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EPILOGUE

Tobacco has been an important crop for domestic and export use since colonial days. The 
value of the crop was a major factor in old country and new country trade during those 
early years. The discovery of a special yellowish plant in the 1870s led to the prominence 
of ‘burley’ as a distinct crop in Kentucky and surrounding states for the last century.

The production of a burley crop was, and still is, labor intensive. Many efforts have 
been made to ‘mechanize’ the crop. The bulky plant was not easily handled by machinery. 
Traditional curing was a slow natural-air process occurring over a five- to six-week 
period. Harvested plants were sheltered and exposed to rather narrow moisture (relative 
humidity) and temperature ranges. Kentucky’s fall climate and the burley curing 
environment were compatible to produce the tan to brown color and quality leaf desired 
by the commercial companies.

Creative designs and innovations 
by universities, entrepreneurs and 
commercial entities have sought 
to reduce the toil and drudgery of 
burley production labor through 
mechanization while maintaining 
or improving the quality of the leaf. 
Notable success has been achieved 
with reduction of the total worker-
hours from over 310 worker-hours 
per acre to approximately 153 
worker-hours per acre in the last 
half century.

Numerous technological 
innovations have been reviewed 
and presented in this book, 
including 19 prototype harvesting 

machines, 18 leaf removal (stripping) devices, and over a dozen curing barn and lower 
cost field structure plans. Small harvesting aids had the greatest number of commercial 
fabrication and sales—over 300 machines. Additionally, about a dozen of the pull-type 
notching harvesters and three of the automated-notching harvesters were manufactured 
and sold. Several hundred of the tobacco leaf removal machines were fabricated and 
sold in a three to four year flurry of purchases.

Fig. 10-31 An era has ended. Copy from 
Bowling Green Daily News (KPNS).



Epilogue

George A. Duncan     |     189

Major improvements were shown for float bed transplant production, carousel 
transplanters, hiboy sprayers, more labor efficient barn and curing structures and loose-
leaf baling. 

Float-bed transplant production was rapidly adopted by producers and replaced plant 
beds in less than a decade. 

Loose-leaf baling techniques and regulation changes took six years to be tested and 
approved, and four years to take over 90 percent of the market. The loose-leaf baling method 
was credited with saving Kentucky producers about $30 million per year in labor costs. 

Likewise, genetic improvement of varieties provided greater yields, sustained quality 
characteristics and gave more disease resistance. Efficient fertility practices and approved 
chemicals contributed further to profitable production.

The golden years of burley production have flourished and faded. Decreasing domestic 
usage and reduced commercial demand for high quality burley along with foreign 
competition took a toll on burley production. The 2019 production was the lowest Kentucky 
acreage (41 thousand acres) and poundage (77.9 million pounds) since the 1930s.

Air-cured burley production has tumbled from the ridges and valleys of Kentucky and 
other states never to be restored to crop dominance again. Alternatives to tobacco have 
been proposed and tried. Increasing all field crop, cattle, swine, horse, poultry, forestry, 
greenhouse, specialty crop and other enterprises will help compensate for the loss. 
Burley producing families must adapt and change. There is no other choice to sustain 
the agricultural livelihood of Kentucky farmers. 

A Farewell Tribute to Burley
Air-cured burley once stood tall,
then air-cured burley had a great fall.

All the domestic tobacco leaders who tried to sustain
couldn’t return air-cured burley to dominance again.

Air-cured burley long reigned as king,
it made the cash registers ring.

The leaf was good as gold,
Christmas came when the leaf sold.

Mortgages and loans were paid,
tuition and clothes deposits made.

Once the golden leaf was proudly engraved on public edifices to adorn
but eventually the product succumbed to public scorn.
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Market demand vanished from the hills and vale
never again restored for extensive sale.

Scientific endeavors faded like a mystery,
technological innovations became history.

There laid hands of burley 
all neat and non-curly

replaced by a loose-leaf bale 
ready for highest-bid sale.

Its destiny vaguely known,
might never be replaced by a new crop grown.

What else is there to grow
the farm community would like to know.

Farming must go on
when burley is gone.

The youth have left home
to seek degrees and the world roam.

Parents left looking out the windows early
longing to see a golden crop of burley.

Forever we shall remember the days
when burley was revered and paid the ways.
Never again, farewell burley.

©George A. Duncan 
September 29, 2020

Fig. E-1. Mature burley plants ready for harvest.
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