 

“limited service” at select local lunch counters in the downtown area.87 Marvin Chambers 

recalled that ASCORE members expected the city’s white leadership to eventually bow to 

pressure “because Asheville was a tourist town… and they didn’t want any trouble like what was 

going on” elsewhere.88 Historian Sarah Judson concluded that ASCORE’s membership was 

successful at achieving nominal gains over segregation in the downtown area because they 

“understood that the main concern of Asheville businesses was maintaining a peaceful 

environment and not scaring away potential tourists.”89   

Public Housing and the Hillcrest Tenant Association’s Rent Strike 

In February of 1967, when the Asheville Redevelopment Commission surveyed residents 

of the proposed East Riverside project area, ARC officials estimated that around half of the 

area’s residents would eventually be displaced.90 Eighty percent of survey respondents expressed 

a strong desire to own their own home rather than renting or moving into public housing. As part 
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of the proposed project, city officials planned that a substantial portion of displaced residents 

would be relocated to public housing that would be constructed as part of the project. At the first 

public hearing on the East Riverside project on May 31, 1966, concerns had immediately 

emerged over the ARC’s expectation that public housing existed as its primary solution to the 

low-income housing crisis that would be exacerbated by the project.91 James Greer announced at 

the hearing that the ARC anticipated “the construction by the Asheville Housing Authority of 

500 units of low-rent public housing” to absorb many of the residents displaced by the project. 

Otis Michael expressed fear that the project would force him to lose the ability to own his own 

home. While he didn’t mind “relocating as we are sort of boxed in,” he was frustrated that most 

real estate agents in Asheville “said that they do not buy or sell colored property.” Recognizing 

that racial discrimination and housing segregation would likely present insurmountable obstacles 

to buying a home in a different part of town, Michael asserted that what people actually wanted 

was a “better home, not low-rent homes.” 

Local pastor and Civil Rights activist Wesley Grant had pressed redevelopment 

commission officials at the 1966 hearing to consider building houses and selling them to 

individuals rather than renting. Dismissing and outright ignoring Grant’s concerns, the chairman 

simply responded that there were already plans to develop low-rent public housing as part of the 

project. A black woman identified as Mrs. Glover pushed city officials to consider the rampant 

exploitation by management that occurred regularly at Lee-Walker Heights. Glover asserted that 

residents were routinely charged for maintenance work that they never received or utilities they 

didn’t use. When a tenant received a raise, the rent on their apartment went up as well, 
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establishing a cycle of poverty that they struggled to escape. Glover asked for clarification on 

“just exactly what rent” residents would be required to pay. Refusing to answer her question, 

Greer assured listeners that the public housing units planned as part of the project would be 

different. These projects, he asserted would be “decent, safe, and sanitary housing for people 

who cannot afford it.” Dr. Joseph Schandler, the chairman of the housing committee for the city 

of Asheville, asserted that residents should rest assured that the city of Asheville was “learning 

from mistakes.” The seven-story high rise apartment buildings that were planned would look like 

“any of the finest apartment houses we see in this country.”  

Experiences with the city’s pre-existing public housing projects at Lee-Walker Heights 

and Hillcrest had left a bitter legacy that angered poor and working-class black residents.  

Spurred on by the deteriorating housing conditions in the city, The Asheville City Council voted 

to establish the Housing Authority of the City of Asheville on June 12, 1940.92 The Asheville 

Housing Authority had immediately applied for two million dollars from the United States 

Housing Authority to finance the construction of the city’s first public housing units. Finally 

approved in the summer of 1941, the Housing Authority’s efforts were suspended a few months 

later because of World War II. City officials reactivated the Housing Authority in January of 

1949 and began construction on the city’s first public housing site in 1950. Completed in May of 

1951, Lee-Walker Heights contained 96 apartments. The Housing Authority immediately 

received over 350 applications for low-rent public housing, demonstrating the overwhelming 

need for affordable housing in the city. Pisgah View Apartments opened in February of 1952 and 

Hillcrest Apartments was completed in December of 1959. By the mid-1960s, Pisgah View 
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Apartments only housed white tenants while Lee-Walker Heights and Hillcrest Apartments 

primarily housed black tenants.93 

City officials had isolated the city’s public housing geographically away from the rest of 

the city.94 Robert Brunk, who worked for the Opportunity Corporation as a neighborhood 

services organizer beginning in 1966, recalled that Lee-Walker Heights and Hillcrest “physically 

isolated black people in a very personal and powerful way.”95 The French Broad River and two 

expressways bordered and isolated Hillcrest from access to the rest of the city. Lee-Walker 

Heights sat on a hill near the Southside of Asheville surrounded by high cliffs. Government 

reports referred to Hillcrest as an “isolated island in an isolated ghetto.”96 Judson concluded in 

her study that the physical placement of Hillcrest and Lee-Walker Heights “cut the neighborhood 

off from the rest of the city” and represented “some of the more disturbing and destructive trends 

of urban redevelopment.”97 Rhonda Williams’ study of black women’s activism in public 

housing communities revealed that the isolation of public housing cultivated connections and a 

sense of solidarity among community members.98 This culture in turn enabled the development 

of a political and social culture of resistance. Judson argued that Asheville followed a similar 

trajectory.99  

The physical isolation of the community nourished a common political culture of black 

resistance and equity. In 1966 tenants at Hillcrest formed the Hillcrest Tenant’s Association.100 
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Tenants expressed anger at the demeaning way they were routinely treated by the AHA and 

worried about the looming potential impact of urban renewal on black communities. Carl 

Johnson, who had lived at Hillcrest for five years, emerged as a clear leader of the organization. 

Tenants elected Johnson president of the newly formed Hillcrest Tenant’s Association. The 

Hillcrest Tenant’s Association worked alongside The Opportunity Corporation of Buncombe and 

Madison County, a local community project of the North Carolina Fund. Tenants in Asheville 

pulled on this statewide antipoverty program.101 Begun by Governor Terry Sanford in 1963, the 

North Carolina Fund was a precursor to the national War on Poverty that provided funds for 

local anti-poverty programs and helped the poor gain access to state and local resources. The 

Opportunity Corporation originally planned to establish neighborhood and community centers, 

provide career counseling, and start a family planning clinic.102 Initially, many of the city’s white 

leaders had supported these efforts and endured the presence of The Opportunity Corporation 

because it provided funding for local programs. As The Opportunity Corporation developed 

contacts with black tenants in the city’s public housing complexes and began focusing 

organizational attention towards their needs, this support waned precipitously. As their 

involvement with The Opportunity Corporation grew, black tenants in Asheville’s public 

housing complexes used the opening to direct the course of the programs to address their needs. 

Historian Sarah Judson argued that the Opportunity Corporation connected tenants to “a regional 

anti-poverty network that assisted with money and activist training and supported the nuts and 

bolts of community organizing.”103  
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By the fall of 1967 unsafe conditions, exploitative utility bills, and manager Carl 

Vaughn’s refusal to address tenants’ concerns increasingly provoked acts of resistance at 

Hillcrest apartments. The Hillcrest Tenant’s Association collected tenant complaints, distributed 

a flier that protested conditions, and forcefully demanded that housing officials address their 

concerns.104 The association grounded their complaints in broader frustrations about the 

economic inequality and invisibility of black residents in Asheville. They also couched this 

rhetoric within a broader criticism of the politics of accommodation embraced by the city’s black 

leadership. The leaflet proclaimed that Asheville’s black population had been “served skunk on a 

platter for so long half dressed,” while being expected to thank the white leadership for any hint 

of racial progress. Now, the time had come for the city’s poor and working-class black residents 

to demand immediate change and finally “be served steak.”105 Pushing against both the white 

and black leadership classes, the organization issued a warning that they were “coming but our 

heads ain’t bending low, we’re walking proud and talking loud because we’re the New Black 

Joes!”106 Pulling on statewide anti-poverty initiatives, black tenants challenged the Asheville 

Housing Authority and confronted the city government “as they emphasized the connection 

between economic and racial inequality, and the need for black political power.”107 In a meeting 

with director Joseph Schandler and two other commissioners from the AHA, tenants expressed 

frustration that they had routinely articulated and presented the mistreatment occurring at 

Hillcrest to AHA officials for several years without seeing any evidence of action. On November 

8, Schandler conducted an outside-only tour of several apartment buildings and declared that he 

saw little evidence of wrongdoing. Schandler insisted that the level of discontentment among 
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tenants remained very low. One tenant expressed that Schandler’s dismissal of their demands 

based solely on a quick observation of the exteriors of a handful of apartments made residents 

“hot as hell.”108 The Hillcrest Tenants’ Association decided “right away” that they were going 

“to do something about this stuff.” 

By the end of November, the Hillcrest Tenant’s Association increasingly moved in the 

direction of collective action. The Opportunity Corporation, at the request of the Hillcrest 

Tenant’s Association, brought in community organizers to provide training in collective 

action.109 Ann Atwater, a Civil Rights activist and community organizer with the North Carolina 

Fund from Durham, visited the city for a week and trained tenants in assertive grassroots politics. 

Howard Fuller, a well-known black power activist, ran a workshop on community organizing at 

the Asheville branch of the Young Women’s Christian Association during a visit to the city. 

After the AHA refused to address their concerns, the association voted to begin a rent 

strike on December 5, 1967. Tenants protested the negligence of the AHA and the ways that their 

mismanagement demeaned tenants’ lived experiences. In a letter to the board of the housing 

commission, tenants demanded the immediate dismissal of “plantation overseer” Carl Vaughn, 

who managed all three public housing complexes.110 Tenants charged that Vaughn refused to 

complete basic facility repairs and maintenance. Vaughn had refused to fix Hillcrest’s drainage 

system for over a year, which resulted in “three to four inch deep” standing water every time it 

rained. Various tenants described Vaughn’s refusal to repair sinks, cabinets, commodes, and tiles 

for over 18 months. Many described commodes that leaked into kitchen sinks and unsafe 
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conditions that resulted from Vaughn’s failure to complete basic maintenance work. Since at 

least early August, over thirty tenants had vocally complained about an influx of “massive rats 

infesting Lee-Walker Heights” because of overflowing dumpsters that resulted from inadequate 

waste disposal methods.111 Vaughn had blamed the problem on the complex’s residents, 

asserting that black tenants maintained low cleanliness standards that naturally drew vermin and 

disease.  

Tenants also cited Vaughn’s rampant financial misconduct and demanded reparations for 

excessive and inaccurate utility and maintenance bills.112 Tenants received a fixed utility 

allotment for gas and electric that was included as part of their rent.113 They received a bill for 

anything above the allotment. Tenants described receiving excess gas bills in the summer that 

ranged from eighty cents to 83 dollars. Residents received bills for maintenance work that was 

never completed. Robert Brunk recalled that a local chapter of the NAACP later uncovered 

“people working in the public housing projects who were… pocketing the money and selling… 

supplies to building contractors.”114 Tenants also protested various aspects of their leases.115 The 

lease for apartments in public housing contained a sentence that waived a tenant’s right to 

receive notice prior to an eviction or to legally appeal that eviction.116 Tenants protested this 

clause, arguing that they had a legal right to a hearing if they were evicted. Tenants also 
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protested other aspects of their leases, including management’s ability to change their rent at any 

point without warning. The strike, in their words, was a way for tenants to “demonstrate our 

worth to let them know we are men and women and not children.”117 The strike occurred against 

a national backdrop of similar protests that tied a growing tenant activism at local housing 

authorities across the nation to the national black power movement and the national welfare 

rights movement.118 Similar protests occurred at local housing authorities in New York, St. 

Louis, Baltimore, Oakland, and Durham.119 

White city officials tried to manage the rent strike with methods like those they had used 

to avoid fully addressing racial unrest in the past. They used local press to delegitimize tenants’ 

protest, claiming that black tenants were overexaggerating and painting the actions of the 

tenants’ association as a childish, violent outgrowth of external agitation. The Asheville Citizen-

Times emphasized on December 7 that Joseph Schandler had already made an announcement the 

previous Wednesday that the AHA had received approval from the federal office in Atlanta to 

hire eleven additional maintenance workers.120 This personnel shift only addressed a miniscule 

aspect of tenants’ overall grievances with Vaughn’s mismanagement. Yet, white city officials 

expressed frustration that the tenants’ association refused to be placated with moderate gains. 
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Joseph Schandler resigned that Friday over alleged telephone threats against his 

family.121 Schandler’s resignation ignited a firestorm of accusations. A letter to the editor called 

the rent strike a “shabby demonstration” and rejected such a “forceful approach” which was “no 

proper way for occupants of a public housing unit” to conduct themselves.122 The writer blamed 

Ora Spaid, the executive director of the Opportunity Corporation, for the outbreak of disorder. 

They insisted Spaid had planned the demonstration and stirred up discontentment among 

Hillcrest tenants who now insisted on utilizing “arrogant tones” and “immature threats” that 

worked “more at creating trouble than at obtaining relief” from supposedly “small” 

inconveniences. In another letter to the editor, Nell Stroup claimed that unidentified groups who 

could afford to live elsewhere had moved into the apartments “for the purpose of promoting 

dissatisfaction.”123 They called on the citizens of Asheville to pull together and work to “rid 

ourselves of the troublemakers.” 

City officials likewise blamed the Opportunity Corporation for inciting tenants’ 

discontentment with public housing.124 City officials used the opportunity to simultaneously 

delegitimize the rent strike and anti-poverty programs. Ora Spaid the executive director of the 

Opportunity Corporation asserted in an interview with the Asheville Citizen that the decisions 

and actions surrounding the rent strike “were entirely those of the hillcrest community (tenants) 

organization.” City manager Weldon Weir likewise blamed tenants’ discontentment on the 

Opportunity Corporation. In a private meeting, Weir tried to force Robert Brunk to negotiate an 

agreement that would end the strike immediately without the involvement of the Hillcrest 
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Tenants’ Association.125 Brunk emphasized that, while the Opportunity Corporation had 

provided some organizational support, tenants had organized and led the strike independently of 

the organization. White tenants at Pisgah View Apartments, who had recently formed the Pisgah 

View Tenants Association in opposition to the Hillcrest organization, held an “appreciation 

night” for Carl Vaughn that week.126 White tenants highlighted the recent improvements Vaughn 

had made at Pisgah View, the city’s all-white public housing complex. Vaughn had recently had 

a new yard lighting system installed, 1,200 shade trees planted, and acquired brand-new 

refrigerators in most apartments. In hindsight, the efforts validate the veracity of black tenants’ 

claims of racial discrimination. At the time they worked to delegitimize the claims of black 

tenants, arguing that their frustrations were unsubstantiated exaggerations. Tenants at Pisgah 

View also called for the dismissal of Ora Spaid, claiming that the Opportunity Corporation had 

singlehandedly caused the rent strike. Rather than using the “corporation van to transport some 

children to a Bible School, the staff of the Opportunity Corporations had “delved into politics” 

and caused an unnecessary and unsettling disturbance.  

Robert Brunk remembered his frustration that “the white power structure… thought I had 

this black army at my disposal… as if I somehow had control.” White officials with the City 

Council, Chamber of Commerce, and the AHA seemed to believe “that the hillcrest 

neighborhood was happy until I came along.”127 White officials labeled Brunk and other 

Opportunity Corporation officials communists. Brunk remembered being tailed by the SBI and 

the FBI “for the better part of a year.” He and his family received repeated death threats if he 
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didn’t “call off your black army.”128 They regularly arrived home to find a pickup truck parked 

in front of their home with men inside who shouted that they would “find your kids in a ditch” if 

the rent strike continued. The rent strike disrupted the city’s traditional politics of patronage 

which funneled individual concerns through a complex web of connections. White officials had 

“a way of influencing decisions which were familiar and comfortable for them.” These pathways 

created a “network of decision-makers” that connected “people who had businesses” with 

political officials in local and state politics. The Hillcrest Tenants’ Association, Brunk reflected, 

“used a lot of tactics that were unsettling to people” to bypass this traditional ladder of power. At 

one point during the strike, tenants threatened to write to “Chambers of Commerce all over the 

United States and tell them that the niggers in Asheville were really mad and they shouldn’t 

spend their tourist dollars here.”  

Tenants at Hillcrest and Lee-Walker Heights pushed back against this rhetoric, refusing 

to be dismissed and highlighting a string of failed attempts to produce change by working within 

the existing power structure. As debates erupted in the Asheville Citizen among white residents 

and officials about the legitimacy of tenants’ tactics, the Hillcrest Tenants’ Association printed 

their list of grievances and a historical account of the origin of the strike.129 After describing the 

origin of the Hillcrest Tenants’ Association, the article expressed frustration that tenants’ 

“attempts as individuals and as a group to be heard and understood are not new.”130 Rendered 

invisible by both the geography of the city and their forced absence from decision making 

bodies, tenants had attempted to peacefully work with the AHA to improve conditions for over 

two years without achieving any noticeable improvement. Housing officials had “promised over 
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and over again” to address their concerns, claiming that “improvements would be made” without 

ever following through. This neglect often resulted in hazardous impacts on tenants. Various hot 

water heaters had blown up, scattering soot and scalding hot water throughout apartments and on 

to residents. One woman described complaining about a faulty stove for months before it finally 

blew up in her face one afternoon, burning her head and eyes. Leaky commodes went unattended 

for months, eventually leaking through ceilings and into downstairs apartments. Residents cited 

these situations and others to “point out” that they had attempted to address their concerns 

through the supposedly “proper channels.” After two years of broken promises, the “grievance 

level at hillcrest” was “in fact, very high.” Tenants had directed their complaints toward the 

board where director Joseph Schandler had once again failed to address their needs. Residents of 

Hillcrest expressed anger that white residents of the city had “stated and implied that we are 

uncooperative, demanding, and hostile.” Their level of hostility had developed after “years of 

complaining and pleading” that had accomplished nothing. They asserted that the “responsibility 

of this strike does not rest on our shoulders” but on the shoulders of those in power who refused 

to address their concerns.   

Tenants couched their protest in broader rhetoric about their own invisibility and the 

economic struggles they faced because of employment discrimination and the city’s economy. In 

a letter to the Human Relations Council, tenants criticized the newspaper’s coverage of the strike 

and argued that the city’s white power structure was too concerned about keeping “the news of 

the negro plight from getting out of the city” out of fear that “if it does they will not get the 

tourist and his money.”131 Margaret Fullwood connected the rent strike to a longer history “as 
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poor people” who had been “under employed and under paid for so long.”132 Asheville’s poor 

and working-class black residents had labored in “the white man’s kitchen… nursing their babies 

and doing their dirty work from morning to night” while still “not making enough to support our 

families.” Fullwood argued that the strike represented their rejection of the city’s politics of 

patronage and a forceful decision to “get out.” Ethel Steele, a resident of Lee-Walker Heights, 

cheered on the rent strike and called it “the best thing that could have happened to this ‘damned 

city of the dead.”133 Steele rejected any notion that residents of public housing had made any 

threats to Joseph Schandler who he asserted deserved the rent strike after years of broken 

promises. Content to rely on and exploit black labor, Steele argued that those in power had also 

used Asheville’s geography to exile the city’s black residents to public housing. After draining 

the area of public infrastructure investment, including garbage disposal, they had routinely 

“blamed them for being dirty and bringing roaches and rats to the public housing complexes.” 

Elaine Durham applauded the tenants “who have gotten tired of being pushed around by… our 

great white father.”134 Durham also connected the strike to a protracted history of poor black 

residents in the city “since the beginning of time” who had labored in white establishments to 

enable white leisure while struggling to survive economically. Rick, a resident of Hillcrest, 

expressed frustration that “a house is supposed to shield” its residents from the world rather than 

being filled with “rats, roaches and disease” and having “walls you can see through.”135 Carl 

Vaughn, and the rest of the city’s white power structure, pretended to be tenants’ “good friend” 
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for the sole purpose of convincing them to believe that “there is nothing wrong” so that Asheville 

and the rest of the world could “forget about this.” Tenants refused to be invisible any longer.  

Vaugn resigned in late January of 1968.136 Initially, white officials had publicly 

supported Vaughn.137 In late December, Vaughn had even asked for a salary increase of 1,500 

dollars. The AHA temporarily declined approval of the pay-raise, stating in a public press release 

that they felt he was “entitled to an increase” for his hard work but that “the matter should wait” 

until the rent strike was resolved. By late January, however, federal officials from the Housing 

Assistance Authority came to the city to meet tenants’ persistent demands for an investigation 

into Vaughn’s mismanagement of the apartments.138 Vaughn agreed to resign shortly before their 

arrival, igniting a firestorm of vitriol among white tenants at Pisgah View Apartments. On 

January 23, 1968, members of the Pisgah View Tenant’s Association announced a parallel rent 

strike in support of Vaughn who was “the man for the position.”139 At a meeting of the 

association a week later, white tenants forcibly removed two employees of the Opportunity 

Corporation from the meeting.140 Ed Myers, a tenant at Pisgah View, charged that they were 

“agitators” who wanted to enforce “minority rule” throughout the city. The tenants’ group 

expressed a desire for a court order that would ban Opportunity Corporation workers from all 

public housing projects. On February 2, the AHA formally accepted Vaughn’s resignation, but 

still praised him for “living up to the challenge” of the past several months.141 The political 

moment activated Reverend W.L. Crisp, a “self-styled segregationist” and tenant at Pisgah View 
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Apartments who was responsible for leading the strike.142 Prior to the rent strike, Crisp had been 

a painter and part-time Baptist minister. Crisp declared his candidacy for the republican 

nomination of the Buncombe County Board of Commissioners that February, campaigning on a 

promise that he would exclude the Opportunity Corporation employees “responsible for agitating 

black tenants” from public housing communities. That same week, the chairman of the Asheville 

Area Human Relations Council’s newly established Housing Committee publicly questioned 

Vaughn’s bookkeeping practices.143 Members of the committee described being “disturbed” 

when they examined the financial books of Hillcrest Apartments. They had discovered charges 

of up to 83 dollars above tenants’ allocation for gas during the September billing period which 

covered July through September.   

On February 7, local housing officials, federal housing officials, and representatives from 

the tenant organizations held a three-hour long meeting.144 John B. Sams, the director for 

occupancy with the federal office of Housing and Urban Development attended the meeting. 

Sams “conceded that his office was ‘derelict’ in not coming to Asheville sooner” and presented 

tenants with a sample of a new lease that would replace the contested one in a few months. Carl 

Johnson, the president of the Hillcrest Tenants’ Organization, asserted at the meeting that they 

“got answers to some questions we had been asking” and that the organization would likely give 

him authority to begin negotiations with the AHA soon. Johnson also expressed frustration that, 

amid these deliberations, the city was still “preparing to build 625 new units of public housing in 

a ‘negro ghetto’ area.” Johnson asserted that these actions demonstrated that the underlying 

attitude of white officials had not changed and that tenants would not end the strike until housing 
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officials negotiated with the Hillcrest Tenants’ Association. Housing officials refused to enter 

negotiations. On February 16, the Board of Commissioners of the Asheville Housing Authority 

demanded an end to the strike instead.145 Strikers either had to pay rent by February 29, or face 

eviction. While a handful of white tenants at Pisgah View Apartments paid their rents, striking 

tenants at Hillcrest and Lee-Walker heights stood firm. 

In late February, the strike reached its climax. On February 24, the Hillcrest Tenants’ 

Association released a three-page statement that included a list of demands that had to be met to 

end the strike.146 These demands included a written statement by the AHA that outlined, in 

writing, “what action will be taken, when it will be taken, and in general (when the board has) set 

forth a plan.” The board’s threatening posture and unwillingness to enter negotiations indicated 

to tenants that the AHA planned to revert “to its previous mode of operation… not listening to 

what the tenants need or trying to frighten the tenants into submission.” Tenants at Lee-Walker 

Heights and Hillcrest dug in their heels and sent materials outlining their grievances to the 

Secretary of Housing and Urban Development Robert Weaver, Attorney General Ramsey Clark, 

Senator Robert Kennedy, Vice President Humphrey, and President Lyndon Johnson.  

On February 26, the Board of Commissioners of the AHA met for what the Asheville 

Citizen-Times called an “emotion-charged two-hour meeting.”147 Board members argued “often 

heatedly and often to the accompaniment of jeers and derisive remarks” with visitors, including 

tenants from Hillcrest, Pisgah View, and Lee-Walker Heights. During the meeting one visitor 

compared the strike to the tactics of Adolf Hitler, claiming that tenants had embraced “harassing 

actions” meant simply “to raise hell.” Francis Coyle, a faculty member at Asheville Biltmore 
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College, insisted that the comparison was “invidious” and that the strike signaled only a “small 

upsurge of leadership” in the housing projects. Joseph Wilkins, the only black member of the 

board, asserted that the board had worked to deal with tenants’ complaints and that the 

commissioners were on the side of the common good. Young black tenants jeered, calling 

Wilkins an “uncle tom” and storming out of the meeting. A Mrs. Smith, a tenant at Hillcrest, 

wholeheartedly rejected the board’s assertion the Vaughn’s resignation had rendered the rent 

strike unnecessary. Smith expressed anger at the “big white hand up there” that told the 

newspapers “what to print” and tried to make “us look small.” The class and race-based fissures 

of the city had erupted. The meeting ended without a resolution to the rent strike or the 

longstanding inequalities and divisions that had created it. 

Several days later, on March 2, the chairman of the AHA agreed to meet with tenants in a 

closed-door meeting.148 AHA commissioners agreed to issue a letter to tenants by March 6 that 

outlined the board’s plans for improvements in the city’s public housing apartment buildings.149 

The plan included the estimated time for the maintenance work tenants demanded, a form of 

financial auditing for utility bills and other charges that would hold building managers 

accountable, and the promise of a revised contract. The strike lasted until March 8, 1968, when 

tenants voted to begin releasing their rent money.150 Residents had put funds into an escrow 

account in a local bank to take care of the rents at the end of the strike. Tenants secured various 

important victories including the meeting with the AHA that was meant to legitimize the 

Hillcrest Tenants’ Association as a negotiating body. The settlement, however, included the 

construction of a new tenants’ council composed of tenants from all three existing public housing 
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apartments in the city.151 The AHA also issued a written document that detailed how the 

organization would address tenants’ grievances in the future. Sarah Judson demonstrated in her 

detailed study of the strike that, by the early 1970s, the AHA had once again shifted its focus 

away from the voices of tenants. Preoccupied with the building and management of new public 

housing projects for the East Riverside Urban Renewal project, the “voices of the tenants became 

buried under a bureaucratic maze” once again.152  

Asheville’s black youth erupted in protest again a little over a year later on the morning 

of September 29, 1969. Around 200 black students walked out of Asheville High School that 

morning in protest.153 Black communities in Asheville simultaneously faced the upheaval of 

urban renewal and desegregation.154 Sarah Williams, a long-term black resident of the city, 

called this combination the “twin phenomena that almost destroyed black community life” in 

western North Carolina. As happened throughout the South, desegregation resulted in the closure 

of black schools including Stephens Lee High School. Stephens Lee closed in 1965. Students 

were temporarily transferred to South French Broad in the Southside.155 After years of prolonged 

resistance from white officials, students from South French Broad entered the previously all-

white Asheville High School in 1969. 

Administration had refused to respond to black students’ concerns about the conditions 

they faced at Asheville High. Many of the black students who protested at Asheville High School 

that day had participated in the Hillcrest rent strike, joining the Afro-American Youth Society 

funded by The Opportunity Corporation or the Hillcrest Teens Association. Asheville’s black 
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youth had become activated in local community organizations under the leadership of black adult 

activists like Victor Chalk. Students had also learned grassroots mobilization from the networks 

of civil rights activists across North Carolina. Preston Dobbins had visited Asheville regularly in 

recent months conducting political education classes for black high school students as a part of 

Shaw University’s educational extension program.156 Civil Rights leader Ben Chavis had also 

recently visited Asheville.157 That morning, students at Asheville High School calmly walked out 

of the building and gave speeches on the front steps of the school building that detailed the 

problems they faced each day.158 Students expressed frustration with their invisibility within the 

school and the city at large. This desire to be acknowledged and seen resulted from a frustration 

that the invisibility silenced their mistreatment and concerns. They presented a list of demands to 

the principal that described their grievances with the current school environment. Students 

described the routine use of racial slurs by classmates and teachers. When integration occurred, 

most white teachers retained their jobs while most black teachers had become unemployed. 

Students demanded that many of these teachers be hired to teach at Asheville High School. They 

expressed their frustration that there was no black history class offered at the school. Forced to 

attend school outside of their home neighborhoods, students pointed to the lack of bus facilities 

and infrastructure needed to travel to and from Asheville High School. Students remained 

angered by teachers who refused to admit them when they arrived late to class because of the 

inadequate transportation system. While Stephens Lee High School had been known statewide 

 
156 Interview with Preston Dobbins by Jacquelyn Dowd Hall, December 4, 1974 E-0063, in the Southern Oral 

History Program Collection #4007, Southern Historical Collection, Wilson Library, University of North Carolina at 

Chapel Hill. 
157 Judson, “I was Born in Jail and I’m Still in Jail.” 
158 Shelby Harris, “Different Reparations: Expelled Student in Asheville High’s 1969 Walkout Might Get Diploma,” 

Asheville Citizen-Times, June 19, 2021.  



250 

 

for the quality of its cheerleaders, the white cheerleading coach at Asheville High School had 

refused to let black cheerleaders on the team.  

The principal of Asheville High School called the police. Twenty-five officers arrived at 

the school with police dogs, water cannons, batons, and riot shields.159 Leo Gaines, an eleventh 

grade student and the leader of the demonstration, recalled that police emerged on the scene after 

about 15 minutes “acting like stormtroopers.”160 When police arrived, the conflict quickly 

became violent.161 Gaines remembered student activists retaining control of the demonstration 

until police “charged us, and after they charged us, it became a melee.”162 Shirley Brown 

Dillingham, a black student at Asheville High, recalled seeing police punch students in the 

stomach and back them against a wall.163 She watched as police beat several male students with 

batons. According to Gaines, students began picking up rocks and throwing them at police 

“because that was the only defense you had other than out-running them.”164 Several students 

and policemen were “injured by rocks, bricks and clubs in the confrontation.”165 That evening, 

the mayor initiated a state of emergency and a curfew. Governor Scott sent twenty-seven riot-

control state troopers.166 The curfew lasted for three days. Organized white supremacist 

organizations responded to the walkout, issuing death threats to Victor Chalk’s family 

members.167  
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The next day, black students attended a meeting of the Buncombe County Community 

Relations Council which hoped to “move swiftly and end the conflict.”168 At the meeting, 

students charged that the demonstration would have remained peaceful if the police had not been 

called. Students listed their grievances once again. Leo Gaines asserted that black students would 

not attend Asheville High School and that the city would “continue to have hell” until their 

grievances were taken care of. Shirley Brown Dillingham articulated and contextualized 

students’ frustrations at the meeting. Dillingham pointed out that there was no point in 

threatening Asheville’s black youth with jail because living in Asheville as a black student was 

already a jail sentence.169 Dillingham had started working at the Afro-American Youth Society at 

thirteen as a youth organizer. Dillingham repeated the frustration of her peers and verbally 

protested the city police department’s treatment of students. She also contextualized the walkout 

within the broader struggles facing the city’s black youth. Living in Asheville, she proclaimed, 

was “like a jail sentence with no hope for future freedom.” Dillingham protested and voiced her 

broader frustrations about black life in Asheville. Black students had come to expect a future 

working in low-wage service work, employment discrimination, police violence, discriminatory 

housing practices, and the demolishing of their once vibrant home communities. Dillingham 

declared “I was born in jail and I’m still in jail.”  

In the aftermath of the walkout, Robert Brunk asserted that the state of emergency in the 

city would continue until the white community was willing to “come to grips with the deeper 

causes of unrest.”170 Brunk connected the walkout to the broader economic inequality and 

invisibility of black Asheville that had resulted in the rent strike a year before. Once again, city 
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officials worked to delegitimize the protest by blaming students’ frustrations on outside 

agitation. Brunk called these efforts out for what he believed they were and had always been. 

City officials attempted, just as they had with the rent strike, to say “there is no problem here” to 

maintain the current racial order. Annoyed, Brunk asserted that city officials could only claim to 

be surprised at the eruption of unrest so many times before they were forced to “recognize that 

we have a deep problem.”  

That day, students also attended a meeting of the Buncombe County Board of 

Education.171 Students listed similar grievances at the board meeting, a lack of black teachers, 

inhumane treatment, and the lack of transportation facilities. Once again, students also couched 

their discontentment within the broader framework of black invisibility, economic insecurity, 

and police brutality throughout the city. Members of the board, particularly Chairman Phillip 

Sales became agitated that students refused to limit their discussion to “matters related to 

education.”  James McDowell, another leader of the demonstration, asserted that the police had 

started the violence at the school by advancing on a peaceful demonstration.172 This event 

represented a broader trend in Asheville politics. McDowell asserted that “if you’re white in 

Asheville you’re always right” while city officials exiled and refused to listen to the concerns of 

black residents. McDowell promised to see students’ needs recognized and “some equality over 

here" even if it took “burning the town” to be heard.  

On October 2 the Board of Education announced that city schools would reopen the 

following day.173 City leaders retained a restraining order against Shirley Brown, Victor Chalk, 

James McDowell, and Leo Gaines. The order barred the students, and any future individual who 
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attempted to “interfere with school operations in any manner or form whatsoever,” from the 

school grounds for the remainder of the school year. The judge had blamed the violence on the 

day of the walkout on student’s unwillingness to follow the orders of school officials and 

claimed that students had “engaged in a riot” on school grounds. Chalk was held at the 

Buncombe County jail on violations of federal firearm control laws.174 City officials once again 

blamed officials with the Opportunity Corporation for stirring up conflict. Asheville High School 

reopened on October 3 with an enhanced police presence inside and outside the building. The 

Buncombe County School Board claimed that it had made “all reasonable concessions, possible, 

at this time” to black students.175 School officials hired a part-time black cosmetology teacher, 

recognized the inadequate transportation system, and promised to consider its impact on tardy 

students. Leo Gaines received death threats at his home for several months. Afraid for his 

physical safety, Gaines went in to hiding for a year and eventually finished high school at 

Asheville Catholic.176 White city officials, angered by a decade of individual and collective acts 

of resistance by black residents, used a show of police force to prevent additional 

demonstrations. Black students faced the same economic and political realities that Shirley 

Brown Dillingham described days earlier.  

Undergoing “Negro Removal” 

In March of 1967, several months before black tenants at Hillcrest had gone on strike, 

Asheville residents voted on a 1.4-million-dollar bond that would cover the city’s portion of the 
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funds needed to undertake the East Riverside project.177 A federal grant totaling 6.3 million 

dollars provided the remainder of the funding that city officials needed. On December 5, 1967, 

the city’s citizens approved the bond. The East Riverside Urban Renewal project was underway. 

By October of 1971, 546 homes in the East Riverside project area had been acquisitioned.178 

Around forty percent of the families displaced between 1968 and 1971 were relocated to public 

housing. Between 1964 and 1971, urban renewal efforts across the city had demolished around 

940 domestic housing units within the city limits. By 1974, the project had relocated 460 

families, 185 individuals, and eighty-five businesses.179 The project finally ended over a decade 

after its inception in the mid-1960s. Originally estimated to cost around 6.4 million dollars, the 

final project amassed a hefty price tag of over 18.2 million dollars.180 

While revealing, these figures and finances obscure the full impact of urban renewal on 

the ground for the individuals and families who lived in Asheville’s black neighborhoods. In her 

study of East End, historian Sarah Judson argued that redevelopment erased the visual presence 

of black Asheville from the city. East End was one of the many black neighborhoods reduced to 

an invisible physical presence after urban renewal.181 City leaders leveled sections of what had 

once been the commercial, educational, and social hub of black life in western North Carolina. 

As “homes vanished and highways appeared,” city leaders paved over what had once been “the 

cradle of black Asheville” to make way for an expansion of Valley Street.182 By 1982, city 

leaders had redirected and expanded Valley Street renaming it Charlotte Street after Charlotte 
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Patton, the daughter of Asheville’s second largest slaveholder.183 These actions symbolically and 

geographically erased Asheville’s black community from sight and destroyed any sense of 

ownership over an area that had once existed as the center of the black community. Former 

residents of East End, removed from their once tight-knit community, now lived overwhelmingly 

in the city’s public housing communities and dispersed neighborhoods. 

Urban renewal created a lasting, intergenerational impact on Asheville’s black 

communities. Former residents of the East Riverside area continue to emphasize the lingering 

emotional and financial toll of urban renewal on Asheville’s black residents. Over fifty years 

later, Inez Ray continues to make visits to the site of her childhood home on the Southside where 

she still feels “the spirit of my mother, the spirit of my father, the spirit of my family living on in 

this property.”184 When she looked out over the geography of Asheville’s burgeoning downtown 

tourist economy in September of 2021 Ray simply felt a sense of loss. 64 Livingston Street had 

been “our property not everyone’s property” she asserted. Ray’s brother Calvin continued to live 

in city owned housing, which she asserted existed as a remnant of urban renewal’s impact on her 

family. James Harrison, another resident, remembered the process as simply “painful” and not 

the kind of pain that you could “take an aspirin and it’ll go away.”185 Urban renewal was the type 

of pain that lingered. Robert Smith reflected that, among the community’s older residents, “many 

of the people who were relocated subsequently died as a result.”186 While the city gained better 

“streets and all the other improvements that came,” black residents lost “some things I’m not 
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sure if you can ever get back again.” Earline McQueen, who owned the Ritz Restaurant, 

mourned the loss of the community’s heritage and pride. When she was interviewed in her later 

years, McQueen described her ongoing struggle to restore that sense of pride for the 

community’s young people. Robbed of the heritage of The Block and its nurturing communities, 

McQueen hoped to provide Asheville’s black youth with “something to hold to that would make 

the black community proud again” before she died.  

Urban renewal in Asheville created an emotional legacy of intergenerational loss. Urban 

renewal also created enduring financial impacts on Asheville’s black community. Dr. Wesley 

Grant, a local Baptist pastor and Civil Rights Activist, pinpointed urban renewal’s negative 

impact on black financial wellbeing as the project’s enduring legacy.187 Urban renewal in 

Asheville razed black-owned homes and businesses and the economic upward mobility and 

independence that those properties promised. The program, he lamented, had leveled “1,100 

homes, six beauty parlors, five barber shops, five filling stations, 14 grocery stores, three 

laundromats, eight apartment houses, seven churches, three shoe shops, two cabinet shops, two 

auto body shops, one hotel, five funeral homes, one hospital, and three doctors’ offices.” 

Marjorie Maxwell likewise emphasized that black-owned businesses, which had thrived prior to 

urban renewal, were simply “something we don’t have now.”188 Jesse Ray Sr., stressed urban 

renewal’s enduring impact.189 Only two black-owned restaurants existed in the entire city when 

Ray was interviewed in 1993. 
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Combined, the Civic Redevelopment Project and the East Riverside Urban Renewal 

Project worked together to harden residential segregation and left behind “a twin legacy of 

successful downtown economic growth and the loss of an African American community.”190 

Home ownership facilitated stability, financial independence from predatory landlords and the 

exploitative practices in public housing, and the possibility of accumulating intergenerational 

wealth. Once urban renewal displaced black homeowners, housing discrimination limited their 

possibility of acquiring new property. Most found it difficult or impossible to purchase a home in 

a new area of the city.191 Oralene Simmons grew up in Madison County and was one of the first 

black students to attend Mars Hill College.192 Simmons’ great great grandfather had molded 

bricks as an enslaved laborer for buildings on the same college campus that Bascom Lamar 

Lunsford’s great grandfather had helped to found in 1856. Simmons had moved to Asheville to 

work in the Montford Community Center after graduating from college. Simmons recalled that 

when she first “came into Asheville” East Riverside had been a “thriving community.” After 

urban renewal, a handful of residents managed to purchase homes in other sections of the city. 

Most moved into public housing. Residents who had previously been homeowners had “been 

placed in the high riser” in overwhelming numbers. Simmons reflected that city officials had 

refused to listen to the cry of the area’s homeowners that “we don’t want any more public 

housing. We want homes.” 

Priscilla Robinson founded Urban Renewal impact in 2009 to trace the financial impact 

of urban renewal on generational wealth for black families in Asheville.193 Robinson hoped to 
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use archival records in coordination with historians and economists at the University of North 

Carolina at Asheville to estimate the value of lost wealth based on modern property values “had 

people been able to hang onto their homes and sell them today.” While fifty-eight percent of 

black households in Asheville had owned their own homes on the eve of urban renewal, only 

around forty-one percent of Asheville’s black residents were homeowners in 2021.194 Around 

ninety percent of property owners in Buncombe County were white, while around four percent 

were black. This transition, initiated by urban renewal, occurred at the same time that property 

values in the city began to skyrocket as a result of the growth of tourism and second home 

ownership rates. The Fosters received 4,500 dollars for their home on South French Broad 

Avenue during urban renewal, around 34,000 dollars after inflation.195 The city purchased Ms. 

Virginia Holloway’s home on Beech Street for 6,600 dollars, the equivalent of around 49,000 

dollars today, during the late 1960s. In the final quarter of 2020, the average home in Asheville 

sold for around 385,000 dollars.196 Robinson concluded that, as a result of urban renewal, white 

families remain “far more likely than African Americans to profit from soaring real estate prices 

in Asheville and Buncombe County, and more likely to pass that wealth to subsequent 

generations.”  

White tourism boosters and city officials took advantage of urban renewal to reorient the 

city’s geography around the region’s growing hospitality industry. Central to this vision was the 

geographical realization of a constructed mythology of Appalachian whiteness. For almost a 

century, western North Carolina’s mythical status as a haven of white Anglo-Saxon pioneers had 

occupied the imaginations of its white leadership class. Throughout its history, Asheville had 
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only fulfilled this mythos to the extent that the city’s leadership class succeeded in constructing a 

façade of whiteness. In the postwar era, urban renewal represented the coming to fruition of 

these political, economic, and social realities. A growing group of budding black activists had 

fought back against this construction, articulating the connections that the city’s geography and 

political distribution of power had rendered invisible. Connected to state and national grassroots 

organizing campaigns they declared their right to be seen and heard and to make a living in the 

region they called home. Urban renewal decimated black economic upward mobility, isolated the 

region’s largest black population out of sight, and further cemented a protracted history of 

racially based employment and housing discrimination.  
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Chapter Seven 

Conclusion   

This dissertation argues that the economic, social, and political changes initiated by 

western North Carolina’s leadership class in the postwar period existed in partnership with one 

another. Regional leaders crafted an economic transition that emphasized the growth of regional 

tourism. My study builds on the work of previous tourism historians and the economic 

historiography of the Appalachian region by reifying the fundamental role of the region’s 

indigenous leadership class in growing regional tourism and luring manufacturing plants to 

western North Carolina. Regional leaders, tourism boosters, and government officials pulled on 

networks of power established in the early nineteenth century to intentionally produce the 

economic transitions of the postwar era. In turn they used the cultural infrastructure of the 

tourism industry to preach narratives about the region that propped up the political and economic 

realities that they sought to establish or maintain. In the name of protecting and furthering the 

growth of regional tourism, boosters likewise initiated political changes that applied the 

worldview they articulated through cultural heritage tourism. These changes worked in concert 

with one another to establish mutually symbiotic economic, social, and political realities.  

This dissertation suggests the need to revisit the role of the local leadership class in 

shaping both the regional economy and the cultural and political narratives in circulation about 

the region. For much of its history, Appalachia has been characterized by the outside world as a 

strange land occupied by a peculiar people. Journalists and folklorists have long emphasized the 

isolated exoticism of the Southern Appalachian Mountains. These national narratives about 

mountain deviance often simultaneously glamorized the region’s mythological whiteness. In the 

national imagination, Appalachia existed by the late nineteenth century as a land of independent, 
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egalitarian, white frontiersmen. Regional leaders embraced many of the romanticized aspects of 

these narratives, utilizing regional mythologies to create a pattern of class construction with 

racialized overtones. While it is certainly accurate to assert that the region has been stereotyped 

from without, it has also been stereotyped from within in particular ways for specific purposes. 

The growth of the tourism industry cultivated a cultural infrastructure through which regional 

boosters constructed a race and class-based identity for themselves. Tourism and industrial 

boosters also acted as folklorists, defining cultural authenticity and meaning through their lens as 

white, upper-middle class mountain residents. 

Narratives, particularly those crafted about belonging within communities, have 

important political and economic implications. This dissertation also calls us to revisit the way 

regional mythologies operate. Regional leaders crafted a particular depiction of the region that 

reinforced national narratives, romanticized mountain poverty, and cultivated a paternalistic class 

blindness. This class blindness in turn rendered invisible the mixed impact of regional economic 

development. The regional narratives that boosters emphasized as folklorists bled into their 

efforts as economic boosters. Industrial promotions promised plant scouts that, by relocating to 

the region, they would gain access to an isolated enclave of white, unorganized, hardworking, 

compliant laborers. Tourism and industrial boosters pulled on regional mythologies that erased 

or idealized mountain poverty, solidifying a class blindness amongst the region’s leadership class 

that reinforced and obscured their antiunionization efforts. This class blindness also shaped the 

type of economic development that boosters embraced. Regional leaders focused economic 

development activities on increasing tourist facilities and courting manufacturing plants that 

grew the regional economy while doing little to alleviate the economic precarity of poor and 

working-class mountain people. Western North Carolinians found themselves simultaneously 



262 

 

underemployed in all three sectors of the regional economy. The narratives economic boosters 

embraced as folklorists served a political purpose, reinforcing the economic changes that they 

initiated, justifying the poverty of local poor and working-class residents, and strengthening their 

resistance to local unionization efforts. The region’s black and white working-class residents 

fought back, carving out political spaces for themselves that strove to render themselves and 

their struggles visible once more.   

This study requires scholars of the Appalachian region to evaluate the way that false 

narratives about the area’s political, geographic, and economic history have strategically hidden 

its history of racial diversity, division, and disparities from view. As folklorists, regional leaders 

pulled upon enduring regional mythologies that painted Appalachia as a haven of white purity 

and crafted a subtle celebration of their whiteness. In doing so, regional boosters erased racial 

hierarchies in the region from view which worked to further entrench racial inequality. Tourism 

boosters in Asheville also used federal programs to geographically disguise the region’s racial 

diversity in the name of reorienting the city’s geography around the hospitality industry. 

Throughout the region’s history, leaders crafted racial façades through housing segregation, 

tourist promotional materials, and employment discrimination. City leaders used urban renewal 

to further these political, economic, and social patterns. Urban renewal hardened residential 

segregation and devastated black economic upward mobility. A growing group of activists 

refused to be silenced, vocally expressing the connections between the city’s geography, 

economic inequality, and the mythologies preached to the region’s visitors.  

This study analyzes the complex economic, social, and political forces unleashed by 

tourism boosters within western North Carolina during the postwar period. This work integrates 

a deeper analysis of the worldview and actions of tourism boosters within a broader history of 
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regional economic development in order to develop a more wholistic understanding of western 

North Carolina’s leadership class. Regional leaders articulated a version of Appalachian identity 

that used regionally nuanced class and racial identities. Regional tourism boosters intentionally 

manufactured and commodified their vision of the region’s history and folk culture for tourist 

consumption as part of this process. Regional leaders, in turn, used the cultural infrastructure of 

regional tourism to cultivate changes throughout the region. This dissertation develops an 

understanding of the lens of regional boosters, the types of economic development they pursued, 

their role in the region as culture workers, and the political changes they initiated. In doing so it 

demonstrates that regional leaders’ efforts as cultural workers, political actors, and economic 

developers worked in coordination with one another, reinforcing enduring changes that continue 

to shape the region today.  
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