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3. Correspondence of Eli Whitney relative to the Invention of the
Cotton Gin.

[For the following contribution the REVIEW is indebted to Dr. M. B.
Hammond, of the University of Illinois, author of a monograph on the
Cotton Industry in the United States, soon to be published by the Amer-
ican Economic Association, and to Eli Whitney, Esq., of New Haven.]

THE story of the invention of the cotton gin by Eli Whitney, of
Massachusetts, while he was a guest of the family of General Na-
thanael Greene, at their residence near Savannah, Georgia, has long
been one of the historic traditions familiar even to school children.
But circumstances have arisen within recent years which make it
desirable to recall the old story of the invention, and to examine its
claim to a place in the history of the industrial development of the
nation.

In the recent literature of the cotton industry, especially that
contributed by Southern writers, there have appeared numerous
references and assertions which show plainly that there is a grow-
ing conviction at the South, either that Eli Whitney was not the
real inventor of the saw gin, or that his gin became practicable as
an instrument for cleaning the green seed cotton, only when sup-
plied with subsequent improvements by other inventors, or, at any
rate, that Whitney was aided in the construction of his machine by
suggestions derived from witnessing the efforts and partial successes
of other experimenters. Instead, therefore, of the cotton gin being
an original product of Whitney’s brain, it was, say these writers,
only the successful combination of the discoveries and experiments
of equally brilliant but less fortunate artisans who had wrestled
with the same problem.

In support of their statements these writers have usually given
a more or less full and plausible account of what they believe to be
the true origin of the cotton gin, and of the perversion of history by
which Whitney secured the honor which entirely or partly be-
longed to another. :

I have no wish to charge with insincerity any of these persons
who either through published writings or through personal corre-
spondence have set forth the claims of those whom they believe to
be justly entitled to the credit of having given to the world this
great invention. The respectability of these gentlemen, and the
manner of their writing, are indisputable witnesses of their candor in
this matter. And, indeed, their stories are only in line with the
theory of invention which will be found to be the true explanation
of the majority of the great discoveries in the arts and sciences.

1See Brentano, Ueber die Ursachen der heutigen socialen Noth, pp. 7 ff.; Hobson,
The Evolution of Modern Capitalism, p. 58.
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That Southern men conscious of the needs and existent difficulties
in the way of separating cotton from its seeds, should have made
efforts and even important contributions toward solving this prob-
lem, rather than have left the whole problem to be worked out by
a stranger who ‘“had never seen cotton or cotton seed in his life,”
is only what, in the ordinary course of events, we should have ex-
pected ; and anything which tends to confirm our expectations in
this matter is a sufficient excuse for calling in question the verdict
of history, and for attempting to ascertain whether the story of the
invention in the little shop on the Savannah be not, after all, only a
historical myth.

When Whitney went South in 1793, the subject of cotton gin-
ning had already been much agitated in the Southern States. The
green seed or short staple cotton had just begun to be cultivated for
the market in the upper parts of South Carolina and Georgia, and,
provided that an easy method of cleaning it could be devised, its
cultivation gave promise of much success. In the tide-water region
of the South from Delaware to Georgia small crops of cotton of a
black seed variety' had been raised for domestic use almost since
the first settlement of the country. Shortly after the close of the
Revolution the long staple, sea-island cotton had been introduced
into the United States from the Bahamas and was successfully cul-
tivated in the southern part of this region, especially in Georgia.

The work of separating the seeds from the lint of the cotton was
at first done by hand. But this was a very tedious and unprofitable
undertaking. Whitney says that he had never seen anyone who
claimed that he could clean as much as one pound a day in this
way. In Williamsburg County, South Carolina, it was the custom
in 1790 to require each field laborer and his family to clean four
pounds of lint cotton per week in addition to their ordinary work.
“This would amount to one bale in two years.”?

Attempts had been made quite early to devise a machine for the
ginning of cotton. There had been introduced from India, where it
had been in use for centuries, the c/iurka, a simple hand-mill having
two wooden rollers, grooved longitudinally, mounted on upright
posts and, by means of a crank or treadle, made to revolve in oppo-
site directions. This machine was used in cleaning the black seed
cottons and performed its work in a very imperfect manner. Modi-
fications of the churka had also been attempted. M. Dubreuil, a
planter in the French territory of Louisiana, had devised a gin in

1 Seabrook, Memoir on the Origin, Cultivation and Uses of Cotton, 15.

2 Handy, History and General Statistics of Cotton, in The Cotton Plant, Bulletin 33,
Office of Experiment Stations, U. S. Dept. of Agric. (1896), p. 38; H. Hammond,
Handbook of South Carolina, p. 11.
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1742 which was so successful that it had a noticeable effect in in-
creasing the production of cotton in that province.! Thirty years
later Mr. Crebs, of West Florida, brought out a gin resembling the
churka? This was introduced into South Carolina in 1776 and into
Georgia two years later. In 1778 Kinsey Burden, of South Caro-
lina, devised a roller gin,fand in 1788 Mr. Bisset, of Georgia, in-
vented one by means of which a boy or girl could clean five pounds
of long staple cotton in a day.

Ginning machines seem also to have been in use in some of the
cities where cotton was marketed, and in the first factories for the
manufacture of cotton goods which were established at the close of
the Revolution. Richard Leake, a Georgia planter, wrote to Thomas
Proctor, of Philadelphia, in 1788, that he had heard of gins in use
in Philadelphia ‘that will clean 30 to 40 pounds clean cotton in a
day and upon very simple construction.” * A Charleston correspon-
dent of Carey’s American Muscun* writes under date of July 1, 1790,
that: ¢ A gentleman of great mechanical knowledge, instructed in
most of the branches of cotton manufacture in Europe, has already
fixed, completed and now at work on the High Hills of Santee, near
Statesburgh, and which go by water, jenning, carding and slabbing
machines, also spinning machines with eighty-four spindles each,
and several other useful improvements for manufacturing every nec-
essary article in cotton, which is planted in considerable quantities,
and grows to perfection and profit in that neighborhood.” An an-
cient ginning machine dating even anterior to 1790, and which is
said to have possessed ‘“all the essentials of a modern cotton gin,”
was exhibited at the Atlanta Exposition of 1881, but nothing con-
cerning its history could be ascertained, except that it came from the
neighborhood of Statesburg.’

But whatever success these primitive machines may have had in
cleaning the sea-island cotton or that grown in the tide-water region
prior to the Revolution, they proved inadequate to the task of
ginning the green seed cotton of the upper country. In 1790 Dr.
Joseph Eve, of Augusta, Georgia, made great improvements in the
roller gin and adapted it to be run by horse or water power. “It
was claimed that his gin would detach the seed from short staple
cotton ; but it appears not to have succeeded in doing this.” ¢

It is quite possible that other mechanics may have endeavored
to solve the problem of cotton ginning and that they may have at-

1Bishop, History of American Manufactures, 1. 351.

2 Ibid., pp. 352-3.

3Quoted by Handy, op. cit., pp. 35, 36.

4Vol. VIII., Appendix IV., p. II.

5Handy, op. cit., p. 38.
6 H. Hammond, Hand-book of Southr Carolina, 38.
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tained a partial success. A commission had been appointed by the
state of Georgia to encourage such efforts,' but there is no evidence
that it succeeded, or that any entirely successful attempt to produce
a machine which would gin the short staple cotton had been made
prior to the invention of the saw gin in the spring of 1793.

Among the claims to the invention of the saw gin which have
been made in behalf of other persons than Whitney, perhaps the
most widely circulated, although certainly the least plausible,
is that which has been put forth in behalf of Mrs. Greene, Whit-
ney’s hostess and patron. It is said that this lady, being a woman
of great mechanical ingenuity and much interested in the problem
of how to clean the short staple cotton, either made or caused to
be made a machine which should accomplish this purpose. Being
a modest woman, however, she shrank from the connection of her
name with the invention, and she therefore begged of Mr. Eli Whit-
ney, the school-teacher and law-student, then a resident of her
household, that he would assume the responsibility of having origi-
nated the design of the machine. To this Whitney readily con-
sented, and soon after secured a patent in his own name, and thus
obtained the honor of having given to the world this great inven-
tion.?

A more plausible argument than the above is that advanced in
favor of Hogden Holmes, of Hamburg, South Carolina. By some
persons it has been claimed that Holmes was the real inventor of
the cotton gin and that Whitney stole the idea from him ; while by
others the priority of Whitney’s invention is conceded, but the
claim is advanced in behalf of Holmes that he was the first person
to make use of saws for cleaning the cotton and that this improve-
ment more than anything else contributed to make the gin a prac-
tical success.®

What gives countenance to this claim, especially as it relates to
the use of saws, is the fact that a patent was issued to Holmes for
an “Improvement in the Cotton Gin,” by the United States Patent
Office, on May 12, 1796. The letters patent are still in existence.*
The Holmes machine was set up in the grist mill of Captain James
Kincaid, on Mill Creek, in Craven (now Fairfield) County, South
Carolina, in 1795, and is reported to have been the first of the saw

1D. A. Tompkins, Cotton and its Uses, in the Manufacturers’ Record, Nov. 1, 1895.
Supplement, p. I.

2 This is substantially the version of the story put forth by a writer in Annie Nathan
Meyer's Women's Work in America (N. Y., 1891), but practically the same story has
been oftentimes repeated.

3D. A. Tompkins, Cotton and Its Uses, in the Manufacturer’s Record, Nov. 1, 1895.

4 The original parchment copy is in the possession of the South Carolina State His-
torical Society, Charleston.



