Chapter 13 – Section 3
Southern Cotton Kingdom

NARRATOR: ELI WHITNEY, A YOUNG MANUFACTURING PIONEER, WOULD CHANGE THE COURSE OF HISTORY WITH HIS INVENTION OF THE COTTON GIN.  

BORN IN WESTBOROUGH MASSACHUSETTS IN 1765, WHITNEY’S CAPACITY TO UNDERSTAND AND DEVISE MECHANICAL DEVICES WAS EXCEPTIONAL. DURING THE AMERICAN REVOLUTION, HE OPERATED A VERY PROFITABLE NAIL MANUFACTURING PLANT OUT OF HIS FATHER’S WORKSHOP. 

AFTER GRADUATING FROM YALE COLLEGE, HE HEADED SOUTH TO VISIT REVOLUTIONARY WAR HERO GENERAL NATHANIEL GREENE’S COTTON PLANTATION. 

UPON HIS ARRIVAL, WHITNEY 

OBSERVED THE PAIN STAKING TIME AND EFFORT NEEDED TO SEPARATE THE COTTON FIBER FROM THE SEEDS. HE QUICKLY WENT TO WORK, CREATING A MACHINE THAT COULD COPY THE HAND MOVEMENTS USED BY THE WORKERS. 

THE COTTON GIN WAS BORN. BASICALLY, IT WAS A WOODEN DRUM WITH WIRE HOOKS THAT PULLED COTTON FIBERS THROUGH A MESH SURFACE LEAVING THE UNDESIRED SEEDS ABOVE. IT PRODUCED ALMOST 50 POUNDS OF CLEANED COTTON DAILY, MORE THAN FIFTEEN TIMES AS MUCH AS MANUAL LABOR.

HOWEVER, BEFORE WHITNEY HAD A CHANCE TO PATENT HIS CREATION, SOUTHERN PLANTERS REALIZED THE COTTON GIN’S POTENTIAL AND PIRATED HIS INVENTION. AGRICULTURE IN THE SOUTH WAS IMMEDIATELY TRANSFORMED INTO A PROFITABLE INDUSTRY.  

IN 1804, WHITNEY MOVED ONTO A NEW MANUFACTURING ENDEAVOR IN THE NORTH. HE WAS AWARDED A CONTRACT WITH THE WAR DEPARTMENT TO MAKE 10,000 MUSKETS. 

BASED ON A FRENCH MODEL, WHITNEY CREATED A NEW VERSION THAT FEATURED INTERCHANGEABLE PARTS. PIECES COULD BE SWAPPED FROM ONE MUSKET TO ANOTHER, ADDING TO THE LIFE OF THE WEAPON. IT WAS WHITNEY’S ABILITY TO MASS PRODUCE THESE MUSKETS USING SPECIALIZED MACHINERY THAT MADE THEM TRULY REVOLUTIONARY.  

WHITNEY’S COTTON GIN AND MASS PRODUCED MUSKET HAD A MAJOR IMPACT ON THE NATION. THE COTTON GIN HELPED REVITALIZE AGRICULTURE AND THE INSTITUTION OF SLAVERY IN THE SOUTH. MASS PRODUCTION TECHNIQUES IN MUNITIONS STRENGTHENED THE NORTH AS AN INDUSTRIAL POWER. AS THE CONTROVERSY OVER SLAVERY GREW, ELI WHITNEY HELPED BOTH TO SHAPE AND TO DIVIDE OUR NATION. 
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