THE FIRE-CURED LEAF

Helen Brewer

During the early twentieth century tobacco was the most important cash

crop of farmers in Graves County. It permitted the indebted farmer to buy
Christmas presents if sold in December and later to pay his debts in additi

to buying other needed articles for his family. Mayfield was one of the

centers in Western Kentucky for the handling of dark-fired tobacco. and as
such we who lived there were affected by the leaf, some more than others.

The warehouses were located in the vicinity of North Twelfth Street. a
few blocks from our father's coal office and shop on West Broadway. As
children the district became familiar to us, for we often walked to town or
made trips to see our father. When the market opened, we were very mucl
aware of farmers, their wagons loaded with tobacco, go o
warehouses. The driver was always accompanied by a companion to
with the team of horses or mules; and to protect the tobacco from th
ments a tarpaulin, secured to the corners of the wagon, covered
In crisp, cold weather we could smell the aroma of tobacco for bloci
where tobacco was sold. Inside the | RPN U Sa—
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aking work from the ime of the sowing of the plant and in the spring

back-bre
to the curing of the tobacco

In the early autumn the mature stalks were cut and housed in a tall. nar.
row barn. Five or six stalks were placed on tobacco sticks and hung in tiers
as high as the rafters. A fire of hickory or other hardwood, centered on the
floor and covered with sawdust, gave a glaze and special flavor to the leaf
It was not unusual to see piles of wood and sawdust outside near the barn
door on many farms and smell the acrid smoke from the flameless fire. The
fire-cured process took several weeks and required constant supervision,
for a flying spark could spell disaster for the farmer. Finally the leaves were
stripped from the stalk and tied in “hands” of eight to ten leaves. Men in
the _ helped each other with the hanging and stripping; even
women in the family often times joined the group in the stripping room.

On farms with large tobacco acreage and other crops the owner often
times hired a tenant farmer or sharecropper to work the land for a part of
the value of the crops. Like most farmers his earnings were small, and hop-
wed from place to place every few years after
mber or January. At that time of year
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hands and all other skaters were warned to beware of the formidable line
There was always an air of expectancy that we might fall and of course we
did. but sprawling on the floor was not a good reason for stopping. We qot
up, brushed our clothes, and skated until time to go home. Soon commey.
cial rinks under tents sprang up in the summer, but somehow they were nof
the same. We had devised our own sport held in a special place which we
had selected and skated with young people our age. In another setting
overshadowed by commercialism the magic of skating was gone.
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dustry when farmers were pitted against the tobacco trust. In a subtle way
and without our awareness 0, 100, had the dark leaf touched our young
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