Treasures from the
FCS Archives

Welcome to Treasures from the FCS Archives, a repository of resources for teachers and history enthusiasts!

Every month, we are sharing photos, artifacts, documents and other treasures for you to review, discuss
and discover. We encourage you to click the links, scan the photos and dig deeper into these treasures,
all of which can be found in the Fulton County Schools Archives. Enjoy!

TECHNOLOGY & HISTORY: THE COTTON GIN

s a society obsessed with new technologies and inventions,

marveling over the latest cell phone and the promise of

driverless cars, we often do not consider the full impact of

these inventions on the world around us. This edition of
Curiosity Corner explores how one device—invented over two cen-
turies ago in Georgia—dramatically changed the American econo-
my and impacted the lives of millions across the world. This inven-
tion was the cotton gin (patent 72X). created by Eli Whitney in
1793. While its purpose was simple—to separate cotton seeds from
cotton lint—its legacy is complicated.

This Eagle Cotton Gin from the 1880s is on exhibit at Teaching
Museum North in Roswell, on loan from the Rich Hawkins Fam-
ily. Although it is similar in size and function to Whitney’s origi-
nal, this design was produced nearly a century later and drew its
power from a compact combustion engine—an even newer inven-
tion of the 1800s. (Click here to see a similar model in ac-
tion). Connected to the engine, a wide belt turned the metal, side-
mounted wheel, which powered the gin’s system of cylinders and
“teeth” through which the cotton travelled. Previously, cotton gins
(short for “engines”) were powered by everything from hand
cranks to horses and mules. Gins, like this one, were owned and
operated on a single farm. Many variations were created by
individual farmers to avoid paying the costs associated with
Whitney’s patent.

To understand the impact of the invention of the cotton gin, one
must consider the importance of cotton to the American economy.
Demand from all over the world made cotton a profitable crop,
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