Cotton Kingdom

In 1790 the South seemed to be an underdeveloped agricultural region with little prospect for future growth. Most Southerners lived along the Atlantic coast in Maryland, Virginia, and North Carolina in what came to be known as the Upper South. 
By 1850 the South had changed. Its popula​tion had spread inland into the Deep South - a band of states spreading from Georgia through South Carolina, Alabama, Mississippi, Louisiana, Missouri, Arkansas, and Texas. The economy of the South was thriving. Slavery, which was disap​pearing from the North, grew stronger than ever in the South. Cotton had transformed the stag​nant economy of the South into a prosperous, ro​bust economy.

Rise of the Cotton Kingdom
Cotton had not always been the South's leading cash crop. In colonial times tobacco was the most profitable crop in Virginia. Georgia and South Carolina produced ever-increasing quantities of rice and indigo. Both tobacco and rice had drawbacks. Tobac​co depended on foreign markets, so its price var​ied wildly. Tobacco also wore out land quickly because it stripped the soil of important nutrients. Rice could not be grown in the dry climate of in​land areas.

Sugarcane, another Southern crop, was raised in southeastern Louisiana. To grow sugarcane, farmers needed to invest large sums of money in irrigation canals and machinery. Sugarcane was therefore considered a "rich man's crop."

The Cotton Gin
The growth of the British textile industry in the late 1700s had created a huge demand for cot​ton. Unfortunately cotton was difficult to process. After harvest, workers had to painstakingly sepa​rate the plant's sticky seeds from the cotton fibers.

Cotton production was revolutionized when Eli Whitney invented the cotton gin in 1793. The cotton gin was a machine that removed seeds from cotton fibers, dramatically increasing the amount of cotton that could be processed. A worker could clean 50 pounds of cotton a day with the machine-instead of 1 pound by hand. Furthermore the gin was small enough for one person to carry from place to place. Whitney's invention had far-reaching conse​quences for the South. The cotton gin led to the demand for more slaves. Because the cotton gin processed cotton fibers so quickly, farmers want​ed to grow more cotton. Many Southern planters relied on slave labor to perform these tasks.

Barriers to Industry
One reason why was there little industry in the South was the boom in cotton sales. Because agriculture was so profitable, Southerners re​mained committed to farming rather than start​ing new businesses.
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As cotton increased in value, the number of slaves grew dramatically.

Another stumbling block was the lack of cap​ital (money to invest in businesses) in the South. To develop industries required money, but many Southerners had their wealth invested in land and slaves. Planters would have had to sell slaves to raise the money to build factories. Most wealthy Southerners were unwilling to do this. They believed that an economy based on cotton and slavery would continue to prosper, and they saw no reason to risk their resources in new in​dustrial ventures. In addition the market for manufactured goods in the South was smaller than it was in the North. A large portion of the Southern population consisted of enslaved people with no money to buy merchandise. So the limited local market dis​couraged industries from developing. Yet another reason for the lack of industry in the South is that some Southerners simply did not want industry to flourish there. One Texas politi​cian summed up the Southerners' point of view this way: 

“We want no manufactures; we desire no trading, no mechanical or manufac​turing classes. As long as we have our rice, our sugar, our tobacco and our cotton, we can command wealth to purchase all we want."

Southern Factories
While most Southerners felt confident about the future of the cotton economy, some leaders wanted to develop industry in the region. These promoters of industry believed that, by remain​ing rural and committed to cotton production, the South was becoming dependent on the North for manufactured goods. These Southerners also argued that factories would revive the economy of the Upper South, which was less prosperous than the cotton states. One Southerner who shared this view was William Gregg, a merchant from Charleston, South Carolina. After touring New England's textile mills in 1844, Gregg opened his own textile factory in South Carolina.

In Richmond, Virginia, Joseph Reid Ander​son took over the Tredegar Iron Works in the 1840s and made it one of the nation's leading pro​ducers of iron. Years later during the Civil War, Tredegar provided artillery and other iron prod​ucts for the Southern forces. The industries that Gregg and Anderson built stood as the exception rather than the rule in the South. In 1860 the region remained largely rural and dependent on cotton. 
Southern Transportation
Natural waterways provided the chief means for transporting goods in the South. Most towns were located on the seacoast or along rivers. There were few canals, and roads were poor. The railroad boom that the North experi​enced in the 1840s and 1850s did not take hold in the South until late in the period. Southern rail lines were short and local and did not connect all parts of the region in a network. As a result Southern cities grew more slowly than cities in the North and Midwest, where railways provided the major routes of commerce and settlement. By 1860 only about one-third of the nation's rail lines lay within the South. The railway short​age would have devastating consequences for the South during the Civil War.

New Lands for Cotton
The removal of Native Americans from the Southeast in the early 1800s opened the way for expanding cotton production across the Deep South. Settlers swept into the regions of Alabama and Mississippi after 1815. With wet springs and summers and dry au​tumns, the Deep South was well suited for cotton production. Fanners without cotton gins or slaves could make a profit growing cotton even on small farms. They could succeed without actually own​ing a cotton gin because gins could be rented, and enslaved African Americans could be hired from slaveholders.

On large plantations, however, cotton grow​ing went hand in hand with slavery. Using slave labor, the planters could plant and tend vast fields of cotton.  Intense demand for cotton in Great Britain kept the price of cotton high in the years before 1860. By that year the economies of the Deep South and the Upper South had developed in dif​ferent ways. Both parts of the South were agricul​tural, but the Upper South still produced tobacco, hemp, wheat, and vegetables. The Deep South was committed to cotton and, in some areas, to rice and sugarcane. The value of enslaved people increased be​cause of their key role in producing cotton and sugar. The Upper South became a center for the sale and transport of enslaved people throughout the region

Questions:

1  
Who was Eli Whitney, and what did he do?
2. 
What was a cotton gin, and why was it so important?
3.
Compare agriculture in the Upper South and Deep South.

4. 
Why did the invention of the cotton gin increase the demand for slaves? 

5. 
Why did the economy of the South remain mostly agricultural?

6.
If slavery had been outlawed, how would it have affected the South's economy? 
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