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Memories from the Depression
Recently I came across an old picture of mine from Holly Springs School days. It was when I was in maybe the 2nd grade there. Wore a pair of “stripedy” overalls and what obviously was a fertilizer-sack shirt, even though it was buttoned at the neck like a store-bought item. Much has been made (at least I have made that case often) about turnip greens, whippoorwill peas, and cornbread saving the lives of us southerners during the Great Depression. However, there were other things that merit mentioning that also contributed a great deal to our survival in that money-less period by helping to keep clothes on our backs. 

Flour sack percale supplied the material for the farmer’s wife and daughters’ dresses in those days. That and fertilizer-sack muslin or whatever that coarse fabric was, helped clothe a large portion of the rural population back then. Fertilizer-sack clothing and other items I remember rather clearly from those days. I recall bed sheets hanging on the line, with the rough seams where the pieces of sacking were joined. When placed on the bed the seams sometimes came in handy if one’s back needed scratching. 
Mama also converted the sacks into pillow cases and little boy’s underwear as well as shirts for me and the men in the family. Sometimes the numbers 5-10-5 or 6-8-12, which described the percentage of Nitrogen, Phosphorous, and Potassium in each 100 lb. sack of fertilizer, were visible on the bed sheets or on items of clothing. The printing on the sacks often failed to dim with repeated washing with home-made lye soap and continued to advertise the source of our wardrobe.. However it really didn’t take fading numbers to identify a fertilizer sack shirt. There was a certain rugged character in those shirts for which one would probably be charged extra in today’s fashions. That is, if it could be replicated—which I doubt.

[Editor’s note: Holly Springs, Arkansas, USA.]
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