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ABSTRACT

Cotton gin structures are the dominant, rural architectural building
form in the South Plains region. Historic research methods were employed to
document and analyze of these structures before they disappear. Defining
features and elements that enable recognition of types and styles of these

buildings have been documented in a “Visual Vocabulary.”
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PREFACE

This master’s thesis does not pretend to be a complete and all-inclusive
study of cotton gin buildings. Constraints of time and resources, both
financial and physical, have necessarily limited the scope of this research
effort. The study of cotton gin buildings is a new area of research and, as
such, has raised many interesting questions that should be explored by

future scholars.
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CHAPTER I
INTRODUCTION

Cotton is a major industry and contributor to the economy of Lubbock
and its surrounding region. Given the importance of cotton, the dominance of
gin buildings in the region, and the ephemeral nature of industrial buildings;
documentation and analysis of these historic structures is needed to inform
future generations about their cultural history. To enable recognition of types
and styles of these buildings, an understanding of their features and defining
elements must also be gained, thus the existing structures need to be located
and documented photographically.

“Cotton is King” has been the unofficial motto of the South Plains and
considering its long history it is likely to remain so in the foreseeable future.
Since antiquity, cotton has been present on this continent. According to Karen
G. Britton (1992), the definitive authority on the history of cotton in Texas,
“Wild cotton grows in tropical and subtropical regions of the United States,
Mexico, [and] South America . ..” (p. 3). There is evidence that cotton has been
grown since 5,000 BC in the Tehaucan Valley of Mexico. The cultivation of
cotton is thought to have ranged as far north as New Mexico by 500 BC
(Natural Fibers Economic Research [NFER], 1975, p. 1).

Cotton was among the earliest crops grown by English colonists in the
New World, although their efforts were not successful until the South was

colonized (Britton, 1975, p. 9). Cotton was an important part of the domestic
1



economy, but was too costly to export for profit until Ei Whiney invented the
mechanical cotton gin in 1793 (Britton, 1975, p. 13). This invention would
forever change the culture and economy of the South.

Cotton and cotton ginning came to Texas along with Stephen F. Austin
in the 1820’s. By 1828, Austin’s Colony had five plantation gins in operation
and more were in service in East Texas (Britton, 1975, p. 23). Only small
amounts of cotton were grown on the South Plains until the twentieth century.
In 1901, only 26 bales of cotton were produced in Colorado City, Texas, 100
miles southeast of Lubbock. However, by 1905, a gin built in Lubbock
produced 700 bales of cotton. This first cotton gin in the Lubbock area was
built of wood covered with corrugated metal and was powered by a steam

engine (Britton, 1975, p. 62).

Purpose of the Study

Cotton gin buildings are common sights on the South Plains of West
Texas. They have become a cultural icon because cotton is the major crop in
this agricultural region and a primary reason the high plains was settled.
However, because these buildings represent a vernacular response to
necessity, they are ephemeral, lasting only so long as they provide a benefit to
the owner or the beneficial economics of removal exceeds the cost of recycling
the materials. This study is in response to the gradual, but continual

disappearance of this cultural icon, the rural cotton gin.



Every generation has the need and the obligation to study the past, not
only to develop an understanding of their culture, but also to understand the
qualities and experiences of the past. We need to identify the remaining cotton
gin structures and develop an understanding of what makes a cotton gin
building unique vernacular architecture. Prepared with this data,
preservationists will be able to inform the public, making people more aware of
the architectural and cultural importance of these historic structures and to
explain why representative prototypes should be preserved (Schuster, 1997, p.
102).

An analysis of predominate features was prepared as a basis for
understanding what makes each building unique, including the source and
purpose of component massing. This thesis presents gin building information
in the form of an architectural visual vocabulary of important features, and
photographs of important components of the structures. A ‘visual vocabulary’
consists of visual images and written definitions of the features necessary to

analyze an architectural subject and to establish its prototype.

Research Objectives

This study will provide information useful to present and future historic
preservationists and historians concerning cotton gins on the South Plains of
Texas. To reach that objective the following items have been prepared:

e A visual vocabulary that defines the predominate features that identify the

building type ‘cotton gin.’



e An architectural checklist will be made to record information about existing

cotton gins.

» Photographs of existing cotton gin buildings to provide a significant source

of data for future architectural historians and historic preservationists.

Research Questions

This study involves historical research methods and is primarily
concerned with defining the architectural archetype or typology of Cotton Gin
Buildings in West Texas.

1. What are the predominate physical characteristics and features that
define a cotton gin building?

2. Is there a relationship between the type of equipment housed and the
architectural form of the cotton gin building?

3. What elements are determinants in the selection of a prototype

historical building?



CHAPTERII
REVIEW OF LITERATURE

Purpose of the Cotton Gin

The purpose of a cotton gin is to separate cotton lint, or fibers, from the
seeds embedded within the lint. Originally, cotton was harvested and the
seeds were removed by hand, which left clean lint that was ready for
processing by spinning mills. Today, cotton is mechanically harvested and
ginned. Lint produced today is full of debris and must be extensively cleaned
at the gin site before the lint is ready to be sent to spinning mills.

Before cotton can be ginned, it must be planted, tended, and eventually
harvested. Cultivation was traditionally hard, labor intensive work. In the
southern part of the United States (US), it was performed by slaves before the
Civil War. After the Civil War, cotton was planted and harvested, and ginned,
by freed slaves (Brooks, 1911, p. 224). By 1910, mechanical planters and
steam-powered gins had been invented (Figures 2.1-2.2). These inventions
resulted in creating a market for a vast pool of migrant workers between
September to October (Brooks, 1911, p. 244). Racial prejudice and fear of this
seasonal influx of African-Americans and Mexicans was at least partially
responsible for the drive to invent a mechanical harvester (Brooks, 1911, pp.

224-5).






