Heirloom
By Horace Hatcher

When it happened that my daughter wanted to help in the kitchen, I was compelled to place our family heirloom over her head and tie it around her waist.  It was my great-grandmother’s apron that was presented to me in much the same manner thirty-five years before.  I was told that my great-grandmother wore the apron in the cotton patch when cotton was King.

My great-grandmother was born into slavery like almost all of the four million enslaved people in the fifteen slave states since slave importation was banned in 1808.  Although she was a kitchen hand, at cotton-picking time she was in the field at daybreak and filled her nine-foot-long bag with 200 pounds of cotton by noon.  She gathered another 200 pounds by dark, fulfilling the expression of working from can to can’t, from first light to dark.  The apron, gloves, long sleeves, a scarf and a hat were worn to protect from the sun and the sharp cotton bolls.  The fibers could be picked from each individual boll or the entire plant could be milked from bottom to top with straggling fibers collected later, maybe by children.  She then found time to tend her own garden and manage her household.

About 2 billion pounds of cotton were being produced annually in the US, worth around one dollar per pound.  One-fourth of farmers were slave holders.  The entire slave population had a monetary value of $3.5 billion, and farmers could expect about a 10% return on investment.

Receiving the apron and hearing its history gave me a knowledge of and reverence for our roots.  We were from the soil.  Wearing the apron gave me a sense of my position in Time, Family and Society.  It provided an identity from which I could proceed, grow and refine my personality.  All work is noble.  It builds integrity and self-pride.  It demonstrates responsibility and accountability which generates respect from others.

Entrusting my daughter with the cotton-picking apron made me feel that I was doing my duty as a parent to my child and preserving the legacy of our family.
