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Plantation
xEyre  Fr. Gerald Barry, S.J.

In the summer of 1996 I visited New Orleans, Louisiana, where 1
was born. New Orleans is a tourists' town famous for its food,
"Creole cooking”, and its music, jazz. But New Orleans is a city of
faded glory. It had been the most prosperous city of the U.S. In the
pre-industrialized era, when U.S. wealth came from agricultural
products, most of them were shipped through the port of New
Orleans. Almost all of the crops were grown on plantations which
faced the Mississippi River. Some of the splendid houses which the
plantation owners erected still stand and are popular tourist
attractions.

The word "plantation" conjures up scenes from Gone With The
Wind. It has come to symbolize a way of living and an era in the Old
South which has passed away. "Plantation" was used by the English to denote any overseas colony. In the
17th century "plantation” came to mean a large agricultural venture directed by an owner/manager. In
colonial times it produced crops for export. In the U.S. the plantation system developed in Virginia and
soon spread to the Mississippi River Valley. Most plantations specialized in a single crop; on the
Mississippi this crop was usually either cotton or sugar cane. By the early 19th century a "Cotton
Kingdom" existed with Natchez, Mississippi, as its center. Large plantation houses were built along the
banks of the Mississippi, the lands of the plantation being vast tracts of fields that stretched for miles out
away from the river. Beautiful residences were built and a plantation style of gracious living came into
existence. Owners of these plantations became wealthy and they dominated the social, economic, and
political life in the South.

The Civil War ended this way of life. Essential to the plantation system was a slave labor force and the
Civil War ended slavery. Most plantations became derelict, but some continued into the 1950's with
sharecroppers working the land that had belonged to the plantation owners. But with the advent of
laborsaving machinery even sharecroppers were no longer needed.

The plantation in this picture faces the Mississippi River. The river's ever flowing current is broad and
strong. As I stood in front of this plantation I thought about how ephemeral the glory of the Plantation
Age had been compared to the ever flowing and still most vigorous Mississippi. Francois Villon (1431-
1465) had a similar thought. In his "Ballade des dames du temps jadis" he wonders about what has
become of the beauty and charm of those beautiful women who changed the course of western history. His
poignant question came to my mind, "Mais ou sont les neiges d'antan?" [Where are the snows of
yesteryear?] Just as the Plantation Age has been =
succeeded by our computer age, so will oir computer B m%$§$#§ (F%)
age pass away and be succeeded by a still H B 1 19981 A 20 B(K) 1,7:00~18:30

. ah
unforeseeable and as yet unimaginable age. Perhaps % B LON (LERFRREEER)
SopPia'.s mission is to try to make sure that this "new ;ﬁ»g);}b "o ?grixi ng}?_ctl?\l-}s“ﬁn,&m\gn
age" will be more humane and happier than the age || ¥ 5 # =gmTau.,
that is flowing past us.
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