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DESCRIBE THE PRESENT AND ORIGINAL (if known) PHYSICAL APPEARANCE

The ruins of the Buena Vista Cotton Gin are located in a lush stand 
of second growth hardwood timber approximately 1,700 feet south of the 
centerline of the Natchez Trace Parkway in Township 12 N, Range 3 E, 
Section 55 (irregular), Claiborne County, Mississippi. Only the impressive 
fifty-foot brick smokestack remains. It forms a perfect eight-foot cube 
at the base, but at the eight-foot level the stack begins to taper gently 
inward toward the corbelled top which is four feet square.

The stack has only three openings, the largest of which is the square, 
two-foot opening at the top. The stack's western face is broken just 
above ground level by an arched opening seventeen inches wide and twenty- 
two inches high. It was through this opening that the smoke from the 
wood burning steam boilers was once introduced into the stack. The rem 
nants of brick walls which once enclosed these boilers are still visible 
flanking this opening. The southern face boasts a circular six-inch hole 
at the thirty-five-foot level.

The gin building, now destroyed, was a typical two-and-one-half-story 
wooden structure approximately forty by sixty feet. The ground floor 
contained the steam engine and the vertical cotton press, which extended 
downward from the second level. The second story accommodated the gin 
stands, and it also provided a large storage area. The half-story was 
open storage.
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STATEMENT OF SIGNIFICANCE

The early settlers of what became the state of Mississippi did not dis 
cover a dependable staple crop until the last decade of the eighteenth cen 
tury. Tobacco and indigo both held considerable promise in the colonial 
period, but they became economically unfeasible in the turbulent and highly 
competitive agricultural marketing system that developed in the wake of the 
American Revolution. Although cotton had been raised as a garden curiosity 
at Natchez as early as 1722, it could not then develop into a staple crop 
because of the prohibitive cost of preparing it for market. Eli Whitney's 
invention of a simple and practical cotton gin in the mid-1790s, however, 
removed this obstacle and caused an agricultural revolution that saved the 
troubled economy of the Old Natchez District. By 1800 fine cotton was the 
predominant crop in all the settled portions of Mississippi.

The Mississippians who began pirating Whitney ! s potential gin design 
in 1795 were by no means satisfied with his machines. By 1796 most Missis 
sippi gins sported metal saws known as "rags" in place of Whitney ! s wires, 
an innovation that resulted in the production of undamaged fibers. Missis 
sippians also replaced Whitney's wooden grates and other critical parts 
with cast metal ones, and they were the first to envision the substitution 
of steam for human and animal power.

As early as 1805, William Dunbar of Forest Plantation near Natchez in 
Adams County dabbled unsuccessfully with a steam-powered gin. The first 
successful coupling of steam power to a cotton gin and press was accomplished 
by Dr. Rush Nutt of Laurel Hill Plantation near Rodney in Jefferson County. 
Despite the tremendous increase in efficiency and productivity resulting 
from steam power, only the wealthiest of Mississippi's cotton planters 
attempted a conversion because of the tremendous expense of the necessary 
machinery, and even these planters usually had to process their neighbors' 
cotton on toll in order to realize a profit from their investment. The high 
cost factor had a predictable result in that even as late as 1860 most 
Mississippi gins were still powered by mules, horses, or oxen.

One of Mississippi's planters who did convert his horse-powered gin to 
steam was James W. Wa/tson, the prosperous proprietor of Buena Vista Planta 
tion near Port Gibson in Claiborne County. Watson was born in Port Gibson 
in 1824, the son of a leading merchant. By the time he was two weeks old 
both of his parents were dead, and his aunt and uncle, Mr. and Mrs. William 
Young, raised him. Young was a highly successful Port Gibson merchant and 
planter.

James W. Watson was educated in county schools in Claiborne County, at 
Oakland College of Mississippi, and at Princeton College of New Jersey,
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8. Statement of Significance

graduating from the latter institution in 1844. Returning to Claiborne County, 
Watson immediately embarked on a career as a cotton planter, a field in which 
he exhibited exemplary management technique and untiring industry. In addition 
he expended considerable time and energy on local business, education, and 
political affairs. He served as a trustee of Chamberlain Hunt Academy, as a 
director of the Grand Gulf & Port Gibson Railroad, and as a delegate to the 
Mississippi Secession Convention.

Watson's enviable success as a planter is readily apparent from an exami 
nation of the extant manuscript tax and census rolls for Claiborne County. By 
1849 he owned 1,000 acres of land, a holding that increased to 1,700 acres in 
1859. In the latter year he also owned sixteen horses, thirty mules, twenty 
milk cows, sixteen work oxen, sixty other cattle, one hundred sheep, and one 
hundred hogs. His plantation produced a wide variety of agricultural products, 
but cotton was by far the most important. His slave force harvested 420 bales 
in 1859, a figure exceeded by only two other Claiborne County planters. The 
expanding nature of Watson's agricultural operation is best illustrated by the 
size of his slave force. In 1849 he owned only thirty-five "taxable slaves" 
(meaning those under age sixty), but he expanded his force to 100 in 1859, 
to 105 in 1860, and to 110 in 1862.

It is impossible to date precisely the Buena Vista Cotton Gin, but the 
scanty available evidence indicates that it was first constructed as a horse- 
powered gin about 1848 and that Watson converted it to steam power between 
1857 and 1861. The paucity of information about the gin does little to diminis 
its importance. It is the only known steam cotton gin site with above-ground 
remains in the entire state of Mississippi, and it offers an excellent labora 
tory for future investigations in the field of industrial site archaeology. 
In addition, its close proximity to the Natchez Trace Parkway and to previously 
developed and interpreted Parkway sites at Grindstone Ford and Mangum Mound 
make the Buena Vista Cotton Gin an outstanding candidate for Federal acquisition 
investigation and interpretation.
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