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The Georgia Peach

Imprinted on license plates, plastered on billboards, stamped on the
tail side of the state quarter, and inscribed on the state map, the peach
is easily Georgia’s most visible symbol. Yet Prunus persica itself is sur-
prisingly rare in Georgia, and it has never been central to the southern
agricultural economy. Why, then, have southerners — and Georgians in
particular — clung to the fruit? The Georgia Peach: Culture, Agriculture,
and Environment in the American South shows that the peach emerged
as a viable commodity at a moment when the South was desperate
for a reputation makeover. This agricultural success made the fruit an
enduring cultural icon despite the increasing difficulties of growing
it. A delectable contribution to the renaissance in food writing, The
Georgia Peach will be of great interest to connoisseurs of food, south-
ern, environmental, rural, and agricultural history.

William Thomas Okie is Assistant Professor at Kennesaw State
University, where he teaches American history, food history, and his-
tory education. Trained in environmental and agricultural history at
the University of Georgia, he has produced work that has won prizes
from the Society of American Historians, the Southern Historical
Association, and the Agricultural History Society. He has written for
the journal Agricultural History and the Southern Foodways Alliance’s
quarterly, Gravy.
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Interdisciplinary in its scope and intent, this series builds upon and extends
Cambridge University Press’s longstanding commitment to studies on the
American South. The series not only will offer the best new work on the South’s
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ture works in a national, comparative, and transnational perspective.
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For Mom and Dad
And, as always, for Kelly
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Take from me apples of cider flesh,
Rob me of plum and pear,
Lose every orange of juicy gold,
Let not a vineyard bear:
Apricots’ rose from its cheek may fade,
Melons may dry and bleach.
If thick in the low green orchard hangs
That beautiful Georgia peach!
Mabel Swartz Withoft,
“The Georgia Peach,” 1903

@© in this web service Cambridge University Press www.cambridge.org


www.cambridge.org/9781107071728
www.cambridge.org

CAMBRIDGE

Cambridge University Press
978-1-107-07172-8 — The Georgia Peach
William Thomas Okie

Frontmatter

More Information

Contents

List of Figures page x
List of Tables xii
Acknowledgments xiii

Introduction: An Invitation 1
1 A Wilderness of Peach Trees 1T
2 A Baron of Pears 32
3 Elberta, You’re a Peach 59
4 A Connecticut Yankee in King Cotton’s Court 88
5 Rotand Glut 112
6 Blossoms and Hams 143
7 Under the Trees 180

Conclusion: A Benediction 219
Notes 229
Index 297

ix

@© in this web service Cambridge University Press www.cambridge.org


www.cambridge.org/9781107071728
www.cambridge.org

Cambridge University Press
978-1-107-07172-8 — The Georgia Peach
William Thomas Okie

Frontmatter

More Information

Figures

1.1 The Cotton Belt in 1860 page 15
2.1 Frontispiece of Prosper Berckmans’ Indicateur Generale 41
2.2 “Le Petit Parc” (The Little Park) from Prosper Berckmans’

Indicateur Generale 42
3.1 Samuel H. Rumph’s home at Willow Lake, near

Marshallville, Georgia 78
3.2 Samuel H. Rumph’s “Suburban Fruit Farm” Packinghouse,

near Marshallville, Georgia 79
3.3 The great fruit exhibit at the 1895 Peach Carnival in

Macon, Georgia 81
4.1 “Profitable peach-growing ...” 89
4.2 “Land was cheap, and good Negro labor abundant ...” 101
4.3 “Bridal couples, both black and white ...” 108
4.4 “Meals are furnished at cost ...” 109
4.5 “Mr. Hale explained that ... some of their parents were

slaves on the place before the Civil War ...” 110
5.1 “Then comes the spraying ...” 115
5.2 “It was a great sight to see the work going on ...” 116
5.3 “White labor is used entirely in the packing house ...” 122
5.4 “As soon as covers are nailed on the crates, they are rushed

into the refrigerator car ...” 122
5.5 “These cars are ‘iced up’ twelve to twenty-four hours

before loading begins ...” 123
5.6 Georgia weekly carlot shipments of peaches, 1928-1931 139
6.1 Middle Georgia before the creation of Peach County 149
6.2 Middle Georgia after the creation of Peach County 149

6.3 Fruit dancers in the 1925 pageant, The Trail of Pink Petals 156

@© in this web service Cambridge University Press www.cambridge.org


www.cambridge.org/9781107071728
www.cambridge.org

CAMBRIDGE

Cambridge University Press
978-1-107-07172-8 — The Georgia Peach
William Thomas Okie

Frontmatter

More Information

Figures X1
6.4 “President [Hunt] and matron in pantry ...” 165
6.5 “Peach pickers being driven to the orchards” 172
7.1 Peach trees in Georgia, 1889-1924 196
7.2 Peach trees in Georgia, 1929-1969 197
7.3 Peach trees in Georgia, 1978-1997 198
7.4 A Dickey Farms guestworker crew 209
C.1 The Lane Southern Orchards packing line 222
C.2 The Lane Southern Orchards “Mexican Café” 223

@© in this web service Cambridge University Press www.cambridge.org


www.cambridge.org/9781107071728
www.cambridge.org

CAMBRIDGE

Cambridge University Press
978-1-107-07172-8 — The Georgia Peach
William Thomas Okie

Frontmatter

More Information

Tables

5.1 Peach acreage and farms in Georgia, 1890-1925 page 113
5.2 Potential value of peaches and cotton in middle Georgia,

1909-1929 113
5.3 Peach acreage and farms in Georgia, 1925-1950 140
6.1 Comparing Houston and Peach Counties in 1930 158
6.2 Houston, Macon, and Peach Counties peach and

cotton acreage, 1889-1929 158
7.1 Peach acreage, production, and value, 1954—2012 199
7.2 Hispanic population of Georgia and middle Georgia,

1980-2007 205§

xil

@© in this web service Cambridge University Press www.cambridge.org


www.cambridge.org/9781107071728
www.cambridge.org

Cambridge University Press
978-1-107-07172-8 — The Georgia Peach
William Thomas Okie

Frontmatter

More Information

Acknowledgments

This book’s many failings are, of course, my own responsibility, but it
would not exist at all without the help of many, many people and insti-
tutions. Here is my inadequate attempt to offer thanks for some of that
help. I began this project as a Ph.D. student at the University of Georgia,
where the History Department provided a warm, collegial home for
my graduate studies. Thanks to Robert Pratt, John Morrow, Benjamin
Ehlers, Laurie Kane, and Vici Payne for providing assistantships, travel
funds, and friendly and patient assistance with a range of tasks. As a
prospective graduate student, I had little sense of what to look for in
an adviser, but T count myself very fortunate to have fallen into Paul
Sutter’s hands. He welcomed me into graduate school, commented on
almost everything I wrote in those years, and kept me on as his advisee
even when his own career took him to the University of Colorado. He
has been a model of high expectations, rigorous critique, and down-to-
earth generosity. Thanks also to the rest of the committee: Pamela Voekel,
Shane Hamilton, Jim Cobb, and Steve Berry, who all left their marks
on the project. In addition to the faculty, graduate student colleagues
made the department an exciting place to be, and I am especially grateful
to the members of the Workshop on the History of Agriculture and the
Environment and the Georgia’s Writers Bloc.

I have benefited from the encouragement and feedback from a number
of scholars beyond UGA. The members of the Critical Agrarian Studies
Group for the Social Science Research Council’s Dissertation Proposal
Development Fellowship — especially Jenn Baka, Sara Safransky, Greta
Marchesi, Aaron Jakes, Tom Fleischman, and Pablo Lepegna — gave my

X111

@© in this web service Cambridge University Press www.cambridge.org


www.cambridge.org/9781107071728
www.cambridge.org

Cambridge University Press
978-1-107-07172-8 — The Georgia Peach
William Thomas Okie

Frontmatter

More Information

xiv Acknowledgments

early proposals a broad and interdisciplinary reading and included me in
a workshop in Berkeley that was a true intellectual feast. Daegan Miller
reminded me that historians are, indeed, writers, and gave the disser-
tation a thorough and critical reading as I began manuscript revisions.
The year I spent at Bowdoin College was rewarding in many ways, not
least for the friendship and intellectual encouragement of Matt Klingle,
Connie Chiang, and the rest of the History Department. Sheryl Vogt and
the Richard B. Russell Library Scholars and Policymakers Symposium
provided an unusual opportunity to share my project with policymakers.
John T. Edge and the good folks at the Southern Foodways Alliance pro-
vided what was certainly the liveliest forum I have yet experienced, and
one of the most supportive. At the final stage of revisions, Andrew Baker
gave the manuscript a rigorous but sympathetic reading that improved it
significantly.

Like any historical study, this book would not exist without archives
large and small. I am especially indebted to the following: Jim Bennett
and Phyllis Reed at the Glastonbury Historical Society provided invalu-
able assistance, and Dick and Joan Mihm hosted us in Glastonbury,
Connecticut. Wayne Olson and the staff of the National Agricultural
Library went above and beyond the call of duty, as did Russell
McClanahan at the Rome History Museum Archives, Sue Verhoef at the
Atlanta History Center, Jill Severn at the Richard B. Russell Jr. Library,
and the staff of the Hargrett Rare Books and Manuscripts library at the
University of Georgia. ’'m also grateful to the archivists and historians
at the National Archives and Records Administration in College Park,
Maryland and Morrow, Georgia; the Georgia State Archives in Morrow,
Georgia; the Georgia Historical Society in Savannah, Georgia; the Atlanta
University Center Archives in Atlanta, Georgia; the Special Collections at
the Fort Valley State University Hunt Memorial Library; and Thomas
Public Library in Fort Valley, Georgia.

I also owe much to the “living archives” — the residents primarily
of middle Georgia who consented to talk with me over tea or chili, in
orchards and offices. The late Oliver Bateman, Robert Carrazco, Mr. Bob
and Robert Dickey, Ed Dunbar, George Hancock, the Watson family,
David Rumph, Hal Lowman, Al and Lawton Pearson, Nick Strickland,
and Billy Dick, all sat for recorded interviews. Davine Campbell gave me a
thorough tour of historic Marshallville. Deanna Grice shared with me her
cache of Rumph family memorabilia and arranged for a tour of the origi-
nal Samuel Rumph home at Willow Lake. At the Peach County Historical
Society, Cyriline Cantrell, Constance Rainey, and Perry Swanson shared

@© in this web service Cambridge University Press www.cambridge.org


www.cambridge.org/9781107071728
www.cambridge.org

Cambridge University Press
978-1-107-07172-8 — The Georgia Peach
William Thomas Okie

Frontmatter

More Information

Acknowledgments XV

their resources and knowledge. Jim Farmer, Dawn Herd-Clark, and
Berlethia J. Pitts helped me navigate the local histories of Edgefield and
Fort Valley. Lamar and Jean Wilbanks not only invited me to give my first
public talk to the Habersham County Historical Society, but also shared
their own archives, arranged interviews with other Habersham residents,
gave me my first piece of peach-related artwork, and hosted me and my
entire family at their house overnight.

A variety of institutions helped to fund the research and dissemina-
tion of this project. The Social Science Research Council, with fund-
ing from the Andrew Mellon Foundation, funded a summer of research
as part of its Dissertation Proposal Development Program. The UGA
Graduate School, UGA History Department, and Bowdoin College
likewise provided funding at crucial moments for travel to archives.
Kennesaw State University has been a generous supporter of this early
part of my career, and I am grateful to the Office of the Vice President
of Research, the Center for Excellence in Teaching and Learning, the
College of Humanities and Social Sciences, and the Department of
History and Philosophy for funding, course reassignments, mentoring,
and guidance. My chair, Alice Pate, and assistant chair, David Parker, and
my colleagues in History Education — Jane McKinzey, Chuck Wynn, Kay
Traille, Kay Reeve, Angie DeAngelo, and Bryan McGovern — have been
particularly supportive. Out of the goodness of his heart, Geert Voogt
translated Prosper Berckmans’s journal into English. Working across the
hall from Bert Way, my new partner-in-crime at the Agricultural History
journal, has made my intellectual life at KSU especially rewarding.

Portions of this book appeared first as articles: “Under the Trees: The
Georgia Peach and the Quest for Labor in the Twentieth Century,”
Agricultural History 85.1 (January 2011) and “The Georgia Peach
in Black and White,” Gravy (Winter 2015), 38—47. I am grateful to
Agricultural History’s editor-in-chief, Claire Strom, and managing editor,
Annabel Tudor, and Gravy’s editor, Sara Camp Arnold, for permission to
reproduce revised versions of that work here.

At Cambridge University Press, Deborah Gershenowitz has been a
model editor, displaying more confidence in the project than T had myself
and reading the entire manuscript with a critical eye. Jim Giesen, David
Shields, and one anonymous reader improved the manuscript immensely,
and the series editor, David Moltke-Hansen, provided timely advice
and feedback as well. Kristina Deusch, Marielle Poss, Siva Prakash
Chandrasekaran, and Susan Thornton have likewise worked hard to
make this process surprisingly smooth. Bob Ellis of Palmetto Editorial

@© in this web service Cambridge University Press www.cambridge.org


www.cambridge.org/9781107071728
www.cambridge.org

Cambridge University Press
978-1-107-07172-8 — The Georgia Peach
William Thomas Okie

Frontmatter

More Information

xvi Acknowledgments

produced an excellent index. Jennifer Bell created beautiful maps out of
my rudimentary ArcGIS data.

I suppose I could have done this without family and friends, but
it is difficult to imagine how. Grandparents and siblings on all four
sides supported and encouraged this work, especially John Thomas
West, who has always believed in the open-minded pursuit of truth.
My mother- and father-in-law, Janet and R. J. Clarkson, have provided
countless hours of child care and other support. Thanks to my own par-
ents, I am literally made of fruit: they kept me satisfied with peaches, as
well as plums, apricots, blueberries, apples, and more, throughout my
childhood near the heart of Georgia’s peach belt. Many of those fruits
were my father’s creations — approximately half of Georgia’s present-
day peaches are his cultivars — and in many ways his dogged work as
a peach breeder for the USDA inspired this project. My mother intro-
duced me to the idea of stories about nature via Thornton Burgess’s
Book of Birds and Little Joe Otter. Beyond these particular inspira-
tions, I owe my parents more than I can say for rearing me with love,
wisdom, patience, and presence, and now for extending that same love
to my own children. My daughter Aida was just a few months old
when I started graduate school; she will be in double digits by the
time this book is in paperback. She has since been joined by Benjamin,
Eliza, and Liam, who arrived as I finished up copyedits on this manu-
script. They have all shaped my life and work in ways I could not have
imagined a decade ago. I am thankful for the relational intensity, the
emotional color, and the sheer insanity they bring to our days.

Finally, I thank my wife, Kelly. Like this book, our life together has been
shaped by a series of places: Grimy homeless missions in Chattanooga and
Manhattan. The gentle rise and fall of the running trails atop Lookout
Mountain. The dusty gym at The Beth and the old cemetery between
the sad, lovely worlds of St. Elmo and Alton Park. The tiny apartment
overlooking the wide rocky bed of the Cangrejal River and the steep
paths through slashed and burned fields of maiz and frijoles. The low
ceilings and warm rooms of Grandma’s Broughton Street upstairs. The
cinderblock walls, many playgrounds, and idiosyncratic international
community of university housing. The big box stores and wide congested
parkways of north metro Atlanta — and right in the midst of the frantic
suburbs, our little half-acre on the scarp of Kennesaw Mountain. For the
time being, we are home.

@© in this web service Cambridge University Press www.cambridge.org


www.cambridge.org/9781107071728
www.cambridge.org

