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CRACKER TURPENTINE STILL

Woodsmen were responsible for extracting the raw gum, or
rosin, commonly known as dip from pine trees. They chipped the
trees and put up cups to collect the dip. To extract the raw
gum which was distilled into turpentine and rosin, the trees
had to be "faced." First a thin slab of bark and wood was
removed from the base of the tree with a broad axe. lanting
cuts one half inch to three fifths inch deep were then made
into the slabbed surface, the lowest cut about twelve inches
above the ground. Next galvanized iron gutters, or tins were
inserted into the axe cuts and a cup was placed to catch the
gum. :

when the cup was filled, the raw gum was transferred to a
large barrel to be taken to the still. Before "cupping”
became widespread, a hollow place was made in the tree itself
to catch the gum. This method, known as "boxing," was done
with a special turpentine axe.

The dip barrels were hauled from the 'woods to the still
on large wagons with oversized wheels. The dip barrels were
unloaded at the still dock. At some stills the men rolled the
dip barrels, each weighing 500 pounds, up a wooden ramp to the
second level where they were emptied into the top of the copper
still kettle. This operation was called "charging." Four
charges were processed every day.

When the kettle was full the cap was tightened securely
and the cooking started. The fire required large guantities
of wood and did not touch the kettle, but heated the air in a
cavity surrounding the kettle. As the charge cocked the
turpentine and water vapors were forced through an outlet in
the cap to the condensing coils. The coils ran through a tank
of cool water where the vapors inside condensed and emptied
into the first seperating barrel.

In the first seperating barrel the spirits of turpentine
rose to the top, a2md most of the water settled to the bottom.

A siphon just below the rim of the barrel drained the turpentine
into a second seperating barrel where rock salt extracted the
remaining water. A plug at the bottom of the first barrel
allowed the water to drain off.

When a charge finished cooking, the kettle was uncapped and
allowed to cool until it stopped frothing. Then the tailgate was
opened and the hot rosin passed through a series of strainers.
The first strainer was very coarse and seperated out the dross
(pieces of pine cones, pine needles and other impurities).
Subsequent filters became progressively finer until only pure
amber rosin remained. Rosin quality is determined by its
color; the lighter its shade the higher the grade. After
clarification, the pure rosin was collected in a V-shaped vat.
From these vats the rosin was dipped into a perforated trough
set upon empty barrels. When the barrels were filled the trough
was rotated to the next set of empty barrels.

Rosin was the most important byproduct of the distilling
process. It was used in caulking wooden ships, in explosives,
for making scap, and as a sizing in the manufacture of paper.

These small turpentine stills once dotted the piney woods
of north and central Florida as part of a thriving industry.
With the introduction of huge central turpentine distillery
plants during World War II, the "Cracker" stills and their
small community of workers faded into Florida's historical
heritage
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Flarda's Past

Leesburg-born folksinger/sangwricer Doug
Spears wrote his soulful song “Teppintine” about
the despair chat drave many to give up hope.
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