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PREFACE 

While the research domain and methods are described in 

the introductory chapter of this dissertation, some note 

must be made on certain departures from conventional 

scholarly style and perspective, namely the occasional use 

of the first person in the narrative report and an empa

thetic view of the subjects of this research. The material 

contained in the following pages is the result of research

ing secondary data sources and of primary data collection. 

The former are as objective as the original source since 

no effort was made to search the literature selectively. 

Primary data are the result of interviews, informal conver

sations, and participant observation; in these data it is 

likely that a subjective element entered and influenced my 

view of the respondents. By use of an interview guide, 

data were sought that could be compared, laid out in an 

array, and treated as objective. However, observations 

over a prolonged period of time, as well as the act of talk

ing with people, asking them about the details of their 

daily life, their memories of childhood and their hopes for 

the future, affected both my reactions to them and how they 

received me. In brief, it will be evident that I, a white 

person and an outsider, empathized with the people studied 
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and as a result certain subjective reactions appear in this 

research. 

I came to the research area as an outsider but not as 

one ignorant of the situation on sugar cane plantations. 

I first became acquainted with the region and people in 

1976, and twice during summer vacations returned there to 

help with the work of advocacy organizations. In 1981, I 

spent three weeks preparing a report for a religious group 

that wanted to sponsor some kind of intervention for sugar 

cane workers. During this time I spoke with some of the 

farm owners and heard their views of the labor situation. 

In the present research, this approach was deliberately 

omitted since it would possibly have jeopardized continued 

contact with plantation employees. Certain events that 

occurred during the research affirmed my intuition and 

decision to concentrate on Black, farm-worker families. 

During numerous visits with some of the families, people 

sometimes shared things not ordinarily revealed to an out

sider. I was constantly aware of my responsibility as a 

researcher not to use this material in a way that would 

harm those involved. It is for this reason that fictitious 

names of plantations, towns, and persons are used in the 

field notes included in this dissertation. 

Besides anonymity, I have tried to preserve accuracy in 

reporting both the spontaneous comments of the people and 
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their answers to the questionnaire. Validity of responses 

is a deeper challenge, and I cannot assure the reader that 

people were telling me the truth. The nearest thing to a 

validity check was my own feeling, and in some cases cor

roboration from other sources. I also felt that the search 

for truth could not have been continued under conditions 

of disbelief; a finding from the field of psychology sup

ports this-view. In studying the ability of ordinary 

people to report truthfully on their inner motivations, 

laboratory studies have "strongly confirmed the individ

ual's right to be believed" (Matson, 1966:174). Projective 

tests and esoteric approaches merely confirmed what people 

stated. Similarly, with experiences, the people I spoke 

with have a right to be believed. Besides the face value 

of the self-reports, there is the gestalt of all the 

accumulated data found in this study. Does it hang to

gether; does it seem integral? It is my hope that the 

reader will answer this in the affirmative as he or she 

learns about the lives of Black people on plantations and 

in two small towns of South Louisiana. 
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CHAPTER I 

INTRODUCTION 

The contrasting terms of the title of this disserta

tion summarize the essential interest and focus of the 

present research, which is a descriptive account of Black 

families in South Louisiana who left the free housing in 

plantation "quarters 11 to build their own homes, their 

"castles." The second focus of the research concerns the 

people still in "quarters 11 and includes a description of 

families on sugar cane plantations in 1982. While the 

"quarters" date back to the eighteenth-century plantation 

system, the "castles" began but a decade ago. From 1973 

to 1979 forty-eight families, most of whom came from sugar 

cane plantations, formed into small groups and with the 

help of a private organization, Southern Mutual Help 

Association (SMHA), applied for a building loan from the 

Farmers Home Administration (FmHA), a branch of the U.S. 

Department of Agriculture. Working under the supervision 

of a professional carpenter these families labored thirty 

hours each week until the homes in each group were com

pleted. When they began their mortgage payments these 

families not only joined that group of Americans who are 
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realizing their dream of home ownership but they became 

part of a more exclusive category, those who actually built 

the houses in which they live. Two circumstances make the 

builders' accomplishment unusual, if not unique:. ( 1) the 

majority of the people lacked any knowledge or experience 

of carpentry, and (2) they came from a plantation, a place 

and an institution that does not foster courage and initia-

tive but rather paternalistic dependence. The isolation, 

low wages, and general living conditions of the present-day 

plantation residents will be examined later, since a know!-

edge of the builders' background makes the change in their 

lives all the more appreciated.! This introductory chapter 

will contain material on the research setting, a review of 

pertinent literature, methodology, and research questions. 

Research Setting 

The homes of the self-housing project were built in 

three Louisiana locations--Franklin and Jeanerette which 

are fourteen miles apart and in Napoleonville which is 

forty miles east of Franklin. Since only five of the 

forty-eight new homes were built in the latter place, the 

families in that area were not included in this study. To 

!The complete research contains more material on 
plantations than on the small group who left them. More 
data are available on plantation life and the influence of 
this strong institution than are available on those persons 
who have left plantations. 



3 

understand the particular background of the builder fami

lies requires some familiarity with the research setting, 

i.e., the towns of Jeanerette in Iberia Parish (i.e., 

county) and Franklin in St. Mary Parish. Both towns are 

along the Bayou Teche, and this waterway plays an important 

part in the agricultural and economic life of the two 

adjacent parishes (see illustration 1). Teche gets its 

name from the Indian word for "snake,•• and the bayou makes 

many turns in its hundred-mile course to its outlet in the 

Atchafalaya River. The Teche country is an area renowned 

for its beauty and fertility. 

A dreamy loveliness hangs over the Teche 
country and has made it widely known for beauty. 
The bayou that gives it its name has an unending 
charm. . . The Teche country is much more lush 
than Provence, [but] is vaguely reminiscent of 
it somehow, perhaps because of the welter of 
sunshine that lies over it, or the warm dreami
ness of the landscape, the incessant multi
plicity of the insect noises, and because the 
sun-drenched atmosphere is always heavy with 
the scent of warm earth and of flowers 
(Spratling, 1927:106-08). 

Like the other waterways in Louisiana, the Teche was 

indispensable in the formation and operation of early 

cotton and sugar cane plantations. Rivers and bayous first 

built up the land with rich alluvium deposits which account 

for the great productivity of the area. Waterways were 

also used for the transportation of plantation crops. The 

early French and Spanish land grants were of long, narrow 
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strips along the bayou (or river) so each planter could 

have access to the water. Bayou Teche flows along anatural 

ridge with the land higher by its edge and then gradually 

turning into swamp and bog. Today some of the marginal 

land has been reclaimed through. pumping, and a series of 

canals threads through both parishes to provide the neces

sary drainage that prevents flooding or reversion to bog. 

While the bayou is no longer the sole means of transporta

tion for crops, raw sugar from the mills is shipped in bulk 

in barges that ply the bayou on. their way to sugar refin

eries. The bayou also serves in the processing of sugar 

cane. The first step in making raw sugar is washing the 

cane brought in from the fields and cleaning it of muck and 

debris. At the end of the milling process, the effluent 

from the sugar mill is returned to the bayou. 

The first settlers along the Teche were French; they 

were later reinforced by the Acadian refugees who began 

coming to the area around 1765, thus ending their long 

search for a new homeland. The Cajuns, as they are now 

called, were mainly peasant farmers without slaves. The 

Cajuns, as well as the Germans and other immigrants, were 

the petits habitants or small independent farmers who had 

a different mode of agriculture than that of the rich 

planters. In 1803 when Louisiana passed to American con-

trol a change came over the land. 



These years brought to the Teche country a 
large number of American planters with their 
capital and enterprise, rushing to the sugar 
gold fields, each with his own idea of working 
them to the best advantage . . . they were also 
nearly all stock raisers ... with large herds. 
This gave a plentiful supply of beef for their 
Negroes. 

Fifty-six years ago the Teche was much more 
thickly settled than now; for it took many small 
places to make one sugar plantation and many of 
these small farmers moved further up the coun
try or back into the prairies (Richardson, 1886: 
3) • 

By the time of this research in 1982-83, two other 

changes had occurred in the Teche country. The first is 

the emphasis on tourism and recreation, and the second is 

industrial development, especially that connected with the 

oil industry. Tourists are drawn to the Teche country 

because of the exotic landscapes and the grace and ele-

gance of antebellum mansions which abound in the two 

parishes. (Cajun food and joie de vivre are other attrac-

tions.) The nearness of lakes and bays makes this area 

live up to Louisiana's claim of being the "Sportsman's 

Paradise. " Industrial development is related to petrol-

eum exploration on land and off shore. Companies that 

provide supportive services to the oil and ship-building 

industries have headquarters along the "new" Highway 90 

that connects Lafayette to Morgan City some seventy miles 

to the southeast. The latter town is known as a shipyard 

center and, before the current recession, was the source of 
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jobs for blue collar workers, some commuting from miles 

around. 
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Lafayette (population 81,961) is the heart of 

"Acadiana," the Cajun cultural region, and is a center for 

business, public administration, medical care, and higher 

education (University of Southwestern Louisiana). Thus 

the polar cities of Lafayette and Morgan City are at each 

end.of the research area, offering jobs and industry. New 

Iberia (population 32,766) is the parish seat for Iberia 

parish and likewise provides employment for people in 

Jeanerette some eleven miles to the southeast. The main 

difference between Iberia and St. Mary parishes is that 

the former is more urbanized. The complementary fact is 

that St. Mary Parish is higher in the "plantation factor," 

i.e., has fewer and larger farms. 

The next focus of background information concerns the 

two towns where the builders relocated. A greater emphasis 

will be given to Franklin because it is within a ten-mile 

radius of most of the plantations visited as well as one 

of the sites for home construction. Franklin is the parish 

seat and has an imposing, seven-story courthouse whose 

windows give an unobstructed view of the cane fields on the 

other side: of the Teche. Located within the city limits is 

Sterling Sugars, Inc. with its mill and corporate offices. 

Another five miles along the bayou is Oaklawn Plantation 



with its mill, offices, and workers' houses (quarters). 

The cane industry influences Franklin in an inescapable 
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way with cane trucks plying through the city streets during 

grinding season and the local newspaper carrying front page 

articles on the state of the crop and the current pricing 

of sugar. 

Founded in 1808, the town of Franklin became the center 

of sugar cane production and commerce, with steamboats ply

ing the Teche by the 1930s. The prosperity of the early 

planters is evident in the corridor along the Teche and 

Main Street, a mile of mansions which makes this avenue one 

of the most beautiful in the nation. Other plantation 

homes are scattered throughout the parish, but the Main 

Street houses built in the city still attest to the 

artistic skill of the architects, the business acumen of 

the sugar cane producers, and the unremitting labor of 

their slaves. Franklin is the home of several notables 

in the history of the South; four Louisiana governors, 

five u.s. Senators, a chief justice of the State Supreme 

Court, and two speakers of the U.S. House of Representa

tives hailed from Franklin {Franklin Bicentennial Cele

bration Program, 1976}. Franklin has a daily and a weekly 

newspaper, two public libraries, two city parks each with 

a swimming pool, a museum housed in an antebellum mansion, 

and a country club. Educational institutions include 
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Illustration 2. Family Incomes 1979, St. Mary 
Parish; percentages of Black and White Families 
within Income Ranges. 

SOURCE: 1980 Census of Population and Housing, 

Summary Tape File 3A. 
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Jeanerette is also a center for the sugar cane industry with 

two mills in or near its city limits and fields stretching 

out beyond. Main Street runs parallel to the Teche and a 

railroad to the south of town. The "other side" of the 

bayou also has its highway that connects sugar cane fields 

with mills and houses. Other industries in Jeanerette are 

two factories, one for men's underwear, and an ironworks 

that manufactures sugar cane equipment shipped all over the 

world. Neither of these two factories is unionized. 

Jeanerette has three city parks, four banks, and a public 

library. The educational system consists of four public 

schools and one Catholic school. The latter is an elemen

tary school with 171 students {Kennedy, 1982:447). The 

public school system has a senior high, a junior high, and 

two grade schools which are either predominantly white or 

Black because of residential patterns. The Canal Street 

School is the predominantly Black school in Jeanerette and 

is four blocks from McArthur Street, the site of the self

help housing of this study. McArthur is located on the 

edge of town on land that was once a cane field; in fact, 

the street dead ends into a cane field. The location of 

the self-built homes in Jeanerette promotes the development 

of a community spirit since they are all facing each other 

on a cul-de-sac. 
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A final word about the locale of the research concerns 

the weather. As Phillips (1929:3) stated more than fifty 

years ago, it is the weather that has made the South dis

tinctive because it encouraged the cultivation of staple 

crops which indirectly supported slavery. The right amount 

of sunshine; the right temperature, and enough moisture 

combine to make the area a good place to grow sugar cane; 

but weather is unpredictable and the subtropics of Louisiana 

can be hazardous to the crop and ruinous to the sugar pro

ducer. Some of the unpredictable factors in the weather 

are drought during the growing season, heavy freeze during 

grinding or harvest, or tropical storms. The growing cane 

can recover from a mild storm because the sun will later 

dry out the ground and the bent cane will straighten up as 

it reaches for the sun. A storm too close to harvest is 

another matter, however. It has been said that the plan

tation women workers pray for a "little .. storm that will 

bend the cane and make their work as scrappers more neces

sary since a mechanical harvester needs upright stalks to 

function effectively. In general, South Louisiana has 

short winters, long summers, and high humidity in both 

seasons. Climatic conditions that are good for sugar cane 

are often hard on human beings, since the humidity 

accentuates the effect of both heat and cold. While the 

yearly mean temperature in the area is around 68 degrees, 
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the extremes can make life difficult for anyone who works 

outdoors (U.S. Bureau of the Census, 1977:679). The chapter 

on Getting a Living will include some comments on the 

effects of heat and cold on farm workers. Suffice it to 

say that middle-class or even working-class people adjust 

to the summers by using air conditioning. The residents in 

plantation quarter houses, however, may enjoy a window fan 

or simply sit on their porches to 11 catch the breeze. 11 

Thus a natural phenomenon such as the weather clearly 

reflects the stratification system of Louisiana's sugar 

cane area. 

Some Descriptive Data 

The two-parish setting of the research can be delineated 

from census data that show economic and social character

istics of the population. These are, of course, aggregate 

data; no direct connection is being made with the forty

four families interviewed. The latest population statistics 

descriptive of the two parishes are contained in table 1. 

Throughout this section different terms are used to 

refer to the Black population--Black, minority, and non

white, the particular usage depending on the original 

source of data. As is evident from table 1, only a small 

proportion of the minority population is not Black. 



TABLE 1. Population by Race-Ethnicity of Two Louisiana 
Parishes, 1980 
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Iberia St. Mary 

White 45 '77 0 44,605 

Black 17,640 18,515 

Other 342 1,133 

Total population 63,752 64,253 

Percent Black 
Population 28% 29% 

SOURCE: U.S. Bureau of the Census, CP 1980. General 
Population Characteristics, 1982, Part 20: 15. 

One index of civic participation and power among any 

group is voter registration. The most recent figures 

available for voter registration in the study parishes are 

shown in table 2. While the proportion of Blacks registered 

to vote is only 5 to 6 percent under their representation 

in the populati~n, they are considerably over-represented 

among illiterate voters. 



TABLE 2. Characteristics of Voters in Two Louisiana 
Parishes, 1976 

Iberia St. Mary 

REGISTERED VOTERS, 1976 

White as percentage of total 
registered voters 

Black as percentage of total 
registered voters 

VOTERS WHO CANNOT SIGN THEIR NAME 

White voters, illiterate 

Black voters, illiterate 

Blacks as percentage of total 
illiterate voters 

77% 77% 

23% 23% 

1,116 498 

1,647 455 

60% 48% 

SOURCE: Statistical Abstracts of Louisiana, 1981: 216, 
217. 

Differences in literacy and education are key indi-

caters of a stratified society. Table 3 describes the 

educational profile for the two races in the research 

area. 
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TABLE 3. Educational Characteristics of Adults (25 Years 
and Older) in Two Louisiana Parishes, 1980 

Percentage of adults who 
are high school graduates 

White 

Black 

Median years of school 
completed for adults 

White 

Black 

Iberia St. Mary 

54% 55% 

36 35 

12.1 12.2 

9.4 9.8 

SOURCE: U.S. Bureau of the Census, CP 1980, General 
Social and Economic Characteristics of the Population, 
1983, Part 20: 385, 394. 

These data show a contrast in the educational back-

ground for the two racial groups, a difference that is 

the result of many years of a dual school system and 

racial discrimination. These factors are also related to 

differences in occupation and income. Table 4 shows a 

comparative distribution of the races according to occu-

pational categories. 

16 
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TABLE 4. Employment Categories in Two Louisiana Parishes 

Iberia St. Mary 

Black White Black White 

Total persons employed 

Percent employed as: 

Professional, technical, 
Managerial 

Sales 

Clerical & kindred 

Craftsman, foreman 

Operatives, blue collar 

Laborers, except farm 

Farm laborers 

Services, including 
private households 

Total percentages 

7,773 22,752 7,111 

10.0% 23.2% 

1.2 8.2 

3.4 12.9 

10.0 16.9 

21.7 21.1 

9.7 3.5 

9.7 3.8 

32.9 10.5 

10.5% 

1.2 

3.5 

12.0 

20.4 

12.0 

12.0 

28.5 

9"6 . 6% 1 0 0 • 1% 1 0 0 • 1 

23,389 

27.1% 

6.2 

15.4 

17.7 

17.9 

5.4 

1.3 

8.9 

99.9% 

SOURCE: Louisiana Department of Labor, Manpower, 
Information for Affirmative Action Programs. Baton Rouge, 
La . 19 8 0 : 1 7 , 18 , 3 2 , 3 3 . 

Note: "Minority data pertain primarily to members of 
the Negro race, since there are only approximately 13,000 
'other' individuals in this state" (p. 14 of source). 

It is of interest in table 4 that about the same per-

centage of Blacks are in professional positions as there 

are working as laborers. A contrast, however, is evident 

when the two races are compared--twice as many whites as 



Blacks are professionals, and three times as many Blacks 

as whites are in service jobs. The greatest similarity 

lies in the middle-range jobs such as for blue-collar 
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workers and operatives. With such a discrepancy in occupa-

tional distribution, it is easy to understand the differ-

ences in income distribution. Table 5 compares the median 

family income of the two races. 

TABLE 5. Median Family Income for Two Louisiana 
Parishes, 1980 

Iberia 

White $20,990 

Black 12,220 

Black median as percentage 
of white median income 58% 

St. Mary 

$22,685 

12,357 

54% 

SOURCE: U.S. Bureau of the Census, CP 1980, General 
Social and Economic Characteristics, 1983, Part 20:457, 466. 

Agricultural data are also relevant to this research 

since all the respondents at one time worked in the cane 

fields and supported their families as hired laborers. 

Table 6 shows the changes in the pattern of farm holdings 

in the two parishes over a sixty-three-year period. 



TABLE 6. Changes in Number and Size of Farms in Two 
Louisiana Parishes, 1910-1974 
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Iberia St. Mary 

1910, number of farms 1704 680 
Average acreage 100 292 

1974, number of farms 401 148 
Average acreage 274 797 

SOURCES: U.S. Bureau of the Census, 1910 Census of 
Agriculture, 1913, 6: 680, 682; County and City Data Book, 
1977:600. 

As in the case with the United States at large, farms in 

the two parishes have become larger and fewer in number. 

It will be noted, however, that the farms are smaller and 

more numerous in Iberia Parish than in St. Mary where large 

scale farms and corporate plantations predominate. The 

importance of sugar cane in the two parishes is shown in 

table 7. While both parishes have some variety in agri-

cultural products, sugar cane is the main crop in both. 

The importance of cane is greater in St. Mary Parish than 

in Iberia, even though there are fewer producers. From 

tables 6 and 7 it is obvious that St. Mary Parish has a 

higher "plantation factor," i.e., larger and fewer farms 

and a greater reliance on a single crop than the neigh-

boring parish of Iberia. 



TABLE 7. Indicators of the Economic Importance of Sugar 
Cane in Two Louisiana Parishes, 1979 

Iberia St. Mary 

Acreage in cane 37,300 40,500 

Number of producers 151 84 

Gross farm value of 
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sugar cane $22,156,206 $22,504,314 

Sugar cane as percentage 
of total gross farm value 73% 84% 

SOURCES: Louisiana State University, Department of 
Agricultural Economics Report #571, July 1980:23; Coopera
tive Extension Services, Louisiana Summary, Agriculture and 
Natural Resources 1981; 62, 122. 

Another agricultural development that is of interest is 

the change in the percentage of Blacks who operate farms, 

as is shown in table 8. During the fifty-nine years of 

this comparison period, the percentage of Black farmers 

in the two parishes has decreased by an average of 50 per

cent. The trend has been the loss of Black-owned farms as 

Black people became hired hands on white-owned farms. 



TABLE 8. Changes in Racial Background of Farmers in Two 
Louisiana Parishes, 1910-1969 
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Iberia St. Mary 

Black farmers as percentage 
of total farmers, 1910 

Black farm operators as 
percentage of total, 1969 

32% 

14% 

32% 

19% 

' 

SOURCES: U.S. Bureau of the Census, 1910 Census of 
Agriculture, 1913, 6:680; Public Affairs Research Council 
of Louisiana, Statistical Profile by Parish, 1973. 

Note: "Farmer" and "Farm Operator" were terms used in 
different periods of the census. 

Vital statistics are another important indicator of 

the social and economic status of a given population. 

Table 9 shows general death rates and rates of still-

births for the two-parish area. 



TABLE 9. Death rates and Stillbirths in 1979 and 1980 in 
Two Louisiana Parishes 
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Iberia St. Mary 

Deaths per 1,000 population 

White 

Non-white 

Stillbirths per 1, 0 0 0 live births 

White 

Non-white 

8.0 

9.5 

8.5 

17.4 

6.8 

9.9 

11.1 

14.2 

SOURCES: Louisiana Statistical Abstracts, 1980:32, 33; 
Louisiana Department of Health and Human Resources, Office 
of Public Health Statistics, Vital Statistics Provisional 
Report 1980, Table "Stillbirths." 

In conclusion, these statistical data provide back-

ground information on the environment of the families 

studied. No cause and effect relationships are implied, 

thus avoiding the ecological error, but a "macro" view 

provides some idea of the odds that individuals and : .. ,, 

families face by being Black in South Louisiana. 

Review of Literature 

While an overview of the research setting can be 

limited to the data from a two-parish area, the review of 

literature, on the other hand, reaches into several fields, 

and inclusion must be selective rather than exhaustive. 
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The separate topics germane to this research are those of 

plantations and paternalism, the Black family, housing, and 

works particular to the region, i.e., conditions of Black, 

sugar cane workers in South Louisiana. This latter topic 

will be first in this review. 

Conditions of sugar cane 
workers in Louisiana 

While there has been no previous study of the exact 

nature of the present research, some books are, neverthe-

less, pertinent. The first is The Sugar Cane Farm: A 

Social Study of Labor and Tenancy. This slender volume by 

Harold Hoffsommer was published in 1940 by Louisiana State 

University and the Agricultural Extension Service. Because 

of the nature of the data and the fact that the work pre-

dates racial integration, it is useful only for comparative 

purposes. Two general changes have occurred since its 

publication: more workers have left the plantations, and 

growers have improved the living conditions of the workers 

in response to negative publicity, especially that coming 

from the Southern Mutual Help Association (SMHA). A more 

recent work is Green Fields, Two Hundred Years ofLouisiana 

Sugar (Center for Louisiana Studies, 1980). This book does 

not deal with the field workers, per se, but does provide 

valuable information on the cultivation of sugar cane, its 

processing, and marketing. The essays in the book were 
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written by eight Louisianans who are experts on some phase 

of the sugar industry; photographs from an exhibit illus

trating these essays a_~e included. The omission of the topic 

of i.:laborers was not accidental and it is acknowledged that 

11 The enormously complex question of agricultural workers 

has yet to be studied with detachment and impartial-

ity .•• " (Center for Louisiana Studies, 1980:viii). 

Labor, Church, and the Sugar Establishment (1980) by 

historian Thomas Becnel is a well-documented account of the 

origin of the field workers' strike in 1953. This incident 

involved twelve hundred.Black and white workers in a month

long strike during harvest time; it was not successful, but 

considering the times, it was extraordinary that it was 

attempted at all. This book does not deal with the living 

conditions of the workers and the scene of the strike was 

in the Lafourche, or eastern section of the cane parishes. 

The locale of the present research is the Teche, which is 

an adjacent region. 

The most recent book on the plight of the cane workers 

is by a journalist, Patsy Sims, who gathered material in 

1972 when she was a reporter for the States-Item newspaper 

in New Orleans. Cleveland Benjamin's Dead (1981) contains 

material from the original articles as well as updated 

information. It takes its title from the accidental death 

of a Black farm worker. This book focuses on the poverty 



of the workers but does not examine the saga of those who 

left the plantation via home construction. 
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Some pertinent unpublished background material has also 

appeared, the first being "A Survey of Sugar Cane Farm 

Workers 1973-1974 made for the Southern Mutual Help 

Association" (Dickinson, 19 7 4) . The chief investigator, 

who was on the faculty of the University of Southwestern 

Louisiana, did a survey of ten parishes with a sample of 

eighty-eight families living on plantations. Among the 

findings were the facts that a typical worker was forty

four years old and had been on the farm more than twenty 

years; 93 percent of the workers' parents had also lived on 

plantations. The average income for a family of six (with 

wives working part time) was $3,116 in 1973. Families 

spent 63 percent of their income on food; yet their nutri

tion and health were below normal. A more recent study by 

Rothschild addressed the subject of occupational hazard: 

"Increased Risk for Lung Cancer Mortality Associated with 

Sugar Cane Farming" (1982). Results suggested that the 

burning of cane stalks may release substances used in cul

tivation that become carcinogenic when airborne. The 

author also referred to the increased susceptibility of low-

income persons to cancer. 

A study sponsored by the Chambers of Commerce of the 

two parishes was conducted by the Gulf States Research 
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Institute and entitled "A Wage and Employment Conditions 

Survey of Sugar Cane Farms in Iberia and St. Mary Parishes 

in 1979." The sample frame was the 238 farmers in the 

region who were interviewed about their employees' pay and 

benefits. Although the report is ambiguous in the presen

tation of findings, it does state that the average hourly 

wage in 1979 was $3.42, above the minimum wage at that 

time. Average annual wages for permanent employees was 

$5,881 (below the average worker's income), and more than 

42 percent of the permanent employees had apparently been 

with the farmer/employer more than ten years. 

A monograph "Les Gras Te Mange Les Petits? Black 

Creoles and the shift from agriculture in St. Martin Parish, 

Louisiana" is one of the working papers of the Projet 

Louisiane (Maguire, 1978) published by McGill University, 

Montreal. The investigator traces the changes that the 

labor shortage and mechanization have brought to Black, 

French-speaking farmers and laborers in St. Martin Parish, 

which is adjacent to Iberia Parish. "The big ones have 

eaten the small ones" describes the relations between the 

large landowners and the humble Blacks who work the land 

for shares or wages. This work touches on the home owner

ship by Blacks who left the land to work in factories, but 

the long term prediction for these .. little ones" is not 
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optimistic as they become subject to power brokers of a new 

king, i.e., the corporations (Maguire, 1978:21). 

Newspaper articles on the condition of cane workers, 

some of which have been in the national press, have been 

numerous over the past decade. Two such expose series were 

those by Gaines in The Baltimore Sun (July 1981) and Edmonds 

in The National Catholic Reporter (June-July 1979). These 

reports, while not scholarly research, did include photo

graphs and interviews with plantation residents. This type 

of reporting has had two results: providing national 

coverage for a rather unknown situation, and raising the 

ire of the sugar establishment bec~use of criticism of 

their labor relations. Further comments on the latter 

result will appear later in this chapter. 

Plantations and paternalism 

The reason for studying the inseparable topics of plan

tations and paternalism has been explained by Dubois 

( 1978:36) : "We can only understand the present by con

tinually referring to the past." While the first works 

to be mentioned are chiefly historical, some distinctions 

should be made to avoid a distorted impression of the 

situation at the present time. There were differences 

between masters during the time of slavery, just as there 

are differences between employers today. The emphasis of 



28 

this research has not been on the benevolence of the plan

tation owner or company, but on a system that may give 

"free" housing while extracting payment in the form of 

inter-generational poverty. Today the terms "farm" and 

"plantation" may be used interchangeably, and the latter 

term is often understood as obsolete. A resident worker 

will say "I live on Oxford" or "Sterling" but will usually 

not attach the word "plantation." The term plantation does 

have some use today, such as in telephone directories or by 

the plantation corporation. The main point is that the old 

plantation is predecessor of the modern large-scale farm, 

and the social organization and ethos survive in some degree 

wherever there are resident laborers. 

Two works on paternalism give a theoretical background 

for labor relations. The first by van den Berghe, Race and 

Racism (1967) presents two evolutionary models of race 

relations based on a competitive or a paternalistic process. 

The second work is "Paternalism" by Bennett in the Iriter

national Encyclopedia of Social Sciences (1968). Several 

classic works describe the plantation system of the South 

and the culture associated with it. Life and Labor in the 

Old South by Phillips (1929), while somewhat racist in 

tone, does contain astute observations and understanding of 

both master and slave. Phillips describes the isolation 

and autonomy of the plantation and likens it to a parish, a 



school,· and a pageant (1929:198). Sugar Country: The 

Sugar Cane Industry in the South 1753-1950 {Sitterson, 

1953) includes information about sugar cane in Texas and 

Florida as well as in Louisiana. A closer look at the 

social life on the plantation is contained in Roland's 
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Louisiana Sugar Cane Plantations during the American Civil 

War {1957). Roland {1957:12) describes the paternalistic 

arrangements prevalent at that time. 

The large plantations played a role not far 
removed from that of the present welfare state. 
On some places Negro infants were born under the 
care of the plantation doctor and throughout life 
had access to a hospital located near the quarter. 
Day nurseries might provide for young children 
during working hours, while the mother was at her 
appointed tasks, with specified times set aside 
for suckling. The usual plan for the slave 
hospital was that the proprietor engaged a 
physician on contract to make periodic visits to 
the plantation. 

Down Among the Sugar Cane {Butler, 1980) describes the 

railroad system of the plantations as well as the self-

contained society of the institution. Small, owner-operated 

farms have always been the counterpoint to the plantation 

mode of agriculture, and the relationship of these forms of 

agriculture to political trends is explored in Political 

Tendencies in Louisiana (Howard, 1974). A doctoral disser-

tation, Sugar Plantation Settlements of Southern Louisiana 

(Rehder, 1971) deals with the morphology of the old plan

tations. A recognized expert on plantations worldwide is 
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Edgar Thompson, who was born and raised on a South Carolina 

cotton plantation. Plantat~on Societies: Race Relations 

and the South (1975) is a collection of Thompson's essays 

that includes the geography, psychology, history, and

sociology of plantation life. W.E.B. DuBois first used the 

term "shadow of the plantation" which evokes the power of 

this institution. Sociology and the Black Community was 

originally written in the early twentieth century but still 

has relevance today. 

The shadows of the plantation which linger in 
both the opportunity structure of the wider 
society and the capabilities of the Negro people 
are most glaringly reflected in family income 
(DuBois, 1978:89). 

In the 1930s and 1940s a group of community studies 

focused on cotton plantations and the market towns nearby. 

These studies also concentrated on Black family life, and 

it is impossible to find a real demarcation between Black 

family and community. Shadow of the Plantation (Johnson, 

1934), with the site of the study Macon County, Georgia, 

was the first in this series. The book captures the narrow 

limits of Black freedom. 

Year after year these families [of tenant 
farmers] continue to live and move about within 
the county, but rarely leaving it. T~e tenant 
turnover is high. Their one outstand~ng means 
of asserting freedom is this mobility, although 
within an extremely narrow range. Planters can 
never tell which of their tenants will be with 
them from the following year, but on one thing 
they can be fairly certain--that they will not 



leave the county and in time, will rotate of their 
own choice to the point of beginning (Johnson, 
1934:25). 
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Dollard, in Caste and Class in A Southern Town (1937) did a 

community study of a small town in Mississippi and of the 

surrounding cotton plantations. One of his methods was the 

use of individual life histories to depict the impact of 

racism and inequality on the individual. 

Anthropologists were also active in the South in the 

1930s. Powdermaker's After Freedom (1939) was the result 

of a year of fieldwork in Mississippi. She focused on the 

crucial role of children in the family, a force which she 

found cemented the Black family much more than the white 

family. Deep South (Davis, Davis and Gardner, 1941) was 

the work of a team of anthropologists under the direction 

of W. Lloyd Warner. Again, a small community and the sur

rounding cotton plantations were studied. The authors 

summarize features of the plantation system that existed 

in attenuated form in the 1940s. 

The primary sources of control in adapting the 
colored tenant to the plantation system lie out
side the colored society. They are excercised 
through 1) the economic subordination ~nd 2) the 
caste subordination of the tenant to h~s landlord. 
The major effects of these controls . . . are 
1) that they keep the tenant dependent on his land
lord for food and end by making such dependence a 
habit and 2) that they accustom the colored 
tenant to the acceptance of the dominance of this 
white landlord through the system of a) intimida
tion and b) legal subordination (Davis, Davis, and 
Gardner, 1941:401). 
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Finally, Working Lives: The Southern Exposure History of 

Labor in the South (Miller, 1974) includes autobiographical 

statements from both agricultural and factory workers, 

white and Black, men and women. Together with the author's 

introduction, this material gives a feel for the worker's 

struggles in a paternalistic system. 

The Black family 

In selecting works for this section there is a problem 

of dearth and abundance. The dearth is of recent litera

ture on Black rural families; the abundance includes Black 

families and urban migration, the extended Black family, 

and the theoretical debate of pathology versus health. The 

problem of differing theories of famili~s is outlined by 

.Mathis (1978). One perspective is that the Black family 

has suffered from slavery or from its own inclination to 

pathology. An opposing view is that the Black family is 

influenced by an independent tradition of African culture 

which has survived despite the dominant white society. The 

first approach includes such diverse thinkers as Frazier 

1939, 1966), Moynihan (1965), and Bernard (1966). The 

"Africana" school is represented by Herskovits (1966), Young 

(1970), and others. These latter writers believe that 

African cultural traits survived in the American Black 

family despite slavery. A diagrammatic representation of 

the two schools is given by Peters (1978:657). 
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Other studies have stressed the unique experience and 

strengths of the Black family in a racist, unequal society. 

Hill (1972) in The Strength of Black Families focuses on 

certain positive aspects of Black family life: strong feel

ings of kinship, adaptability to different family roles, 

religious orientation, high achievement motivation, and 

positive work attitudes. The extended Black family as a 

positive force is studied by several writers. Gutman 

(1976) presents evidence for the stability and endurance of 

Black families in the face of continuing disorganizing 

forces. Shimkin, et al., in their study of Holmes County, 

Mississippi, saw the extended Black family as a basic rural 

institution (1978). Aschenbrenner in Lifelines (1975) 

captures the social drama as individuals from the South 

move to Chicago and use the network of kinship there. 

Manns (1981) examines the support given by "significant 

others" in Black families. Jenkins (1976) studied twenty

five families of different social classes in an anthropo

logical investigation, River Road: A Rural Black Community 

in Southeastern Louisiana. The author found the strength 

of the families in their flexibility, especially the manner 

in which older siblings helped with the raising of younger 

children. 

The role of Black males is studied in a variety of works 

on Black families in metropolitan areas. For example, 
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Scanzoni (1971) and TenHouten (1970) found that Black men 

are responsible and active as husbands and fathers. 

Cazenave (1981) studied Black men using Merton's theory of 

anomie and proposed several types of Black men categorized 

according to their reactions to the demands of white 

society. These studies are useful comparisons of Black men 

in a rural setting, while other studies deal with Black 

urban males , for example, Tally's Corner (Lie bow, 19 6 7) and 

Soulside (Hannerz, 1969). The final reference in this sec-

tion is that of an anthropologist who observed children and 

family life in Vacherie, a small Louisiana town on the 

Mississippi River. Them Children (Ward, 1971) shows how 

Black people collectively care for children and how secure 

and independent the children are in their family setting. 

School brings an environment "not so much unpleasant as 

unnatural" (Ward, 1971:91). Clearly, it is not a distinct 

culture that is harmful to the Blacks, but rather, white 

discrimination. 

The most damaging form of discrimination is 
economic. The job situation for laborers--low 
pay difficult or dangerous work, rampant patern
ali~m, and seasonal unemployment--duplicates in 
this sugarcane producing area the same facts so 
well documented for the cotton producing areas of 
the south. It is still easier for poor rural 
whites to leave the two-room shotgun style house 
and other realities of poverty behind them than 
it is for the Black family. Further--those who 
do leave the country fare little better in the 
crowded city (Ward, 1971:12). 
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Housing 

It was the construction of homes that precipitated the 

topic of this research; therefore, background material on 

housing has a particular importance. There are, however, 

limitations as to what is available on this topic. Most of 

the material concerns urban housing, and the specific form 

of housing of concern here, mutual self-help, is in a class 

by itself with sparse literature available. The two studies 

dealing with the topic of self-help housing (SHH) are in un

published form. McMinn (1974) wrote a dissertation on the 

subject and Colburn (1978) studied the technical assistance 

grant program of the Farmers' Home Administration (FmHA). 

Colburn defined self-help housing programs as 

• programs under the direction of an estab
lished organization. It usually involves a 
Federal agency, state or local agency or a non
profit organization. The organization provides 
technical and supervisory assistance to indi
vidual families or groups of families interested 
in obtaining housing through the use of the 
families' own labor and resources (1978:19). 

Reports on self-help projects and the technical assistance 

required for them are the work of Rural America, a national 

organization that works for the welfare of rural people. 

Two of their recent reports are ( 1) "Mutual Self-Help 

Housing, a report on the Farmers Home Administration's 

Section 523 Self-Help Technical Assistance Grant Program" 

(1982) and (2) "National Survey of the Self-Help Housing 
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Program, 1980 for the Farmers Home Administration (Burton, 

1982). 

Besides the government loan program for self-help hous

ing, voluntary organizations are also engaged in coopera

tive building for poor families. Koinoia Partners and its 

offshoot, Habitat for Humanity, both located in Americus, 

Georgia, direct the efforts of volunteers who build homes 

for poor families. These homes are then sold at cost and 

the mortgage is interest free. While this is not mutual 

self-help it does provide an alternative way to home owner-. 

ship. Love in the Mortar Joints (Fuller, 1981) is the 

account of home construction in the United States and 

Zaire, Africa. 

Since the home construction project of this research 

was made possible by a Federally guaranteed loan, some works 

on public housing policy are ·relevant and will be reviewed 

briefly. Phares (1977) points out that until 1965 public 

housing in the u.s. meant publicly owned housing. Brede

meier (1980) traces the history of public housing and 

public policy; he shows that a crisis was always needed in 

order for funds to be set aside for public housing. For 

example, the draft riot in New York during the Civil War 

and the Depression. Aaron, in Shelter and Subsidies: Who 

Benefits from Federal Housing Projects (1972), gives an 

account of the main housing acts, and includes a sketch of 
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the Farmers Home Administration which was originally called 

the Farmers' Security Administration. 

Because the present research concerns the efforts of 

poor Blacks to own their own home (including the ground on 

which it is located), it is of interest to trace the first 

attempt by the Federal Government to give land to the newly 

emancipated slaves. Oubre, in Forty Acres and a Mule (1978), 

tells of the chaos all over the South as Union armies 

occupied the countryside. Slaves would flee to Union lines 

and were given protection, even before the Emancipation 

Proclamation, because they were considered confiscated 

property of the enemy. Later, when freedmen came in great 

numbers to military camps, the commanders had to devise 

ways of making the Blacks self-supporting. The only work 

available to these rural exslaves was agricultural. The 

freedmen, then, were sent back to work on the plantations 

for a set wage: General Butler's scale in 1862 in 

Louisiana was $10 per month for men, with $3 of this to be 

paid in clothing; $7 a month for women, and for children 

between 10-16 years, $5 per month (Oubre, 1978:11). The 

Federal Government established the Freedmen's Bureau to 

help the freed slaves in various ways, one plan being to 

settle them in colonies of small farms. Public lands, 

including abandoned plantations, were available if men would 

sign up and occupy the land. But the organization was 



38 

poorly funded and managed and there were cases of disputed 

titles; one man, for example, worked his land for two years 

and was then evicted. Besides the administrative errors, 

there was the enduring hostility of the upper-class whites 

who were opposed to land distribution and few Blacks got 

their "forty acres." 

To appreciate the achievement of home ownership, it is 

·necessary to look first at some general concepts such as 

quality of life and housing satisfaction. Edwards (1978) 

sees the type of housing a family has as related to the 

quality of life experienced when measured by physical 

health, mental health, aggression, spousal relations, (}l' 

social involvements, and environmental q~ality (quoted in 

Sociological Abstracts 26, 1978). Chilman (1978), on the 

other hand, challenged the assumptions that are often 

associated with housing, " •.. family instability, feel

ings of alienation and depersonalization have their origins 

in many features of society, not just those of the immedi

ate community" (Chilman, 1978:108). 

Winter (1978:151) describes how families evaluate 

housing. 

The specific process . . . of sa~isfa7tion 
development involves three.step~. F1rst 1s the 
comparison of current hous1ng w1th the ~orms. 
Next there is the assessment of constra1nts 
that might prevent change if there are deficits 
present. Third is the developme~t of prefer
ences for possible improved hous1ng. 



Because this research is about people in a rural set

ting, the study of Ladewig and McCann is especially 
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relevant; "Community Satisfaction: Theory and Measurement .. 

(1980) surveyed 1, 800 rural residents in eight Southern 

states. The authors were concerned with a causal theory 

of satisfaction and discovered that satisfaction is subjec

tive and therefore a transitory matter (116). Human beings 

get habituated to circumstances and thus their perception 

of their environment is different. The authors also refer 

to an increased awareness that enables people to make 

better choices, 

..• the availability of communication contacts 
to enhance one's cognitive st.ructure of the larger 
social system. It is assumed that the greater the 
linkage of communication sources, the more knowl
edge the individual would have in developing his 
effectiveness to control outcomes in future 
relationships (Ladewig and McCann, 1980:128). 

This review of literature has given some indication 

of the disparate fields that are involved in the present 

research; their mutual influences will become apparent as 

the study is described. The next subject to be discussed 

will be the research methods utilized. 

Research Methods 

In this section some of the constraints of the research, 

which in turn limited some of the data that became avail-

able, will be discussed. This will be followed by 



40 

discussion of sampling, data gathering, data analysis, and 

a note on terminology. 

Constraints 

The main constraint I personally felt when visiting 

plantations was a fear that I would be told to leave. The 

plantations are private property, and the worker who 

receives free housing is in a different relationship to his 

house than a renter whose work is separated from his time 

at home. A plantation owner, or a manager for a corpora

tion, is more likely to take note of and to question a 

visitor to the "quarters" who is white and who lacks any 

apparent commercial motive such as a vendor would have. I 

perceived management as likely to become suspicious of some

one who observes and studies life on a plantation; there

fore, I presented myself in as unobtrusive a manner as 

possible. Management's defensiveness, either real or 

imputed, arises from the unfavorable publicity the sugar 

cane industry has received over the past decade. The open 

advocacy of SMHA, the journalistic exposes of life on 

plantations, and the Sixty Minutes television program 

(C.B.S., December 31, 1978) featuring the worst aspects of 

the system, all drew the ire of the sugar establishment. 

The net result is that systematic research among planta

tion people is all but impossible. During my data gather

ing I was asked by various white persons encountered on the 
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plantation the following questions: "Where are you from?", 

"Who are you with?", and "What do you want?" While these 

questions did not deter my speaking to Black people, they 

did warn me· against speaking with the white personnel lest 

they curtail any further contacts with their workers. Thus 

I had to forego the "view from the top," but I did observe 

accounts of personal experiences by those most affected by 

work in the cane field. 

Sampling 

This study is a description of two groups of families, 

those who formerly lived on plantations and constructed 

their own homes, the builders, and families still on plan-

tations. The latter group is not a true control but serves 

as a reflection of the builders' background and starting 

point. The builders constructed forty-four homes in two 

towns, and while all of these people were of low income, 

not all had lived on the plantation immediately before home 

construction • Preliminary interviews with each family 

revealed that three of the families purchased the homes 

from the original builders; nine of the families were of 

non-farm background or had intermediate housing and working 

experience before horne construction. The 3 2 remaining 

families were the universe, rather than the sample, of home 

builders. one of the builders refused to take part in the 

study for reasons similar to those mentioned under 
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constraints. The man was still employed on a plantation 

and did not want his boss to learn that he had talked with 

me. Truly, the "shadow of the plantation" is a long shadow. 

Subsequent references to builder families will refer to the 

thirty-one who did participate in the research and who w~re 

interviewed at least once in their self-built home. 

The plantation families, on the other hand, were not so 

much categorized as recruited. Beginning with two families 

known to me from previous work in the area, I met eleven 

additional families who answered the interview questions. 

Six of these were recommended by the original families and 

the other five were met by knocking on doors. The fact 

that the vast majority of the families cooperated in the 

study (there was one refusal) belied the opinion that the 

people are afraid to talk about their life on the planta

tion, although the number is too small to make a generali

zation. The casual, rather than random, nature of these 

contacts also preclude a representative sample of planta

tion families. Thus the data from the plantation families 

are presented at face value with no more ambitious claim. 

In summary, thirty-one families met the qualification 

of builders with farm background and a convenience sample of 

thirteen plantation families form the core of.this study. 

The term "family" is used throughout the research in speak

ing of interviews, although usually only the husband or 
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wife was interviewed, not the assembled family. Twenty 

builder women and eleven men were interviewed, and eleven 

of the Plantation women and two men were interviewed. 

Besides the main interview with either man or woman, some 

interviews were joint, ten builder couples and seven plan

tation couples were seen together. Some of the joint 

interviews were fortuitous; others were arranged in order 

to learn more of the man's view of his work. The questions 

asked concerned family history and function and the 

responses of one spouse only did not limit the scope of the 

information. The use of the word "family" is especially 

relevant to the builders since the houses were constructed 

by parents, children over sixteen, and any available and 

willing relatives, making it truly a family function. 

Data gathering 

The main tool of the data gathering was an interview 

schedule covering several aspects of family life, work, and 

the use of leisure time (Appendix). During the interviews, 

observations were made of family members and their inter

action. The responses to the interview questions varied 

with the objective realities as well as the verbal ability 

and communicative willingness of the respondents. Some of 

the people gave evidence of expressive talent bordering on 

eloquence, while others seemed noncommittal and gave brief 

answers. It took repeated efforts to find some of the 
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adults at home for the interviews since they were at work 

for long hours during the busy time of the cane cycle. 

Some of the interviews were conducted in two stages, and a 

few were left incomplete because the respondent was not to 

be found at home at a later date. Two of the builders 

died during the course of the research, although I had 

partially interviewed both before their deaths~ These in

complete interviews are the cause of some discrepancy in 

descriptive statistics throughout the work; all the plan

tation interviews were completed. 

Besides the interviews, whenever possible the author 

engaged in spontaneous conversations with both the research 

families and others on the plantation. Some twenty visits 

to five plantations were made to talk with people and to 

observe their daily life. Often on a Sunday afternoon I 

sat under the Chinaberry tree at one plantation to "catch 

the breeze" and listen to people talk. While this practice 

concentrated on one plantation only, I felt it a better use 

of time to become known and accepted at one site rather 

than scatter efforts. Another factor in gravitating to 

"Chinaberry Plaza" was the fact that it was the only central 

gathering place that I had discovered where people would 

come and go and where I was accepted as a temporary part 

of the scenery. 
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Standard fieldwork approaches such as observation and 

participation were also used. One one occasion "fieldwork" 

was literally that as I worked with the women who were 

planting cane. I also was present at a hog butchering on 

one plantation and attended several church services, 

including a funeral. Available data were utilized such as 

court records, newspaper files, and library research as 

well as census data. Interviews were conducted with per

sons from organizations that concerned the building project 

such as SMHA and FmHA. Another part of data collection 

involved living in a community where sugar is king, and in 

speaking daily with people knowledgeable about plantations 

and the families who left them. 

Data analysis 

Since this study did not test any hypotheses, the sta

tistics used are descriptive, resulting from interviews or 

other available data sources. The format of the chapters 

is a presentation of the interview material followed and 

supplemented by other sources on the topic. 

Terminology 

Some of the terms used in sugar cane literature are 

roughly synonymous put need explication. 

Farm/plantation. In one sense a plantation is a large

scale farm; the nuances and history of the term and 
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institution of the plantation will be explored in the next 

chapter. Today, the term, planter, is not used, but plan

tation is. The grower or producer of sugar cane is called 

a farmer, regardless of the size of the operation. A farm 

operator is responsible for profit or loss although he may 

not be the owner of the land. A plantation manager is a 

salaried individual working for the plantation company. 

Mill/factory. These two words refer to the same thing, 

just as did the older expression "sugar house." The mill 

produces raw sugar which is then sent to a refinery to make 

table-grade sugar. Mills operate only when cane is being 

processed and are closed the rest of the year except for 

repairs and improvements. 

Grinding/harvesting. The more commonly used term is 

grinding which implies harvesting or ·cutting of cane. 

After the cane is cut it must be processed soon or the 

sucrose content will drop, thus devaluing the crop. During 

grinding season, cane is cut only during the day, but the 

grinding goes on for twenty-four hours at the mill. 

A final comment concerns proper names used in the quo

tations from field notes. All names of persons and places 

in direct quotations are fictitious. There is no "Callie 

Mae," nor Beaumont or Cedarcrest Plantation. The town of 

Bayonne exists only in the novel by Gaines, The 



Autobiography of Miss Jane Pittman, and seemed an appro

priate substitute for a real town. 

Research Questions 
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In a descriptive study questions are answered "more or 

less" with some omission·s and some elaborations. The in-

tent of this research has been to describe and compare two 

groups of families in South Louisiana. One group, the 

builders, has a position perhaps unique in rural sociology, 

and in telling their story it was necessary to recount the 

story of what they left behind, the plantation. This 

research has attempted to answer three general questions: 

1. What is life like for Black people on a sugar 
cane plantation in Louisiana in the 1980s? 

2. How and why did some of the families leave the 
plantation to build their own homes? 

3. Wha;t. changes have taken place in the lives of 
those who left? 

As a research guide in investigating specific areas of 

everyday life the model followed is that of the Lynds in 

their classic work, Middletown (1929). This study is com-

prehensive and touches every important aspect of the people 

and the place where they live. Some adaptations were 

necessary because of the time limitations of this research, 

but the main topics, used by the Lynds and which organized 

this research, are as follows: 



Work--How do people· get a living? What are the 

hazards and satisfactions they experience in 

their work? What work will their children do? 

Family--What are some of the details regarding 

how people meet each other, make a home, raise 

children, and educate them for the larger society? 

What are the generational ties and support systems 

outside the family? 

Leisure and social life--What do people do in 

their free time? What part does organized 

religion play in their lives? Do they partici

pate in politics and other social activities? 

For the builders, an additional query was necessary: 

How did they make the decision to build? What 

changes has this brought to their lives? 
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A chapter will be devoted to each of these topics; 

these chapters, however, follow another necessary prelimi

nary, some discussion of Louisiana plantations and the 

mentality they have fostered. 



CHAPTER II 

PLANTATIONS 

The plantation as an institution, like every 
other institution, tends to pass into, and be
come part of, the personal life of its individual 
members. It becomes a state of mind. As a state 
of mind, a dependent feudal attitude and a pat
tern of race relations, the pla.ntation may live 
on apart from its physical structure a long time 
after its legal and constitutional foundations 
have been radically changed (Thompson, 1975:10). 

While the forty-four families are the human center of 

interest in this research, it is the plantation as an 

institution that is the larger theme and provides.the back-

ground. In order to establish this reality it is necessary 

to define plantation systems in general and to understand 

their function and development. Second, specific to this 

work, it is necessary to have some knowledge of Louisiana 

sugar cane plantations and industry. Finally, the planta-

tion is examined as a form of paternalism vis-a-vis its 

Black laborers • 

Definition and Development 

A plantation is a social and economic organization of 

agriculture which combines the production of one staple 

crop for sale with a relatively large number of unskilled, 

cheap laborers whose activities are closely supervised, 
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even controlled (Jones, 1968:155). Thompson traces the 

development of the plantation from the sixteenth century 

when European countries expanded into the New World. A 

plantation, according to Thompson is 

1) a settlement institution. It spreads and 
arranges a new population over territory, his
torically a frontier territory; 

2) an economic institution, an industrial dynamic 
exercised through agricultural rather than 
through manufacturing production •.. 

3) a political institution ..• a miniature state 
or a sub-multiple of a larger state; 

4) a cultural institution • in time it 
achieves a distinctive way of life (1975:33-37). 
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The "way of life" achieved by the plantation system is 

the best known aspect of plantations today--elegant man~; 

sions witness to the wealth, hospitality, and graciousness 

of the planters. However, the most important aspect of 

these old, as well as contemporary, plantations was (is) 

economic: "the primary purpose of the plantation was 

profit" (Howard, 1974:xxviii). Sugar (or cotton) and 

slavery were the inseparable elements in exploiting the 

land in an individualistic, acquisitive way (Degler, 

1970:14). 

The evolution of the plantation in America is traced by 

Gray (1933:341) from the earliest colonization companies to 

the individual entrepreneur. The early companies were 

quasi governmental agencies that were assigned land, or con

cessions, and which were funded by the nobility with the 
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purpose of claiming and settling the territory for a nation 

state. These early attempts were not successful because 

the cost of beginning colonization was so great. An inter

mediate type of plantation in Virginia and Louisiana was 

that sponsored by associations of capitalists, but these 

ventures also failed because of high costs and mismanage

ment. Finally, the individual planter emerged and was suc

cessful for several reasons: he obtained land rather 

cheaply and benefited from the improvements already made by 

the "companies"; he had some experience in the new environ

ment, and his costs were not as high as for those who 

originated colonization; and with the development of com

merce he had a market for his crop and available credit. 

In Louisiana, a further impetus was the purchase of the 

territory in 1803 by the United States and the subsequent 

flourishing of the slave trade. 

Some features of early plantations were their isolation, 

use of subordinated labor, their autonomy, and their connec

tion with the larger world beyond. The geographical isola

tion of the plantation is an obvious function of its <, 

location in a rural, developing region. Also the vastness 

of the holdings separated the human inhabitants from their 

nearest neighbors. This situation made hospitality a chief 

recreation of the masters and served to keep the slaves 

ignorant of the world beyond. 
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The need for subordinated workers was related to the 

remoteness of the plantation and the· kind of labor required. 

No one would willingly go to an isolated place and toil for 

another person's gain. In the early days of plantation 

agriculture, before mechanization, there was need for large 

numbers of workers or "hands." These had to be docile 

people whose efforts were coordinated in a vast and effi

cient enterprise. Finally, the labor had also to be cheap, 

otherwise there would be no profit from the land. 

The autonomy of the plantation arose from the political 

need for harmony among all the inhabitants and the economic 

need for self-sufficiency. Southern plantations were like 

feudal duchies in which a few white people ruled the many 

Black people. The planter was the source of authority and 

justice, as well as the financial resource. Autonomy also 

meant that some of the slaves were trained in occupations 

such as carpentry, masonry, and smithing. Finally, it 

meant that all the needs of the slaves were met (or 

ostensibly so) on the plantation, including medical care, 

entertainment, and in some cases, religion. At the head 

this enterprise was the planter who had to be a man of 

business ability and also astute in human relations. 

of 

The ·connection of the plantation with the larger world 

was on two planes, the planter's participation in politics 



and the marketing of his crops in a national or inter

national market. 

Sugar planters were men of responsibility. 
In local government and administration they 
were comparable to the squires of Elizabethan 
England • • . personality and the rare genius 
of common sens~ were powerful elements in 
giving them their place in the community 
(Roland, 1957:6). 

The other connection of the plantation with the larger 

world was commercial. The planter of cotton, rice, or 

sugar had to market his crop whose value was influenced 

by world demand and supply. Thus the plantation was tied 
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to a larger economic scheme, although it appeared to the 

e~e of the visitor to be a self-contained society. Planta-

tions exist throughout the world today and besides sugar 

produce other staples such as rubber, bananas, and tobacco. 

A generalization about plantation agriculture concerns its 

effect on the surrounding social order: "Where plantation 

economy predominates in an area, there is a greater degree 

of social stratification" (Howard, 1974:xxviii). Certainly 

such stratification is evident in Louisiana where the plan-

tation system continues to thrive. 

Louisiana Sugar Cane and Plantations 

The sugar cane industry in Louisiana had its beginning 

in 1795 when Etienne de Bore harvested a crop of cane, 

milled it, and sold the sugar for a profit (Sitterson, 

1953:4). Before this event Louisiana planters grew indigo 
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and imported sugar and molasses. In 1791 the slave rebel

lion in the Caribbean disrupted sugar production there and 

shortly after this the indigo crop failed in Louisiana. 

The time was ripe for the planters to adopt a new stable 

crop. Gradually they turned to the tall, sweet grass plant 

that was native to the tropics. Louisiana planters faced 

the difficulties of producing this crop in a subtropical 

climate; they had to experiment with cultivation methods, 

drainage of the land, different varieties of cane, and most 

crucial of all, the best time to harvest mature cane. In 

the subtropics sugar cane does not mature naturally but 

artificially; the cool nights beginning in October arrest 

the growth and the sunny days increase the sucrose content 

which is the key to the profitability of the crop. "The 

lack of complete harmony between land and product is the 

most determinative factor in the fortune of sugar planters 

and plantations in the South" (Sitterson, 1953:12). If the 

planter begins his harvest too early, the cane is immature 

and if he waits, frosts may ruin the crop during harvest. 

The difficulties faced by the first generations of planters 

are part of the proud history of the industry in Louisiana. 

Growers today still face the challenges of insects, weeds, 

and low prices. These difficulties are important in under

standing the attitudes of growers when confronted with the 

low wages of their Black workers. Few people, as they see 
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it, realize the hardships the planters (growers) face. 

History, however, shows that the planters flourished and 

made profits enough to build magnificent homes that endure 

to the present time. 

The other agricultural tradition in Louisiana as men

tioned in chapter I, was that of the peasant proprietors, 

les petites habitantes. These Acadian (Cajun), German, and 

Spanish immigrants raised sugar cane and diversified crops. 

The planters dominated the Mississippi and the lower 

reaches of the Bayous, and the small farmers developed the 

upper bayous. The prevalence of plantations in an area was 

a rough index of the number of Black people there (Smith, 

1952:43). The Civil War had a drastic effect on both sugar 

cane and cotton plantations, not only because of the mili

tary occupation but because of the loss of slave labor. 

The "reorganization of labor" after the war gave rise to 

the sharecropper system on cotton plantations (with a 

lesser use of this on cane farms) and resident wage laborers 

on sugar cane plantations. Details of the first wages paid 

to freedmen will be given in the next chapter on work, but 

the salient fact here is that the tradition of the planta

tion continued--dependency of Black laborers on white 

planters and the concomitant stratification in social and 

economic levels. The plantation is not only a way of orga

nizing agriculture but a way of organizing human relations. 
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Paternalism 

That slavery was a ,system of social control and exploi

tation of labor is obvious; what requires elaboration is 

the paternalistic mode that slavery in the South often 

assumed, a modus vivendi to which each race adjusted. 

Paternalism refers to a type of behavior by a superior to 

an inferior, similar to that of a father to his child. It 

is a manner of acting toward a person who is weak or igno-

rant (or who is treated as if this is true). This section 

will discuss the functions of paternalism in an agricultural 

setting and will offer some illustrations of paternalistic/ 

dependent attitudes from field notes. The two main func-

tions of paternalism are 

1. The transmission of goods and services across 
gaps between generational and status levels 
[overcoming social structureal obstacles]; 

2. The provision of means and access to resources 
to persons ordinarily excluded from such means 

(Bennett, 1968:472). 

Paternalism can be manifested in domestic situations, such 

as husband and wife; professional situations, such as 

doctor and patient; racial situations with dominant and 

minority groups, and in labor, both industrial and agricul

tural. The interest of this study is that of racial and 

agricultural paternalism. Van den Berghe (1967:27) has 

described the functioning of racial paternalism: 



Race relations in a paternalistic system follow 
the master-servant model. The dominant group, often 
a small minority of less than ten percent of the 
total population, rationalizes its rule in an ideol
ogy of benevolent despotism and regards members of 
the subordinate group as childish, immature, 
irresponsible, exuberant, improvident, fun-loving, 
good humored, and happy-go-lucky; in short, as 
inferior but lovable as long as they can stay in 
"their place." In the subordinate group there is 
generally an ostensible accommodation to the 
inferior status and sometimes even an internaliza
tion of inferiority feelings expressed through 
self-deprecation. 

Roles and status are sharply defined along 
racial lines, with a rigidly ascriptive division 
of labor. 

The opposite approach in race relations, according to van 

den Berghe, is competitive relations. While neither type 
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of race relations exists in its pure form, racial paternal-

ism in the South did soften the worst aspects of slavery: 

If the planter determined the activities of his 
dependents, his slaves, or his tenants, he also 
came to assume responsibility for what he con
sidered to be their needs. Regarding the behavior 
of those under him as capricious and child-like it 
was inevitable that he should develop an attitude 
of paternalism. The Negro slave was doomed to a 
sort of perpetual childhood, a status which was 
not entirely destroyed by the Civil War. The 
planter's disposition was to treat all dependents, 
regardless of age, as children and do for them what 
they might as well have done for themselves under 
the assumption that they were more or less in
capable of managing themselves (Thompson, 1975:210). 

After slavery was legally ended, racial and labor paternal

ism were inseparable on plantations, as reported by a 

traveller in Louisiana in 1887: 

The relations between employer and employees 
on a sugar estate are unique. They are the 
nearest approach in America to a feudal system. 



Not a foot of land do the laborers own, yet their 
right to homes and labor on an estate is a sort 
of unwritten law, so binding that they are seldom 
sent away except for very serious cause. They 
regard the mules and implements of the planter as 
to some extent their own, using them to cultivate 
their gardens and to haul their fuel. In direct
ing the plantation work he [the planter] seldom 
uses any harsh words of command; talks rather in 
a rather parental fashion, asks opinions at times 
from swarthy old "uncles" who have a standing on 
the place as faithful men and experts in cane
culture; knows the strong and weak points in the 
character of every man in his employment. Indeed 
his rule is so mild that a stranger to plantation 
life wonders how the uncouth mass of black 
laborers is held together and disciplined so as 
to produce favorable industrial results (Smalley, 
1887:117). 
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The paternalistic arrangements on sugar cane plantations 

that are of interest here are those which existed during the 

lives of the adults in this study. The two most important 

artifacts of the plantation system that affected workers 

were the plantation store and free housing. The -store was 

either owned by the planter or another individual who 

operated it with his permission. The plantation store was 

functional for the workers because of their isolation and 

lack of transportation. The store also extended credit 

when workers ran out of money due to personal expenses or 

lack of work because of the weather. That some store 

keepers were genuinely interested (albeit in a paternalistic 

way) in their customers is illustrated by the following news 

item. 



Era Ends with Closing of Belleview 
Plantation Store as Owner Retires 

• • All through the years many of the planta
tion workers have been the recipients of "Mr. Paul's" 
generosity. At a time when transportation was a 
problem, and he moved up from a wagon to a panel 
truck, he drove many of them to New Orleans hospi
tals. He had to listen to troubles as well as lend 
a hand with business and financial affairs. He has 
also been known to reprimand his customers for 
spending their money on non-essentials, even when 
it meant a loss of sale for himself. But ask any
one on the plantation and they will tell you Mr. Paul 
can be trusted to account for every penny and always 
acts in their best interest. In some cases he dealt 
with three generations of plantation families. 
(Blanchard, 1976). 
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With the advent of automobiles, the plantation store became 

less needed than during the "pure" plantation era. Many of 

the stores on plantations have closed, although there were 

three operating in the region at the time of this research. 

Some of the plantation residents commented that prices were 

higher on the plantation but they appreciated the conve-

nience the store offered. During this research a compari-

son of prices for thirteen commonly used grocery items 

showed that plantation store prices were 120 percent of the 

cost in local, non-chain grocery stores. The' paternalistic 

aspect of the plantation store was that it encouraged 

indebtedness and gave no impetus for budgeting. Indeed, 

the easy credit was tantamount tb admitting that budgeting 

was impossible. The fact that some of the stores also 

served as the post office gave an added measure of surveil

lance over the workers whose mail was handled by plantation 



staff. Because the customers were drawn mainly from the 

plantation quarters, all the workers were known and 

addressed by their first names, another feature congruent 

with paternalism. 
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Free housing is the other major aspect of labor pater

nalism and is relevant for this study on horne builders who 

relinquished this benefit. Sugar cane plantations through

out the world have tended to offer housing as a perquisite 

of the job (Smith, 1978). Only in Louisiana, however, are 

the quarters of the present workers the lineal descendants 

of the slave quarters of their ancestors. "Free" housing, 

on the face of it, is payment in kind and should be con

sidered such in estimating total income. Plantation hous

ing is functional for the worker for two reasons: it 

solves his transportation problem and provides security for 

his family when they run out of money. There is a cost, 

however, to the "free" house; the family could be evicted 

if the breadwinner dies or is disabled; it also binds the 

breadwinner to the job in a kind of circular argument. The 

man needs the house because he makes too little money to 

rent one, and he has a free house because he is underpaid. 

While different policies prevail on different plantations, 

the free house is only for an active worker; a retired man 

or woman pays rent, and there is always the chance that the 

older person will be displaced by a younger man and his 
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family. This gives rise to some odd domestic arrangements. 

One family, for example, consisted of a former plantation 

worker, now old and disabled, his wife who spent all her 

time caring for him, and their adult son who worked on the 

plantation. The son paid his parents a small sum for board 

and also supported his own family who lived in town. "If 

he wouldn 't be here, we, couldn't stay, " the woman explained. 

The attitude toward living on the plantation varies among 

the people, as illustrated by these excerpts from field 

notes: 

Feeling of obligation: 

(Do you go to the clinic [for low income people] 
to see the doctor?) 

No, I don't go there, you have to wait too long. 
I go to a private doctor and pay him myself. We're 
busy now with grinding and they don't like a man to 
be away from work too long. They let me have this 
house free, so I have to help them get the harvest 
in. (Man, aged 50) 

Resentment over the security trap: 

(I was speaking with a man of 33 who had broken 
his arm while he was drunk. He would not be able 
to work for another four weeks.) 

I'm gonna rotten here! Look, we're staying in 
this house and I'm not working. I can never give 
this up. 

Anger at past dependence: 

we belonged to them. My mother didn't want it 
to look like we didn't want to work. They used to 
tell my father when to come to work, and they would 
tell us [children] when to come to work because we 
lived with our parents and didn't pay rent. At 
first we thought it was a good deal to get the free 



house,, but then we got older and we didn't want to 
work for them. My father would get mad at us, 
because the boss would throw it up to his face 
II I 

1 

You re supposed to tell your children to work." 
One man was throwed off the plantation because 
his children refused to work. It was just like 
paying rent. 
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Finally, some comment is required about the extent and 

condition of plantation houses at the time of the research, 

although more details will be given in chapter IV. In 

general, the houses of workers today are in better condi-

tion and are fewer in number than in the previous decade. 

With continuing mechanization of farm operations, fewer 

workers and houses are needed. Often when a family leaves 

the plantation, the house is torn down, or collapses of its 

own accord. Another factor is that farmers seem to have 

improved the houses of their workers, perhaps in response 

to the adverse publicity begun by SMHA. 

Certainly, the apogee of the plantation community has 

passed, and the village it once formed is less self-

contained today. A conversation with a plantation resident 

of fifty years evoked the picture of the former quarters: 

"There used to be a hundred families on this plantation. 

Now when they leave, they tear down the house. The mill 

used to be over there, and the mule barns next to it. They 

had the store by the road. Now it's all gone; it • s differ-

ent now." The remaining twenty or so houses were all 

covered with the same gray tar paper and were scattered 
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about the area with weeds growing between them. The auto

mobile and Civil Rights legislation have connected the plan

tation to the world beyond. Still, what remains of the 

quarters is a gemeinschaft settlement and people who live 

there move in familiar surroundings without the competition 

of the outside market place. To leave this security for 

independent living is not an easy step. "Some people leave 

and they can't make it so they come back, " one woman com

mented. People with little earning power may look at their 

circumstances on the plantation and conclude they cannot 

risk leaving it. Some examples follow: A man of forty-five 

who had worked all his life on the plantation said, "I want 

to leave this place but I couldn't come up the the $200 a 

month rent they want [in town]." Another man of fifty-eight 

was a skilled mechanic in the mill who earned $4.50 an hour. 

I showed him an ad in the paper for a mechanic paying $6.45 

an hour. He studied the ad, then replied, "I couldn't leave 

here unless I got $9 an hour." He had· estimated rental 

costs and knew the expense he would have to face. "Another 

thing," he said, "I'm just waiting for my pension [Social 

Security] . " 

The subjective evaluations of the plantation residents 

are objectively accurate, but incomplete. Such low income 

and poor education make it impossible for a family to 

accumulate cash necessary for a move to a rent house which 
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requires immediate costs such as utility and rent deposits. 

However, there are opportunities for poor families in the 

way of rent subsidies which may be unknown to poor people 

or viewed with fear by ·them. Leaving the plantation can 

be threatening because it brings new experiences and chal

lenges to self-reliance after the habituation toward 

"security. " 

It is evident, then, that labor relations exhibit 

examples of paternalism with different responses from the 

dependent population. Perhaps the paternalistic mode can 

be epitomized by the use of "boy," a person condemned to 

minority age status. Once I was talking with a man on a 

plantation and he referred to himself saying, "Well, this 

boy has to go home. " I corrected him, "You're not a boy, 

you're a man." "Well, they call me 'boy', so that's what 

I am," he answered, not without bitterness. 

Another example of the use of "boy" occurred in quite 

different circumstances. We were being given a tour of a 

modern sugar mill under enlightened management. Our host 

explained that the company (plantation) had a retirement 

plan and profit-sharing plan, which were very advanced for 

the sugar industry. He was justly proud of the labor 

relations and wanted us to meet some of the workers. Two 

uniformed men were passing and the manager pointed them 

out, "Look at these two boys: they're fine workers. We 
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never have to check on them. " One of the "boys" was a con-

temporary of the speaker. 

Perhaps the best summary both of conditions on the 

plantation and the workers' awareness is the words of 

Gustave Rhodes, one of the founders of SMHA and a horne-

builder himself: 

We done have some really good times together 
and we done had some rough times. I hear people 
say 'the good ol' days'! Well, the good ol' days 
was good back then but I rno' prefer these 
days. . Some of the things I like to remember, 
but the most of 'em I like to forget. When you 
livin' in a plantation house you never become a 
man, you're always a boy-man. I really believe 
that by mavin' into my own house, I'm beyond that 
boy-man. I'm a man. If something happen today, 
onlist thang I have to do is look for another job, 
an' that makes me jes' a little bit above the guy 
that's livin on the Place. Now I stand on my own 
feet. Before, when the grower use' to tell me--
sornethin, I couldn't say what I really was 
thinkin', but now I can tell him right back. I 
don't have half the money he have, but I'm jes as 
much a man as the grower are (Si~s, 1981:157). 

The preceding brief treatment of plantations, the 

sugar cane industry, and paternalism concludes this chapter 

and introductory section. While each of these topics could 

be expanded greatly, it is hoped the material will set the 

stage for the research findings that follow. 



CHAPTER III 

GETTING A LIVING: WORK 

An occupation represents much more than a set 
of skills and functions; it means a way of life. 
It provides and determines much of the environ
ment, both physical and social, in which a person 
lives; it selects out .traits that are utilized 
most frequently and strengthened; and it usually 
carries with it a status in the community and 
provides social roles and patterns for living. 
Through determining with what sorts of persons 
one spends much of one's life, a vocation mark
edly influences value judgements and ethical 
standards. Occupation and personality traits 
are intimately related (Lidz, 1976:392). 

Work, for the Black people of this study, is not only a 

way of life but makes life possible. With the exception of 

a few older persons who draw.Social Security or Supplemen-

tary Security Income (SSI), all the builders and plantation 

people who headed households worked if they were able, and 

some worked when they were not able. Even the two single 

women who received welfare for their children found seasonal 

work during planting. Since this research was conducted 

during the peak labor demand season it was often difficult 

to find men and women at home. The men usually work a 

minimum of nine hours seven days a week during the three 

months of grinding. Some of the interviews were conducted 

with the women because the men were unavailable, or some 

men were interviewed during their lunch hour just before 

66 
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the truck picked them up to return to work. Other inter

views were conducted in the evenings or in January, the 

traditional time for vacation (without pay) after grinding 

is over. 

Some of the plantation women were also away at work 

after grinding when they were absorbed into jobs in a 

nearby town, usually as maids or food handlers. The plan

tation wives who lacked employment after grinding saw this 

as a misfortune, "I've been to all the places in Franklin, 

looking for work, but everything is filled. Now I won't 

get work till next planting. 11 Many of the builder women 

had regular full- or part-time jobs. For most of the per

sons interviewed, the Protestant work ethic was alive and 

flourishing. This impression was not only from self

reports about work but from the absence of the people I 

wanted to interview. "Mama's at work.. or "He's gone to 

work" were frequent answers I received from children. 

Besides personal observations, another bit of evidence 

reinforces the idea of the hard-working person, and that is 

the reply to the survey question, "What is the most impor

tant thing you learned from your parents?" For the plan

tation people who answered this question, one third 

mentioned .. How to work. " Forty-three percent of the 

builders had a similar reply. Some of the actual answers 

were 



-Not to go begging but to work. 

-To go through the world and work and not to 
be obligated to nobody. 

--How to work and face responsibility and help 
yourself and not depend on anyone. 

-We had a father who taught us how to work on 
the farm. 
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This section will present material concerning work and 

earning a living for both plantation people and builders 

and will address the research question of how people make 

a living, describing daily work, the.hazards and satisfac-

tion of work, and the work to be (or already) taken up by 

the children. Topics included will be the background of 

capitalistic enterprise and wage labor in the sugar cane 

industry, the occupational career and income of the planta-

tion people and builders, a short history of labor rela-

tions on Louisiana plantations, the various agricultural 

operations needed for a cane crop, and a participant 

observer's report. Most important will be the words of the 

people themselves concerning this central issue in their 

lives. 

The Plantation's Capitalistic Enterprise 
and Wage Labor 

Perhaps the best way to express the capitalistic motif 

is with a quotation from a retired field worker. In our 

conversation, I questioned how cane farmers, who frequently 
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refer to the hardships of their occupation, had managed to 

become and remain wealthy. 

You never knew anybody who got rich quick and 
was honest, did you? I know how they did it. We 
would all be working out in the field for a hour 
or two then it would rain and we had to go home. 
Now that was in the days of pay by the day, from 
sun to sun. Well, if all those people worked a 
couple of hours free and they did it lots of times, 
the boss was getting rich because he didn't pay for 
their work. 

The other thing was the plantation stor~. You 
take all that labor and their families, they 
bought at the store and the prices were high. Well 
that amounts to a lot. That's how they got rich. 

While labor practices on plantations have changed, the 

essential dynamic of plantations is profit making. While 

it is assumed that all farmers are in their work for 

profit, some distinction should be made between growers who 

do their own work and corporate-managed plantations that 

employ many wage laborers. The sugar cane workers of this 

research were hired both by individual farmers and by 

corporate plantations, but the emphasis here will be on 

plantations as the exemplar of capitalistic enterprise. 

The plantation in the South is known for subordinated labor 

and had its roots in slavery. Plantations in the Teche 

region of Louisiana have been important in the shaping of 

a mentality among wage laborers that endures as a common 

experience. The data on specific plantations which follow 

are included as background to show something of the 
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characteristics of the employers in this study, as well as 

the themes of continuity of ownership, vastness of opera

tions, and financial power of a modern sugar cane planta

tion. The two largest plantations in St. Mary Parish are 

Oaklawn and Sterling; information on St. John-Levert is 

present for comparison., since some data were gathered on 

this site also.' 

St. John-Levert Plantation, Inc. is owned by a corpora

tion with the Levert family as stockholders; corporate 

offices are in New Orleans and lands in Thibodaux, 

Louisiana, and St. Martin Parish. The origin of the plan-

tation is as follows: 

The total acreage [of ~he plantation] is 12,700, 
half of which is in cultivation. The plantation was 
first built in 1840 by Alexandre de Clouet who got 
into debt and borrowed from the brokerage firm of 
Bush and Levert in New Orleans. In 1888 de Clouet 
lost the place to them, and in 1890 Levert bought 
out Bush and sent his son Albert to live there. He 
remained here until his death in 1941. 

The home is not permanently occupied now but 
holds a place of special affection in the hearts 
of all the Levert family [and] ••• is frequently 
the site of weekend and vacation visits. 

(Foundation for Historical Louisiana, 1973:9, 10). 

Shadyside Plantation, located nine miles east of 

Franklin, is presently leased by Sterling Sugars, and at 

one time was an active, autonomous plantation with its own 

mill (now dismantled) and a manor house which was later 

moved from the site. All that remains is the land and the 

quarter houses. The following data from St. Mary Parish 



71 

Court records (which are open to·! the public) show the 

extent of holdings as well as absentee ownership of this 

plantation. In 1920 Shadyside had an excess of 9,000 acres 

(plat map). In 1951 a corporation was founded with the 

principal stockholders being C. R. Anthony of Oklahoma City 

(of department store fame) and Glencoe-Vacherie Plantation, 

Inc., a local entity. The present area of Shadyside is 

4,177 acres (Tax Accessors Record for 1982). 

Sterling Sugars, Inc., has its mill and office within 

Franklin city limits and has been in operation since 1807. 

The strong Hispanic element at Sterling is evident from the 

list of its executive staff: 

Chairman of the Board--Adalberto Roig 
President--Augutin Cabrer 
Executive Vice President and General 

Manager--Fred Y. Clark 
Vice-President and Treasurer--Stanley Pipes 
Vice-President-Engineering--Hernan Torrelas ........................................... 
Superintendent of Fabrication--Jose Fernandez ••• 

(Gilmore Sugar Manual, 1981). 

Mr. Roig, the chairman of the board, has international 

financial enterprises. According to the 1983 Standard and 

Poor (1983:Vol. 2:1092), he is also president and director 

of Antonio Roig Sucesores in Puerto Rico and holds the same 

position at the Central Roig Refinery in Puerto Rico. In 

addition to Sterling Sugars, his American positions include 

being president and director of Roig and Company in New 

York City and chairman of Roig Commercial Bank. 
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Sterling Sugars owns 7,571 acres of land (Tax Accessor's 

Records, 1982) and leased an additional 1,961 acres between 

1979-81 (Book of Leases). Cane for milling is received 

from "an extensive system of plantations totaling 13,500 

cultivable acres" (Gilmore, 1980). 

Oaklawn Plantation, in contrast to Sterling and Shady

side, is a plantation with a manor house, a magnificent 

building that is open to the public for an admission fee. 

The rest of the original plantation is divided into the 

Plantation or fields and the Oaklawn Sugar Company or mill 

4nd its environs. This is done for tax purposes. Accord

ing to the 1982 Tax Assessor's records the Plantation 

includes 8,722 acres of agricultural and timber land. A 

summary of recent transactions of Oaklawn is'as follows: 

In 1979 seven families from Louisiana and Arkansas 

bought a 90 percent share of Oaklawn manor from the owner, 

George Thompson. One of the group was Thomas Goldsby of 

west Memphis, Arkansas, who also purchased, for forty-five 

million dollars cash, Oaklawn Plantation as well as other 

agricultural lands in South Louisiana,. three sugar mills, 

and one sugar refinery. Goldsby is the owner of Mid-South 

Mortgage company (Franklin Banner, April 11, 1979). 

In september 1981, Goldsby and Prudential Insurance 

Company entered into the Oaklawn Plantation Partnership. 

Goldsby contributed land with the agreed value of 



$36,936,000 and $1,539,250 in cash. The purposes of the 

partnership for the public record were: 

1. To acquire the "property"; 
2. Owning, developing, improving and leasing the 

"property"; 
3. Other operations appropriate or necessary to 

the foregoing purposes. 
(Book of Partnerships, St. Mary Parish). 
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The foregoing brief statements are intended to describe 

the wealth of some large Louisiana plantations and are 

necessary to understand the economic position of the Black 

workers of this study. It is interesting that the Oaklawn 

Partnership does not refer to persons who live on the 

property. It is the property and not people that is to be 

developed and improved. The contrast and stratification 

that this arrangement and the spirit of capitalism have 

produced are visible to any observer. However, it should 

be mentioned that not all who work at producing sugar cane 

are in poverty. Salaried workers, mainly white and 

Hispanic, receive higher pay than Black field workers; they 

also have different occupations and privileges within the 

industry. One white mill worker stated that he took off a 

month but still got paid because he was on salary, not 

wages. 

Income and Occupation 

At the other end of the continuum of wealth-poverty in 

the cane industry are the subjects of this study. As used 
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here "farm work" includes both field and factory (mill) 

since both are wage labor and the factory pays only slightly 

better than field work. Before mechanization in the early 

forties, farm work meant working with a hoe, shovel, or 

cane knife. While some of this still continues, most of 

the workers today are machine operators, i.e., truck or 

tractor drivers, or operators of the cane~utter or loader. 

The occupational status of the heads of households in this 

study are as follows: 

Plantation 
People Builders 

Retired or disabled 1 9 

Female heads of 
Households 1 3 

Farm workers 10 14 

Non-farm workers 1 5 
--

Total interviewed 13 31 

As stated previously in the introduction, incomplete data 

were obtained on some of the builder families which results 

in some cases in diminished totals. In addition to the 

presence of a male breadwinner among all the non-retired 

couples, 58 percent of the builder wives and 50 percent of 

the plantation wives worked, either seasonally on the farm 

or in low-paying jobs such as maid or cook. Of the 3 



female heads of households, one builder woman was in the 

work force; the other 2 received some form of federal 

subsidy. 

Family income 
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The persons interviewed were asked their family income, 

for the past year (1981). Instead of a specific figure 

being asked, however, a range of incomes was displayed 

and the person chose what was closest to the family's 

annual income. The responses are thus less specific but 

probably more valid than if the exact amount had been 

asked. As can be seen in table 10, the modal income cate

gory was $5,000-7,999; in fact, two-thirds of the persons 

interviewed reported an annua~ family income of under 

$8,000. 

The first comment on table 10 is that there was an 

upper limit to builders' income in order to quality for the 

Farmers Home Administration (FmHA) loan; they could not be 

earning more than $14,000 per year when the loan was pro

cessed. ~other observation is that family income 

fluctuates with the number of wage earners present in the 

home, and the interest rates for the builders can vary 

depending on current family income. If another wage earner 

joins the household, the monthly house payment increases, 

which made the question of income rather delicate. The 
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TABLE 10. Annual Family Income of Builders and Plantation 
People, 1982 

Retired, 
disabled 

Female 
headed 

Under 
$5,000 

p B 

5 ' 1 

1 

$5,000-
7,999 

p B 

4 

2 

$8,000-
9,999 

p B 

$10,000-
11,999 

p B 

$12,000 

p B 

N 

10 

3 

Farm 
Workers 3 6 2 2 1 1 2 2 22 

Non-farm 
Workers 1 1 3 1 6 

Totals 5 5 13 4 5 2 2 1 2 2 41 

Note: B = builders, P =plantation people. Three 
respondents did not answer this question because they 
either did not remember last year's income of they chose 
not to answer. 
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information provided here was without challenge, both as to 

the number of persons in the home and the annual income. 

It should be noted that during the interviews in some of 

the homes there were persons present who were not quite 

accounted for, as shown in the following: 

(Who lives with you in this house?) 

Just my two daughters. 

During the interview, however, I observed three young 

adults emerging from the bedrooms and kitchen. Thus 

the actual number of persons per household and the income 

they generate may fluctuate. Table 11 utilizes the 

research data in comparison with the Census Bureau's 

income levels to determine if the families are in the 

official poverty range. We see, then, that all of the 

plantation families are "in" poverty and about two-thirds 

of the builders. (Two of the builders did not report their 

income.) The assignment of families to poverty status in 

this research may be skewed toward under classification, 

since the family's reported income was within a range, and 

the upper limit of the range was used against the Census 

Bureau's limits. Beside objective income data, observation 

of the families points to economic struggles, even among 

those not officially in poverty. One family, for instance, 

has four members and all have some chronic health problem. 
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Thus the expenses of a family are to be considered as well 

as the income. 

TABLE 11. Poverty Status Distribution of Research Farnilies
1 

Persons 
in Family 

2 

3 

4 

5 

6 

7 

8 

Poverty* 
Threshold 

1982 

$ 6,280 

7,690 

9,860 

11,680 

13,210 

14,980 

16,610 

Total families 

Plantation 
Families in 

Builders 

Poverty In Poverty 
[NOT in 
Poverty] 

1 5 [ 3] 

[ 2] 

3 2 [ 4] 

2 3 [ 1] 

2 2 

3 4 

2 3 

13 19 [10] 

*SOURCE: US Dept. of Commerce, Bureau of the Census, 
1983b. 

To place the research families in a somewhat larger 

context, the last two u.s. Census reports were consulted. 

The 1970 Census revealed that the percentage of Black 

families living in poverty in Iberia and St. Mary Parishes 

was 49 percent a~d 46 percent, respectively (1973:20, 369, 

371). The 1980 Census shows 36 percent of Black families 

lThe Census Bureau does not include the cash value of 
food stamps or of free housing in estimating poverty level. 
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in Iberia and 42 percent in St. Mary Parish to be below the 

official poverty level (U.S. Bureau of the Census, 1983a; 

475, 478). While the later data indicate some improvement, 

the median Black family income in both parishes is still 

less than 60 percent of the median white family income 

(table 5) • 

Occupational career 

Questions were asked of both men and women concerning 

the age they began working, the kind of work they did and 

the pay they first received. Most of the respondents 

remembered how old they were at the time of their first 

job--the median age for both men and women was 15 years-

although some persons could n6t recall their pay. The data 

for those who began as farm workers and who could recall 

their first wage are given in table 12. It will be observed 

that pay in the earlier years was by the day and later 

changed to hourly pay. The hourly pay cannot be converted 

to daily wages because the length of the day varied and 

people worked from "sun to sun" or "can't to can't" 

(can't see to can't see). 

Besides the twenty-four respondents who began their 

working life on the farm (table 12), four additional per

sons had other low-paying jobs. A man and a woman worked 

for a restaurant and two women for a private home and a 
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TABLE 12. Beginning Wages for Farm Work 

By the Day By the Hour 

Year Year 

Men 

1926 .$1.00 1949 $ .so 
1926 .75 

1951 .40 
1932 .85 
1932 .90 1956 .55 

1935 .50 1963 3.00 

1937 .90 1968 2.00 

1939 1.00 1973 2.30 

1940 .50 

1942 .95 

1948 2.40 

Women 

1930 .so 1952 .90 

1930 .75 
1958 1.00 

1943 2.30 
1963 2.75 

1967 2.35 

1973 2.35 
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bakery. As for current hourly wages, this question was not 

posed as such but several persons volunteered the informa

tion. Men's average wage on the farm was around $4.45 an 

hour (tractor drivers, cane loaders, tire repairmen), and 

the women were paid an average of $3.40 an hour for plant

ing and scrapping cane. Women's work is simple, repetitive 

labor and the pay is near-minimum ($3.35 an hour in 1982). 

Most of the women return each season to this work, but 

their experience does not get them higher pay. Men's 

wages, while higher than women's, are also low and not 

enough to lift the family out of the poverty level. The 

obvious conclusion from data on wages as well as observa

tion of the people is that work in the fields means a life 

of poverty. This does not mean uniform poverty, however, 

and there were differences in standards of living as 

observed from the home visits. Besides individual talent 

and motivation, the primary determinant of a comfortable 

home (which reflects income and standard of living) was 

having no dependents in the home and both spouses working. 

This narrows the possibilities for farm workers to escape 

poverty. 

There have been changes in the lives of the research 

population since their early work years; the first is the 

structural change of pay-by-the-hour versus pay-by-the4lay. 

Workers get proportionate hourly pay and the working day, 
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for women, at least, is somewhat shorter. Women who plant 

and scrap cane generally work eight hours; men still work 

nine or ten hours a day during grinding. Older persons in 

this research would recount how they worked in the dark, 

beyond the usual limits of sun up to sun down. A change 

from outside the industry that ultimately affected income 

was that of school integration which occurred in this 

region in 1969. This meant a guaranteed transportation to 

school and a better educated work force in the long run. 

The final change for the families in this study was that of 

the FmHA building program which brought an improvement in 

the standard of living, if not in actual income, for the 

families who took advantage of this opportunity. Thus it 

was mainly forces outside the sugar cane industry that 

improved the lives of sugar cane workers. Laborers are 

just another "cost of production" in the industry; they are 

not mentioned in the literature unless it is with regard to 

labor problems. Two final comments on job and income are 

that (1) there has always been a differential for men's and 

women's work, and (2) wages paid to field workers have in

creased but slowly over the decades. In 1866, for instance, 

the usual wage was $25 a month (Taylor, 1974:368), and some 

76 years later, in 1942, wages were still $25 a month, 

according to some informants of this research (see 

table 12). This comparison is an irony of history, not an 



83 

exact economic equivalent, since buying power of the dollar 

was greater in 1866 than in 1942. Likewise, wages fluctu

ated below the stated $25 a month after 1866. 

Five builder family breadwinners left farm work after 

their homes were built. Three of the men were in their 

fifties and two in their thirties. All of them do work out-

doors including construction and yard maintenance. Two of 

the men work for governmental agencies while the others are 

privately employed. The reasons given for changing jobs 

concerned higher pay and transportation; either the men did 

not have a car to go to the farm or they found a new job 

thnt was closer to their new house. In order to understand 

present-day conditions of plantation workers, it is neces-

sary to trace briefly the history of labor relations in the 

Louisiana sugar industry. 

Post Civil War 

The Sugar Cane Industry and 
Labor Relations 

During the Civil War era what has been called the 

"Reorganization of Labor" on plantations occurred as soon 

as Union troops entered an area. In Louisiana this began 

in the spring of 1862. At first the Union army protected 

slaves, who fled to their camps,and treated them as contra

band of war, i.e., property of the enemy. Later, under 

military occupation when the Emancipation Proclamation had. 
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taken effect, the military governors and subsequently the 

Freedmen's Bureau set minimum wages and working conditions 

for Black farm labor. There were measures against vagrancy 

which required the freedmen to enter into contracts for the 

season to produce the crops of cotton or sugar. The freed

men could choose for whom they would work (Taylor, 1974: 

329). This arrangement, as well as the prevailing atti

tudes of whites delineated a situation that was "a middle 

ground between slavery and complete freedom" (Si tterson, 

1953:222). 

Depression days 

The first scientific survey of wages in th~ sugar cane 

industry in Louisiana was published in 1940 by Hoffsommer 

and reflected 1936 wages. In his study of 100 sample plan

tations, he reported that 60 percent of the resident 

workers were Black, and that a slight difference in wages 

existed between Black and white workers. Likewise a dif

ference existed between off-peak work and the "rush" season. 

Hoffsornrner (1940:40, 41) found that the average wages in 

1936 were as follows: 

White workers 

Black workers 

Planting Cane 

$ • 98 a day 

.96 

Cutting Cane 

$1.38 a day 

1.34 
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Hoffsomrner also found that almost half of the farm owners 

reported a work day of between nine and ten hours, and 27 

percent reported a work day of between ten and eleven hours 

(1940:48). For the 1982 grinding season, the respondents 

in this research reported a minimum of nine hours a day, 

seven days a week. One mill worker reported getting over

time, after sixty hours a week. 

1953 strike 

While there were a few strikes by sugar cane workers in 

the late nineteenth century, none was successful, and the 

strike of 1887 in St. Mary Parish resulted in four Black 

men being killed by the.State Artillery (Sitterson, 1953: 

31). With this tradition of planter-power and white 

solidarity, the 1953 strike of some 1200 workers in 

Terrebonne and Lafourche Parishes was a remarkable accom

plishment (Becnel, 1980). Both Black and white workers, 

led by union organizers, walked out during grinding on four 

plantations owned by the biggest sugar companies. The 

strike lasted only thirty days and received its death blow 

when a district judge issued an injunction against picket

ing of the sugar mills. While unsuccessful in its original 

goal, the strike did attract publicity to the plight of 

plantation residents and served as a warning of what could 

happen. A popular journal article in 1972 reported on a 
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strike by city maintenance workers in Franklin, Louisiana, 

and carried the headline: "Long, old labor fight might 

eventually reach into cane plantations" (King, 19 7 2: 2) . 

This article came :at the beginning of the muckraking trend 

{about plantation residents) in the media. The article 

predicted that the city workers, who were Black, could "set 

a precedent for plantation workers, long known as the 

victim of almost grotesque maltreatment ... the sugar 

field workers may indeed be encouraged, through the example 

of these men to unite. II To the present day, however, 

sugar cane workers have not taken such action. 

The present 

The plantation workers have not united in a labor 

struggle. As one respondent told me, "Yes, we know our 

wages are low, and we talk about it. But you know when you 

got a group of people together, nobody wants to stand up 

front and talk." The only cooperative action taken by 

plantation workers was to band together to build their 

homes. 

Both the sugar industry and the Black workers have com

ments on the wage structure. The industry will point out 

how well it treats its employees, paying higher than the 

minimum wage. One spokesman is P. J. de Gravelles, Jr., a 

prominent farmer in Franklin and president of the American 

Sugar Cane League {ASCL) when he was interviewed. 



You know any other industry that pampers workers 
the way we do? They don't want to assume the 
responsibility of citizenship. We pick them up at 
their house. Return 'em for lunch. And our 
absenteeism is atrocious ..•• Everybody pays 
about the same. Money is not a motivating factor. 
If they like me, they'll work for $2.65 an hour 
(Cullen, 1978). 
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A different type of explanation, or rather exhortation, 

was published by a sugar grower as a paid advertisement in 

reply to the plantation expose segment of Sixty Minutes 

(CBS , Dec • 31 , 19 7 8 ) • In this message to his workers the 

grower pointed to the need of protective legislation that 

would help both growers and workers in the industry: 

If they [persons from the TV program] talk to 
you, tell them to help us get a good sugar bill 
through Congress so~ the good people-who buy our 
sugar will have all they want at a good price, 
the farmers can buy new tractors and tools to 
replace the old equipment so you don't have to 
work so hard as you get older, and also get a 
better salary for all that good hard work you do 
(Walter Judice in The Daily Iberian, April 1979). 

The final_part of this chapter on work will include com

ments on farm work from the wage earners themselves. Just 

what this farm work is will be examined next. 

Work on a Sugar Cane Farm 

' 

Cycle of cultivation 

The culture of sugar cane in Louisiana has been affected 

by technology, experience, and climate. In the sub-tropical 

weather conditions there is intense activity for three or 

four months a year during which time extra labor is needed, 
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while the rest of the year labor demand is much less. The 

following account is adapted from Hoffsommer (1940) and 

omits the detailed advances in agricultural technology 

which are a constant factor in the industry. 

The cycle begins with planting cane usually in mid

September and takes around a month to complete. This 

"plant" cane will mature by the next year when it will be 

cut around mid-October. The cane will grow back of its 

own accord and this "stubble" cane may be harvested two 

more seasons. The fields will show different stages of the 

cane cycle--some will be empty with the land being prepared 

for planting, and others will have dense growth of cane 

ready for harvest. 

Both men and women work in planting cane although women 

count on this operation more as seasonal work. The plant

ers walk behind a wagon pulled by a tractor and they 

separate out the stalks of cane and drop them into the 

waiting furrows. Three persons walk behind the cane wagon; 

with the tractor driver, this is a four-person operation. 

Mechanical planters which are used in some places require 

three persons: a driver, a person to watch the wheel that 

distributes the cane to the ground, and another worker to 

pick up stray canes. {The mechanical planters are not as 

accurate as the human ones.) After the cane is laid in the 

furrows another tractor covers the stalks with soil. 
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Harvesting of the previous year's crop begins at the 

end of planting or may overlap this operation. "Grinding" 

continues at a furious pace until all the cane has been 

cut and milled, usually by Christmas or New Year. The 

mechanical harvester is operated by one man who sits atop 

this huge machine about ten feet from the ground. Two 

blades cut the cane at the top and bottom and then the 

machine lays it sideways on top of the furrows. Operating 

the cutter is probably the most skilled work on the farm 

since there are several blades to adjust and constant 

vigilance is needed. The cutter makes a "heap" row in the 

center and the machine circles this and adds the "fly" 

rows, which are.thrown onto the original heap. Again, the 

mechanical harvester is not perfect and is usually supple

mented by human helpers, the cane "scrappers." This is 

often done by women, and on some plantations is omitted as 

cost ineffective. Women scrappers walk in a line through 

the fields with cane knives, instruments that are eighteen 

inches long and two inches wide. At one end of the metal 

blade is a hook used to pull down the recalcitrant cane 

that is left by the cutting machine. The women strip the 

cane of its leaves or "flags" and throw it on the heap row. 

The cane is then set afire to burn off the leaves that add 

bulk but are unwanted in the milling process. Finally the 

burned cane is loaded into wagons or large trucks and taken 
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to the mill for grinding and processing into raw sugar. 

Loading the cane is also a skilled task and the term "cane 

loader" refers both to the machine and the man who 

operates it. 

Plowing the fields of sprouting cane or cultivating the 

fallow fields begins in late February or March. This is 

followed by spraying with herbicides to keep down weeds. 

Pesticides and fertilizer are also sprayed, but if the 

ground is too wet to support the weight of a tractor, 

chemicals can be sprayed from airplanes. Ditching, or 

cleaning the cross drainage ditches, goes on much of the 

year outside of grinding. Drainage is a problem in the 

bottom land of alluvial Louisiana. Once a shovel operation, 

draining is now done mainly by machines. Finally, around 

June, the fields are "laid by" as the tractor cultivates 

the young cane for the last time before harvest. Because 

the cane is so high, growing to twelve feet or more, the 

tractors in use are "high-clear" models that can leave the 

growing cane unharmed. These tractors have wheels some 

five feet in diameter, and it takes skill to operate them. 

Once harvesting begins, work in the fields continues 

daily and at the mill both night and day. Most mills stop 

once a week for maintenance of the machinery. The process 

of milling is completely mechanized and requires both 

skilled and unskilled labor. A few of the people in this 



study work in the mill, but none at a professional level. 

Their work will be discussed later in this chapter. 

Participant observation 
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To understand the toil of the women who plant and scrap 

cane an opportunity was found to work with them in the 

field. The following account, taken from field notes, 

will include subjective reactions to the work as experienced 

by this "academic type. "2 

"Callie Mae, I have a favor to ask you. I want 
to plant cane with the women and I need you to ask 
the little boss if I can do this." 

This is how the adventure began. My friend, 
Callie Mae, did ask the overseer and when I was 
driving my car to the center of operations he 
passed me in the company pickup truck. He observed 
that I was different--besides being white, I drove 
my personal car on the headland (road clearing at 
the edge of the fields). No one does this since 
the dust and bumps in the road make driving diffi
cult. I greeted the overseer and said I was Callie 
Mae's friend and wanted to plant cane. "I'll ask 
the boss," was his reply. 

Once in the open field I saw about thirty 
people in the field and on the edges by the grow
ing cane. There were big trucks parked and 
smaller pickups and some men were standing around 
them. In the open field, which was about the size 
of three city blocks, there were at least ten 
vehicles--tractors pulling cane wagons and other 
tractors cultivating the land behind the planters. 
It was a fascinating sight and I was the only 
white woman around. I did see a white man, a 
portly fellow of about thirty. I commented to 
one of the workers I was following, "He must be 
one of the little bosses (i.e., overseers)." 

"Yes he is, and the big boss is corning behind 
you." 

2As mentioned in chapter I, all proper names in field 
notes are fictitious. 



I turned to meet Mr. James, the field manager 
of t~e plan~ation. He had been summoned by 
walk~e-talk1e and my presence had to be investi
gate~. "Where are you from?" he greeted me. His 
mean~ng was clear--would I report to the news
paper or otherwise criticize the sugar cane 
grow~rs. I assured him that I was there for my 
own ~nterest and was not a newspaper reporter. I 
felt out of place and knew I had caused a lot of 
curiosity among the other people. When I finished 
my explanation he said I could stay but I should 
be careful. 

The caution was well taken. During the plant
ing process one of the women who followed the cane 
wagon called out, "Watch out, his gears are slip
ping, get out of the way!" 

This trouble afflicts tractors rather commonly 
it seems, and the tractor can backslide pushing 
the cane wagon toward the women who follow it. 
The three women I attached myself to were all 
experienced and instructed me in the art of 
planting cane. 

"Don't throw the cane, just drop it." 
"Pull three or four out each time." 
"You have to lap it straight in the furrow 

[overlap the stalks so the growth is 9ontinuous]." 
The women were patient with me, and I gradually 

replaced one of them who then walked beside the 
tractor straightening the cane in the furrows. One 
of the women gave her gloves to me--the cane is 
rough and it's best to protect your hands. The 
hard part of planting cane is twofold. First, you 
have to keep up with a machine. The tractor pull
ing the loaded cart goes only about five miles an 
hour, but you are walking behind and pulling the 
stalks at the same time. The second difficulty is 
to dislodge the cane stalks in front of you which 
are piled high in the wagon. You can't reach from 
the top since the pile is higher than you are. 
The stalks are laid lengthwise in the cart, with 
ends facing you. So you dig in with your hands 
and try to budge three or four each time even 
while the rest are piled on top of the ones you 
grab. Cane is a bulky plant and each stalk weighs 
about two pounds, and you are pulling with the 
weight of all the other stalks on top. So after 
a while my arm muscles were sore because I was 
unused to this work. My little experience with 
farm work was bending and lifting, but pulling 
down was just as strenuous. 
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The change in pace in the work came in little 
arid big spurts. When the cane near the end of 
the cart had been used up, one of the women 
approached the driver in the front of the 
tractor and shouted at him. He stopped, adjusted 
the moveable back of the cart which pushed the 
cane nearer to us. When we had emptied the whole 
cart the women immediately grabbed their plastic 
bags which had been stuck on the side of the 
tractor and took out a thermos of ice water. 
They flopped down on one of the furrows and 
refreshed themselves. They offered me water 
which was better than champagne at that moment. 
In the olden days a water boy had a drum of water 
on a mule cart and he went to the workers in the 
field. These women had their own water, but 
there was a large drum of water on a pickup at 
the headland. The coolness was so welcome. It 
was the last day of August, but by midday it felt 
like the tropics. 

The water break didn't last long because 
another tractor and a fresh load of cane 
quickly replaced the old empty wagon. So the 
women got up, put their water bags on the side 
of the tractor and attacked the new load. The 
whole operation of the field was well coordinated 
with some people on the ground and.others driving 
machines. The overseers used walkie-talkies and 
the work went smoothly with no wasted minute. I 
wondered if there were any bathroom breaks. I 
was sweating so much, as were the other women, I 
supposed this was a substitute. But I did ask 
the women what they did when they had to go to 
the bathroom. "You just go into the cane and do 
your. business and come out quick." There would 
be no lingering, I could see that. 

I got to talking with some of the women whom 
I would meet later at Cedarcrest Plantation. 
There were two mature women in their fifties and 
a younger woman about twenty. "Yes, I met you 
last year," she said. "I used to be a secretary 
at Southern Mutual." So much for job training, 
I thought. The skills of planting cane are more 
marketable because the work has to be done every 
fall. Seasonal work has some advantages: It's 
hard but doesn't last long. Planting comes 
before grinding and after the long, hot summer 
when the women wait at home without work on the 
farm. There is a sociability about the work 
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situation where you meet the same people each 
season, know them at home on the plantation and 
see them ~n church on Sunday. I was the only 
stranger 1n the group. Another reason any family 
person would welcome the planting season and its 
extra play is that it is just before Christmas, 
a time of extra expense for everyone, but 
especially for families with small children. 

The day I planted cane was warm and dry. 
We were saved from the worst of the sun by low
lying clouds. Dust was everywhere and in the 
distance a cloud of dark dust billowed up behind 
a moving vehicle. "That 1 s a drain cleaner" I 
was told. This machine went thru the fields 
to maintain the cross drains, work that is some
times done by shovels. Our job of planting also 
caused the dirt to swirl around us and I 
remarked, "Just a little rain and the dust 
would settle." 

"A little rain and we don 1 t work," was the 
reply of my companion. Planting is never done 
in wet weather. After the cane is dropped into 
the furrow, a tractor comes along and covers it 
with earth and the cycle of growth starts all 
over again. 

There is another way of planting cane besides 
walking behind the cane wagon, and that is sitting 
on the wagon and pulling the cane from your side 
and dropping it in the earth. This looked so 
easy, I thought, but actually takes more control 
and effort than walking. 

Just walking in the fields requires some 
effort because the cane fields are never level 
but are plowed to make deep furrows, a foot deep, 
I estimated. This is to provide drainage for the 
roots and this is where water collects after a 
rain. We were working in dry weather and the 
furrows were just a bit awkward to manage. After 
a rain you walk in the wet furrows and mud. That 
would be harder, I thought. 

I worked at planting cane less than half a 
day and felt exhausted. My companions had been 
here since 6:30 a.m. when a truck picked them up 
by their homes and brought them to· the field. 
At noon the truck took them back home for a short 
break. I was visiting Ella Mae when her daughter 
came home for lunch. The young women ate in 
fifteen minutes and was on the road when the 
truck blew its horn to return. Since I had 
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sha:ed the work of the women in a brief way only, 
I d~d.not get th~ full effect of working daily in 
the f~elds. I· ld~d, however, appreciate them 
more and admired their spirit. For one thing, 
the women understand the work of the men. As one 
of the tractor drivers went off with his empty 
cane wagon I commented that the men have the 
easier job since they are sitting down all the 
time. "But they do it all year, and the noise 
makes them deaf, " my companion pointed out. I 
guess there is no easy job in the came field. 
(Field notes, August 1982). 

Scrapping 
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I tried to get permission to join the women in scrapping 

cane but was unsuccessful. A friend from a neighboring 

plantation asked her "little" boss and the woman told me, 

"My boss said he didn't mind, but he would have to ask the 

head man and he would say no." This woman's report was 

corroborated the same month when a film maker~asked the 

manager if he could film workers in the field and was 

refused. There seems to be a fear of educated observers 

in the cane fields. This same film maker also asked an 

official of the American Sugar Cane League and was 

allegedly told, "Yes, you can take pictures, but take them 

of white people." Since participation was overruled, I 

did observe the operation. 

Just outside of Franklin I saw a group of 
women from the highway. They were dressed color
fully, with headcoverings of different colors. 
The men in the field seemed drab in contrast, but 
the women have greater variety and wear layered 
clothes against the cold. The women were working 
with the cane cutter (harvester) and went over 



the work the machine had done. There was an over
seer standing by the edge of the field on the 
shoulder of the highway. He was a Black man and 
was friendly. He was watching the women and the 
men in tractors, but I wasn't sure why he was 
needed to do this. 

What made the scene dramatic were the fires 
and smoke from the burning cane. Usually the cane 
is burned when nobody is around, and you can see 
it in a distant field at night. Here they must 
have been in a hurry to take the cane to the mill, 
so the burning was close to the workers. The fires 
were nQt so strong as to burn anyone, but the 
smoke was choking. My friend had told me before 
that the hardest thing about scrapping is the 
dust. Also the smoke and the wet earth, I thought 
(Field notes, November 1982). 

The sugar mill 
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In the two-parish area of this study there were six raw 

sugar mills in 1982. The number of mills has continued to 

decrease in deference to the economics of consolidation. 

In 1910 there were 214 mills statewide and by 1980 there 

were 26 (Begnaud, 1980:46). Consolidation means more 

tractors on the highways pulling immense loads of cane. 

"Hauling cane" is one of the specialized farm jobs that has 

developed. The following observations are from field notes 

made on a visit to a sugar mill, or a factory as it is 

sometimes called. 

A group of us went to the mill at Cedarcrest 
Plantation and were shown the whole operation 
from unloading cane to the crystallizing of the 
sweet syrup into raw sugar. The yard of the mill 
was muddy and was filled with the cane from the 
fields. Wagons were unloaded directly onto the 
washing table or the cane was dumped on a pile 
for later processing. Black men in yellow 



plastic coveralls worked in the muddy area unload
ing the wagons and doing other chores. 

The guide told us that tourists were very 
interested in the mill and he was busy showing 
them around. The technology we witnessed was the 
culmination of two hundred years of development 
and cost millions of dollars. My own impressions 
of the mill were in a different vein. It was 
dark, humid, noisy, and not too clean. An operat
ing sugar mill is evident from miles around; huge 
clouds of steam puff out from the stacks and as 
you come closer you smell the sour odor of fer~ 
menting cane residue. 

There are different levels of jobs at a sugar 
factory, with white people occupying the 
salaried and professional positions and Blacks 
doing skilled and unskilled wage work. The 
Hispanic presence at this mill was obvious; one 
board with electrical switches had the signs 
stencilled in Spanish. I spoke with a man from 
Panama who told me, "Yes, they fly me up every 
year for grinding. I've been coming here six 
years now." 

Other mills along the Teche also have persons 
from Central America and the Caribbean during 
grinding season. When this is finished in 
Louisiana, the men return to their own country 
for work at the mills there. Traditionally, 
sugar plantations look south for technology, per
sonnel, and in some cases, financing. 

Once grinding starts, sugar dominates in 
sight, sound, and smell. The highways are strewn 
with cane that falls from the heavily loaded 
wagons. Sugar is king in this area and in plain 
sight. What is not evident is the economic gain 
the crop represents to the producer. This is 
private business (Field notes, December 1982). 

The preceding sections on the cultivation and milling of 

sugar are the necessary preliminaries to the comments of 

the people themselves on the place of work in their lives. 
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Making a Living 

Work benefits 

Questions were asked regarding vacations and other 

benefits that are usually part of remuneration for work. 

The answers concern the work of the male head of the 

family, although the answer was in some cases given by his 

wife. In this sectiori, as well as others, some questions 

drew the noncommittal response "I don 1 t know," or "I don 1 t 

remember." Concerning vacation, half of the respondents 

stated they did get a paid vacation. One widow commented, 

"My husband got his first paid vacation the year he died 

[at ~he age of 45 in 1977]." Vacation for men on the sugar 

cane farms always comes in July, since that is the time of 

a lull in the cane cycle. The time for the unpaid vacation 

is in January when the men, who have worked nonstop for 

almost three months, take a needed rest. One of the 

workers commented that he did not receive a paid vacation, 

but "You take your own vacation." 

Sixty percent of the workers interviewed said they 

received the benefit of medical insurance. Some, however, 

are required to pay for their own insurance or do not have 

any. One man commented, "I didn 1 t take it; it cost too 

much." The question about insurance or the meaning of 

insurance may have been ambigious because one man responded, 

"Yes, if you get hurt on the job, they take care of you." 
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This, of course, refers to workmen's compensation, not 

medical insurance. There is evidence, however, that points 

to the lack of medical coverage for both builders and 

plantation people, and that is the fact that so many go to 

Lafayette or New Orleans for hospitalization. These are 

the two cities that have state supported "charity" hospi

tals. Local hospitals do not accept the medically indi

gent. The persons interviewed are employed and as working 

poor do not qualify for Medicaid either. However, even 

this program would not help sick people in Franklin, since 

(at the time of the research) the hospital there did not 

accept Medicaid patients. As one woman commented, "They 

have to see you with a pile of money before they help you." 

Another comment relates to medical benefits @r lack 

thereof from the job. One man stated he didn't like living 

on the plantation because of transportation. Since the man 

had a car and his home was less than five miles from town, 

this statement needed probing. "Well, we never make it 

to the hospital on time. So far, I've delivered two 

babies. They came before we could get to Lafayette [forty 

miles distant]." 

Unemployment compensation is a benefit that would seem 

appropriate for an industry with seasonal slack time, like 

sugar cane production. In the same geographical area this 

program is used widely by commercial shrimpers who are out 
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of work when the season closes. The work on a sugar plan-

tation is not regulated by state law but by the needs of 

cul ti va tion and is thus more flexible. Some of the workers 

interviewed were laid off in January or February while 

others have employers that supply work in this slack time. 

"I guarantee my workers forty hours all year around" an 

employer of five workers stated. There are two hindrances 

to the field workers receiving unemployment compensation: 

(1) the length of time the worker is unemployed has to be 

at least two weeks, and (2) the employer is the entity 

taxed and will seek to avoid this expense whenever possible. 

The workers' experiences, then, varied with regard to un

employment compensation. Of the fourteen who answered 

unequivocally, 36 percent said they did receive such pay .. 

It seemed that some of the respondents did not know what 

the term meant; it certainly was not a benefit in earlier 

years. One woman, who did understand the intricacies of 

the program, stated "They give my husband twenty hours a 

week so he can't get unemployment." 

A loan from one's boss is not an ordinary benefit in 

contemporary industry but has been a usual occurrence in 

the plantation system. The seasonal nature of work, the 

fact that rain causes a cessation of work and pay, and the 

presence of children sometimes make loans a necessity for 

family survival. Another salient fact is that the worker 
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is a good credit risk because he lives on his employer's 

property, and the;e is no way he can escape repayment. One 

question asked the people in this study was "Did you ever 

get a loan from your boss?" Thirty-eight percent of the 

respondents said they had received a loan, with the build

ers having a higher negative answer (two-thirds had not 

received a loan while the plantation families were evenly 

divided). Five respondents volunteered the information 

that they had received credit at the store owned by the 

plantation or an independent grocer. Respondents spoke of 

being broke and needing groceries and, as mentioned before, 

in the plantation system, residence guarantees repayment. 

Some of the older people referred to being in continual 

debt with each payday only reducing what they owed at the 

store. 11 We don't see much cash" was the succinct comment. 

Other benefits of work on sugar cane plantations which 

are less common with the system's decreasing paternalism 

are help with leg~l problems and clerical tasks. Hoff

sommer ( 1940:62) found that 29 percent of farm owners 

advanced money for fines. Two of the respondents of this 

survey stated that their boss had helped them get 11 0Ut of 

trouble. 11 However, no question about this was asked in the 

interview guide. Clerical help refers to assistance in 

filling out food stamp applications and possibly income 

tax returns, the need for which reflects the low literacy 
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level of Black workers. The Gulf States Research Institute 

survey of 1978 stated that 26 percent of the farmers inter

viewed furnished clerical help to their workers (p. 12). 

The benefit of free housing has been previously discussed 

and is central to this research. 

In conclusion, the main benefit in working in sugar 

cane for the persons interviewed appears to be work itself. 

The "reorganization of labor" that occurred on Southern 

plantations after the Civil War is still an unfinished 

process. For the vast ~ajority of the Black people who 

work in the sugar cane industry, whether in field or fac

tory, income ceilings remain low and fringe benefits are 

few. However, poorly paid work is better than no work, and 

the unemployment of minority persons for the two parish 

area was 11 percent in 1979 (Louisiana Department of Labor, 

1980:5, 7, 11, 12) and was no doubt higher at the time of 

the research. Despite the current conditions of unemploy

ment or poorly paid employment, people in general have 

hope that things will be better for their children; this 

hope is explored in the next section. 

Occupations of children 

The question "What kind of work do you think your chil

dren will do?" was asked in an effort to probe the hopes 

and expectations of parents in this study. The persons 

interviewed had the following number of children: 
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TABLE 13. Number of Children in Research Families 

Plantation Builder Total Total 
Age Families Families Children Families 

Under 18 years 38 42 80 13 

18 and over 39 128 167 31 

Total 77 170 247 44 

For research purposes, the children of both groups were 

divided into two age categories. For the older children 

the questio~ was altered, "What kind of work is your child 

doing now?" 

In general, expectations for younger children were 

vague for both builders and plantation families. The usual 

reply was "I don't know" or the variant, "He [the child] 

talks about. " The parents of the thirty-eight plan-

tation children under 18 years of age named the following 

expected occupations for their children: nurse, tractor 

driver, teacher, and artist. The last named occupation was 

not fanciful since the young person so named was a high-

school student with recognized talent. One of the planta-

tion mothers stated her expectation firmly in the negative, 

"My children will not work in the fields." 

The builders mentioned the following expected occupa-

tions for their children: professor, policeman, typist, 
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and beautician. The other replies were "I don't know." One 

father commented, "I don't know what the future holds. He 

[the son] may drive a tractor like his daddy, but it could 

change between now and when he grows up. " 

The grown children over eighteen years represented, for 

both groups of families, actual rather than expected 

achievement. A proBlem in these data (table 14) is in the 

unknown/unreported category. The unknown occupations were 

usually those of adult children who had moved away, for 

example: "I don't know what he's doing now; he moved to 

Chicago." The unreported occupations were due to incom

pLete interviews in which this question was omitted; later 

attempts to obtain the data were unsuccessful. It is 

probably safe to assume that the missing data are similar 

to that which were reported with a preponderance of blue 

collar, farm, and service occupations. No professional 

occupations were omitted in the data since the questions 

on education served to discover if any of these adult chil

dren had attended college or had received specialized 

training. The general impression the parents gave concern-

ing their children's occupations was that work was a generic 

thing, a way of earning a living. The important fact was 

being employed or "laid off" rather than the specific 

occupation. A summary of the information obtained regard

ing children's work is given in table 14. 



105 

TABLE 14. Occupations of Children 18 Years and Older 

Families 
Plantation Builder 

N Percent* N Percent* 

Housewife 7 18% 24 19 
Farm work 2 5 13 10 
Maid 2 5 4 3 
Military 2 5 4 3 
Sales clerk 2 5 3 2 
Construction 1 3 2 2 
Food service 3 8 1 1 
Textile worker 9 7 
Machine operator 5 4 
Welder 5 4 
Bus.,l truck driver 3 2 
Ill, disabled 3 2 

College student 1 1 
Laborer 1 1 
Professional 1 1 

Unemployed 5 13 7 5 

Unknown/unreported 
Occupation 15 38 42 33 

Totals 39 100% 128 100% 

Note: Percentages were rounded. 

In conclusion, it is noteworthy that 10 percent of the 

builders' children are doing farm work. Labor in the 

fields has been the destiny of the people for generations 

and has formed an awareness in their consciousness. When 

asked about their children's occupations, four of the 

builders replied in the negative, .. None of my children are 

on the farm." Most of the occupations mentioned are in the 

blue-collar category or lower; the two college-related 
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persons (student and professional) are thus outstanding. 

The professional person listed is employed by the State of 

Louisiana. 

As for the seventy-seven children under eighteen years, 

some predictions are possible. Unlike their older siblings,. 

this group did not experience segregated education with its 

attendant inferior funding and transportation. The occupa

tional outlook for them may be better because of this cir-

cumstance. However, education is only one factor in ( l( 'i · 

occupational mobility; being Black in rural Louisiana may 

be a stronger influence. 

The best and worst of it 

It is often helpful in understanding something to look 

at both extremes of the phenomenon. The people in this 

study were questioned on what they saw as the "best" and 

the "worst" things about their work. Most of the respon

dents talked about work in the sugar cane industry, either 

as the past or present job. Asked what is the best thing 

about your job some of the builders stated, "Nothing, it's 

a job," or "We get off in the summer. " A retired builder 

said the best thing was "When they let us sit [on the back 

of the truck] to plant cane." Another retired man stated, 

"I liked the iron works better than the field. " 

Plantation people had little to say in a positive way 

about their work except "It's all right." Some were more 
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direct and one person said the best thing about the work was 

"Money, baby, money." A ld n o er man stated he liked cleaning 

ditches best because the boss did not check up on him so 

often. The unattractive nature of the work was conveyed by 

two men who said, "Not much to like about it" or "The best 

[thing] is when we finish." 

The foregoing remarks represent the sum of positive 

comments about work. Obviously, the negative aspects of 

work drew greater response. One man when asked "What is 

the worst thing about your work?,. countered, "There 1 s 

nothing bad about it." Most of the respondents, however, 

talked about either the low pay or the bad weather. A 

father of five children remarked, "Not enough pay. It 1 s 

hard to make it on $4.20 an hour." As another man put it, 

"A man has a family and can 1 t take care of them." A man 

who left farm work commented succinctly, "Working in sugar 

will kill you at an early age." 

Complaints about working in, the outdoors concerned both 

hot and cold weather. The worst thing for one man was "the 

sun beating down on us and the sweat popping off," or more 

simply, "all day in the hot sun." Winter in subtropical 

Louisiana can also be cruel because of the humidity. The 

hardest thing for one man was "standing in the water in the 

drainage ditch," or just "the cold and rain." (Harvesting 

is one operation that can continue even in the rain. ) 
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Another man said the heat in the boiler room of the mill was 

the worst thing, and a welder said the sparks sometimes 

burned through his clothing. 

Another question concerning work was "What do you think 

the ideal job would be?.. Some people obviously had trouble 

relating to the question because of limited experience and 

opportunity. One man stated simply, 11 I'm satisfied now:" 

Another said, "The boiler room is all I know ... For those 

who answered this question, office work seemed the most 

desirable job. One man stated facetiously that he would 

like to be counting money all day. Among the builders the 

ideal jobs mentioned were running machinery, welding, and 

a shipyard job. For the plantation people, the ideal jobs 

were road work (it pays better), janitor's work (it is in

doors and has regular hours), and running a tractor (men

tioned by a common laborer). Two of the most imaginative 

jobs mentioned by the plantation people were working with 

retarded children and flying a crop duster airplane. One 

woman was visibly upset when she said the ideal job for her 

would be working in an office. 11 That's what I was trained 

for, and I never was able to get that kind of work down 

here. " In summary, the ideal job expectations for both 

groups were limited and reflected the world as known to the 

people. It was of interest that no man in farming stated 

he wanted to be a boss or overseer, which carries higher 
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pay and authority over other workers. A very small propor-

tion of overseers in the area are Black. The final question 

about work was "If you could receive the same amount of 

money as you do now, would you choose to work or not?" Of 

the seventeen workers who answered this question seven {40 

percent) said they would work, with these explanations: 

"I'm used to working and it would be hard to stay at home," 

or "It's better than sitting still." 

It is difficult to draw conclusions from these responses 

to work-related questions, but together with observations 

and census data, some generalizations are possible. For 

persons in this study, farm work has been the only occupa

tion for most of the men. It was not, however, the occupa

tion desired for their children, nor was it the chosen 

occupation of many of their adult children. Over the years, 

working conditions have improved, but farm work is still 

underpaid as compared to other industries in the area. The 

people in the field can be assured that their labor will 

continue to be needed as long as their wages permit the 

sugar cane grower to realize a profit. 

In Their Own Words 

The remainder of this chapter will include comments 

made in conversations with the builders and plantation 

people. Often the written word fails to convey the spirit 



of the people with occasional eloquence and sure insight 

into their own lives and the social situation. It should 

110 

be born in mind while reading these excerpts that any person 

over thirty-one years in 1982 had experienced segregated 

education in the South. The average number of years of 

schooling for persons in their fifties was about four; the 

wisdom that is apparent in the following excerpts is surely 

the product of the school of life. 

On income 

It took me forty-eight years to make $4.20 
an hour. I was 17 when I started to work. 
They only started unemployment a few years back. 
If you made twelve days of work, you got $12. 
I worked from sunup to sundown. We didn't have 
no hours then. I started this work and got to 
like it. I wanted a job where I could be near 
my family, because my daddy worked on a train 
and was away from us a lot. This is what I 
liked about the farm, I could be near my 
children. 

Wages don't rise with the cost of living. 
They used to be a lot of families here, but 
they tore down the houses every time one moved 
out. The key to whole situation is to re
structure agriculture. (Man, aged 66) 

I lived all my life at Cedarcrest [Planta
tion]. Then we built this house. It was hard 
out there because every week at payday there 
wasn't enough money. We owed money at the 
store where prices were high, but at least they 
didn't keep all your money. They would leave 
you a little to live on. We had so many bills 
I didn't think we could make it. We would have 
rain and my husband didn't work. Two or three 
days'of rain and your pay check isn't much: 
The plantation store would leave me someth1ng 



at least. I went to work when I was fifteen 
years old. (Woman, aged 54) 

On the weather 

If your feet got wet you can't keep warm 
after that. Sometimes the icicles be on the 
cane, your hands get froze cutting cane. 
(Man, aged 67) 

On women 's work 

I was nine when they told me I could learn 
to cut cane. The pay was fifty cents a day. 
We worked from sun to sun. I used to pick 
cotton as a child. Cotton grew around Burling 
[Plantation]. My mother would put a sack 
around my neck; we didn't like that job. 
(Woman, aged 7 0 ) 

I was tired when I lived at Cedarcrest. I 
got up at five o'clock and walked my children 
to my mother's because she took care of them 
when I was in the fields. Then I had to pick 
them up after work. I had to wash every day 
on a wash board after supper was finsihed. The 
older I get I know that life is never easy. 
You have to go out and get it. (Woman, aged 38) 

I worked for Mr. Smith, Mr. Broussard, 
Mr. Hebert, Macarthy, and Balkwin. I followed 
my husband wherever he worked. (Woman, aged 42) 

(How did you become a tractor driver? You're 
the only woman around here with that job.) 

Well, one day one of the men didn't show up, 
and they were short. So the boss asked us 
women if anybody knew how to do it, and I said 
yes. I did it once over at Pinebluff [Planta
tion]. (Woman, aged 35) 
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There were ten children in our family. When 
I was nine I had to stop school to take care of 
the other children so my mother could work in 
the fields. 

When I was twenty-seven I did nursing in 
private homes. I worked for three dollars a 
week. In grinding season I cut cane in the 
field. Then I worked for the cook at the plan
tation boarding house. We served three hundred 
men a day during grinding. I cooked there for 
twenty years. 

I cut cane and hoed cane. I would take the 
end row. That's the hardest because it is the 
thickest--it gets more sun and the people avoid 
the end row. I worked for 75¢ a day then. 
(Woman, aged 67) 

I was born and lived on the plantation till 
I was ten, then a white lady took me in. They 
used to beat us in school in those days, so I 
stayed out of school. The white lady saw me on 
the road, and she took me in. I helped her with 
her children, and would go to see my family on 
the weekend. (Woman, aged 70) 

. . . . . . . 
I was fifteen and pregnant with my first 

child. I was working in the fields and the boss 
came to me and said I should stop, that if I got 
hurt I might sue the Company. So he took me 
home in his truck. (Woman, aged 40) 

On young people and change 

I worked on the farm more than twenty years. 
Few men nowadays can hold a job on the farm, and 
they quit after two or three weeks. ~hey get 
pay in their pockets and then they qu1t. A 
farmer doesn't want to hire a young man. 
(Man, aged 40) 

. . . . . . . . 
(Well, it looks like machines are replacing 

men in the fields.) 
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That's all right, because men don't want to 
work nowadays. We knew how to work, but not. 
anymore. (Man, aged 67) 

On the good boss 

I never had any trouble with my boss because 
when I went to work, I worked. I didn't fool 
around. (Man, aged 4 2 ) 

We all grew up at Cedarcrest. We respected 
what they did for people. If we needed help he 
[the boss] would help us. He never mistreated 
people. He loaned us money. Even people from 
town would come, people that didn't work for him, 
and would ask to borrow money, and he would loan 
it. Some people didn't pay him back. 

Mr. Ed brought us a turkey at Christmas. 
Later on he started the Christmas bonus. He 
was the best boss around. He would pick up the 
children and take them to get a snowball. He 
would let the boys learn to drive on his truck. 
He would bring us Christmas presents. In the 
summer he gave us a picnic with all kind of food. 
The other places didn't have this. (Woman, 
aged 45) 

I like Mrs. White because she talks soft to 
you. A lot of people when they be boss they 
talk mean to you; she always talk nice to me. 
That means something, you know. (Woman, aged 50) 

My husband's boss, he treated us good. That's 
worth more to me than money, when people treat you 
nice. Now, they were white people but they still 
treated us good. (Woman, aged 68) 

. . . . . . . 
No, I won't go hungry, even with my husband 

dead and me on Security. I'm gonna get work with 
the white ladies I used to work for. I can clean 
their house and they will give me food. If you 
have friends you won't go hungry. (Woman, aged 65) 
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On the hazards of farm work 

They sprayed the field with 2,4-D. It ruined 
my children's eyes. Two of my children have bad 
sight. The plane would come down and we didn't 
know what it was all about, so we ran out to see 
it. This stuff settled down on you. Later on 
they banned it but it was too late. (Man, aged 66) 

When you're on that high tractor, you have 
to be real careful about the turns, especially 
if the ground is wet. You can flip over and the 
machine can kill you. I saw a man get his legs 
cut off when the tractor turned over. (Man, 
aged 50) 

On promotion 

My husband can't read, but he can fix any
thing. He was in the fields for ten years when 
they found out he could fix things, then they 
sent him to the mill. {Woman, aged 55) 

. . . . . . . . 
(How come you never learned to drive a 

tractor? You've been here a long time.) 

Well, I didn't want to learn. They offered 
it to me, but I could see the men who drove 
tractors had to work on Sundays and whenever 
they called them out, a~d I didn't want to do 
that. (Man, aged 6 9) 

On coming of age 

I had to work. We were living up by 
Alexandria. We worked in the cotton field, we 
helped our daddy and we didn't see no money 
till the end of the year. If you went to the 
store to get groceries, you charged it. We had 
a fifty-fifty chance we would draw money at the 
end. My daddy started working in the field 
with a hoe, and we did too. It was the only 
way to survive. (Man, aged 42). 
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On alternatives 

I've thought about different kinds of work 
but this is ~11 I know how to do, and things ' 
are so bad r1ght now, I'm glad to have my job 
on the farm. (Man, aged 30) 
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Comments by an academic researcher on the actual experi

ences of those who labor in the fields will seem anti-

climactic. Suffice to say, the preceeding statements have 

not been selected to reflect hardship; it just happened 

that little was said about the j£y of farm work. Litera

ture of the nineteenth and early twentieth century usually 

stresses the conviviality of the happy "darkies" in the 

fields with special emphasis on the near elation of the 

grinding season. True, there is an excitement just before 

planting and grinding begin because the season's workers 

come together after months of unemployment and no pay. The 

excitement, however, turns into weariness for both perma-

nent and seasonal workers and the end of grinding comes as 

a relief. The increased pay of the wage laborer at this 

time may confuse the fact that he or she is being paid 

less than most industries offer. But a change came for at 

least some of these workers--beginning in 1973 an oppor-

tunity was presented that meant even harder and longer 

work. For those who accepted the challenge, it was a labor 

of love because it was working on something that would be 



their own. The story of the self-help housing program is 

the subject of the next chapter. 
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CHAPTER IV 

SELF-HELP HOUSING 

"A man's house is his castle" (Coke, 1680:162). 

Folk wisdom states that "it takes a lot of living to 

make a house a home, " and for those who take on the task of 

building their own home, it takes a lot of work before the 

structure is finally completed. This chapter will relate 

some details of the various aspects of the completed self

help housing project for the fammilies who built their own 

homes in Franklin and Jeanerette, Louisiana, between 1973 

and 1979. Following a brief explanation of the program, 

the role of the helping organizations, the families' 

decision to join the project, their experiences during 

construction, and their sense of accomplishment afterwards 

will be discussed. While forty-three houses were built in 

the two towns mentioned, only thirty-one families were 

selected for this research for reasons given in the intro

ductory chapter. Initial interviews, however, were made 

with all the families in order to classify those of farm 

background, and some quotations, concerning the construc

tion of the homes, are included from other than the thirty-

one builder families. 
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Program Structure and Process 

Two major organizations were instrumental in helping the 

thirty-one families realize their dream of home ownership. 

One of the organizations, Farmers Home Administration 

(FmHA), is a Federal agency under the Department of Agri

culture. The other organization, Southern Mutual Help 

Association (SMHA), is a private, voluntary agency, that 

has its main office in Jeanerette, Louisiana! but has been 

active in all of the "sugar parishes" of South Louisiana. 

A brief description of these organizations follows. 

FmHA 

This agency has offices in most U.S. counties and serves 

farmers through loans for houses and farm buildings. As 

part of its function to serve rural people, the agency also 

assists people who are not farmers but who live in small 

rural communities such as Jeanerette or Franklin. One of 

the agency's programs, that of self-help housing, is 

described in a brochure: 

Individual houses are built under supervision 
by a group of families who will live in the dwell
ings. In short, it is a group mutually helping 
each other with the guidance of a construction 
expert. • • . 

Any small group of low income families may 
qualify [to borrow] providing they cannot individ
ually afford to build modest houses by customary 
methods. Each family must be able to repay a loan 
for the cash cost of the house ••.. 

!Early in 1983 SMHA moved its office to New Iberia, La. 



Members must agree: 
To work as a group under the guidance of a con
struction supervisor. 
To work the required hours necessary to complete 
the house. 
To at~end all preconstruction meetings. 
To bu1ld only modest adequate housing. 
To build their houses in the same community. 
To carry out all responsibilities of home ownership, 
after the housing is completed (FmHA Program Aid 990, 
1978). 

The process of getting the FmHA loan and of begining 
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home construction was initiated by a family's submitting an 

application giving information on income, employment, credit 

record, number of dependents, etc. The income needed to 

qualify for the loan was approximately $6,000-$14,000 a 

year (gross). Free (plantation) housing was not counted 

toward this income. The loan was for the cash cost of the 

house and lot. For the families in this study this amount 

was generally under $12,000. The advantages in the self-

help housing program as administered by FmHA were three-

fold: (1} the loan was given to persons who (because of 

low income) could not ordinarily get a home loan; (2) the 

interest rate was low (beginning in 1973 for the families 

in this study the interest was around 8 percent); and 

(3) the greater part of the interest rate was "forgiven" 

by another Government agency, the Interest Credit Corpora-

tion which reduced the interest to as low as 1 percent in 

some cases. The total cost of the house was reduced by the 

"sweat equity" of the builders who were required to 
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contribute thirty hours of work each week until construction 

was finished. FmHA has local representatives in each county 

to administer the loans as well as to keep informed of the 

process of construction and to supervise payment of the 

loan. The representative in the area at the time of this 

research was also in charge of the FmHA office during the 

construction of the homes which began some ten years 

previously. 

During the period from 1973 to 1979, forty-eight 

families received loans averaging $12,000 each for a self

constructed home. The loans were deposited in the bank for 

the purchase of building materials and were not accessible 

to the family directly. As one of the builders explained, 

"I, for one, never saw any of the money. As materials were 

bought, we signed checks to the various places of business." 

The actual construction was done by the families under the 

supervision of a professional carpenter who was hired by 

the Southern Mutual Help Ass.ociation, an organization that 

played a key role in the self-help housing program. 

SMHA 

Since its founding in 1969, two women have directed the 

organization--Sr. Ann Catherine Bizalon, a social worker, 

and Lorna Bourg, a psychologist. The idea of Southern 

Mutual as a self-help group to assist farm workers· came 
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from the labor organizer, H. L. Mitchell, and one of the 

first Board members was a Black plantation worker, Gustave 

Rhodes (Mitchell, 1979:323). SMHA, a non-profit organiza

tion, received most of its funds as the administrator of 

Federal grants such as job training, adult education, etc. 

During the 1970's the organization had a staff of forty 

persons, many of them Black former plantation residents. 

SMHA staff used to attend the annual wage hearings in Houma 

that were sponsored by the Department of Agriculture and 

which set the hourly pay for field workers whose wages came 

under the jurisdiction of the Sugar Act (which expired in 

1974). SMHA has always been an outspoken defender of the 

farm worker and a prod to the "sugar establishment." One 

of the most successful of SMHA's ventures has been the 

housing program--although the first self-help housing pro

gram was begun in St. James Parish in Louisiana in 1968, 

SMHA brought the program to the region of this study. In 

addition to the forty-three houses built in the two adja

cent parishes, SMHA helped five families in Napoleonville 

build their own homes (see chapter I). SMHA was the Tech

nical Assistance grantee for the self-help housing project, 

thus linking interested and eligible families with the 

Federal program. SMHA staff knew the problems of workers 

on plantations and realized that housing was a pivotal 

issue. The free plantation housing, in addition to being 
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of poor quality, was frequently the symbol of worker depen

dence on the employer. Because of SMHA' s involvement with 

other programs for plantation workers, the organization had 

visibility and credibility and knew where to find inter-

ested applicants for the self-help housing program. The 

duties of a Technical Assistance grantee in the housing 

program are outlined as follows: 

Recruiting families interested in sharing 
labor in the construction of their homes; 

Helping families prepare Section 502 loan 
applications; 

Helping families acquire and develop 
suitable building sites; 

Helping families obtain cost estimates for 
construction materials and subcontracting 
required; 

Providing technical supervision and training 
for families in the construction of their homes; 

Providing financial supervision to individual 
families receiving Section 502 Rural Housing Loans; 

Educating and informing families about their 
responsibilities and obligations as homeowners, 
including the discussion of loan payments, taxes, 
insurance, maintenance and upke~p of property. 
(Rural America, 1982:10). 

These functions were performed in varying degrees, and it 

should be noted that SMHA benefited from the program by 

increased visibility and help for organizational continuity. 

The Technical Assistance grant it received for twenty-four 

of the houses was for $150,000 (White, 1979). 

As indicated above, there were several preliminary 

steps before the families could begin work on their homes. 

The first and perhaps most difficult was "land development," 
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that is, finding suitable property for the contiguous homes 

that was reasonable in cost and accessible to sewers and 

utilities (improved land). The other necessary step was 

that of finding people to put on the land. This was the 

task of one member of the SMHA team, Bernadette Stewart, 

who was still with SMHA at the time of this research and 

who contributed some of the following information. "At 

first I worked with my office in the back of my car," 

Ms. Stewart declared. Finding the eligible persons on the 

plantation could be done only by an "insider" because plan

tations in the sugar cane area can be both isolated and 

invisible from the main roads. As Ms. Stewart went knock

ing on doors and talking with everyone she could find, 

there were various reactions to her "good news . " Some of 

the people contacted did not believe the claims or promises 

of the program. "They thought they were being tricked" was 

one comment. Others were interested and applied for the 

program but were refused because they did not meet income 

requirements. Others were interested but their commitment 

wore thin after a few group meetings. "They backed out" 

was the most frequently heard explanation from the 

builders. Another requirement was that the loan applicant 

be legally married or divorced, since the assumption of the 

mortgage payment was a large responsibility that required 

the cooperation of both spouses or at least the clear and 
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unique ownership by a single head-of-the-family. There were 

problems and false starts both in the application phase and 

in the construction work. One widow wanted to join the 

program but her adult son, who would have to be one of the 

construction helpers, was not interested, and his mother 

had to forego her participation. There were also families 

that got as far as the construction process but abandoned 

the project for various reasons. Most of those who per

severed, and are the subjects of this research, learned of 

the housing program through Ms. Stewart. Five persons 

reported learning about it through friends or relatives. 

One man heard about it over the radio; one woman who lived 

in a rented house in town heard indirectly and went by 

hreself to the SMHA office to sign up. 

The Actors 

The families 

The builder families interviewed were asked what their 

reaction was on first hearing about the possibility of 

building and owning their own homes. Some typicalresponses 

follow: 

-We jumped at it. 

-All my life I wanted to own a house. 

-We signed up the same day. 

-It was ~oo good to be true. 



Those who reported hesitation had these comments: 

At first I didn't believe it. Then we went 
to the meetings and me and my wife talked it 
over. 

. . . . 
My husband was interested in buying a house, 

but I thought it would be too hard to keep up. 
We went to the meetings and then I told him, 
"Whatever you dec ide, we' 11 do . " 

. . . . . . 
It didn't sound real, but I thought it won't 

hurt to answer some questions [on the loan 
application]. We lucked out, taking this step. 
Some people put their money in a car and have 
nothing to show for it. 

One woman reported her difficulty in accepting the 

decision of her husband to move off the plantation. 

I was born at Beaumont [Plantation] and 
raised all my children there. I couldn't see 
leaving the place. It took me a long time to 
agree to go along with Jim. I just wasn't there. 
I didn't see how we could do it. Sometimes it 
would rain, and we didn't have enough money. I 
prayed that God would change my mind; it was a 
sin not to go along with my husband. He told 
me "I'm going ahead, if you want it or not." I 
was too old then to find me another husband, I 
thought, and I shouldn't be so against him if he 
wanted to do it. I was working at the Chicken 
Shack at the time, and on my lunch hour one day 
I walked over to this place. They had poured 
the cement and I could see where our house would 
be. I prayed that I would be for it. Then I 
walked the mile back to my job and after a while 
I felt better about the house and was glad that 
Jim had decided to go through with it. 

One motive that several persons mentioned for undertak-

ing the building project was the insecurity of their plan-

tation housing. Each owner or manager can establish his 
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own policy regarding tenure of the house, but it was a known 

fact that for the aged or sick wor-ker housing could be 

withdrawn. Likewise, if one manager who was benevolent 

decided to quit farming or to lease the land to someone 

else, the worker could, of course, be put out of the house. 

One respondent said, 11 I told my boss, 'I'm getting old 

and in a few years you may need my house for a young man.' 11 

Other persons had this in their mind when they chose to 

leave the plantation. Most of the families reported that 

their bosses encouraged them in their resolve to leave the 

plantation and build for themselves. 11 My boss told me, 

'You are young, you should leave here and take this oppor-

tunity. ' " Another woman worked as a maid for an attorney 

and he told her, "This is a good deal, take it." Most 

employers learned about the families' intent to build 

through the process of employment verification which was a 

part of the loan application that had to be signed by the 

employer. Only three families reported that their boss did 

not encourage them to join the program. Only five (out of 

twenty) men changed their occupation from farm work after 

the move. 

The beginning 

once the FmHA loans had been approved, SMHA formed the 

applicants into groups of three to nine families who then 
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chose a leader and a timekeeper whose function was to record 

the hours of sweat equity each family contributed. Any per

son over sixteen years of age could do construction work, 

and each family had to work thirty hours per week. The 

groups also chose names, some of which were as follows: 

Willing Workers, United Workers of St. Mary Parish, The 

Pioneers, Monument for Progress, etc. The families attended 

pre-construction meetings to learn about the program and 

their obligations and also to learn new skills.in the use 

of tools, as demonstrated by the construction supervisor. 

The only professionals who worked on the homes were the 

supervisor, who was a carpenter, an electrician, and a 

plumber. These pre-construction meetings were also used 

to establish cooperation among the families since this was 

a mutual self-help project. While some of the families 

were related to each other, those who were strangers had 

to get to know and trust their future work partners. Mutual 

cooperation required that families work together on those 

construction tasks that needed several persons; it also 

meant that all the homes would be finished at the same time 

and that the families would move in at the same time. 

The process of group formation, instruction, and build

ing lasted from 1973 to 1979 when the last homes were com

pleted. One interesting development in the preconstruction 

phase of the program was the adult education that occurred. 
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Because some of the builders were functionally illiterate, 

the educational component of SMHA helped the people to 

perform such tasks as simple arithmetic and the reading of 

yardsticks. This group also furnished educational experi

ences for the small children of the builders during con

struction so the mothers could assist their husbands on 

the job. 2 

The great majority of the builders were working on the 

farm at the time of construction, :and only two of the men 

had previous experience at carpentry. "I bui 1 t houses on 

the plantation," one man stated, but he never had the 

opportunity until the self-help program to build his own 

house. Another man, skillful in several areas, took over 

the role of construction supervisor for his group when the 

original supervisor became ill. Each family.worked mainly 

on their own home, but there was some degree of 

specialization: 

I shingled all these.houses. Rider [the 
neighbor] couldn't climb so I got up on the 
roof. I never fell down (Man, aged 65 at 
time of construction). 

Memories of construction were vivid and lasting, and often 

during an interview the wife or husband would point with 

pride to the walls and say, "I did that paneling"or "I put 

in the ceiling tile. " 

2This group has now become independent as the Planta
tion Education Program, Inc. (PEPI) • 



129 

Besides friends and family members, other persons helped 

the builders. SMHA was in touch with out-of-state volun

teers who wanted to help in this effort. Chief among these 

were teaching nuns who used their summers for projects such 

as the self-help housing. For seve~al summers the Sisters 

came to Jeanerette or Franklin to take up hammer and saw 

and help the people. The houses took from six months to 

more than a year to complete, depending on the persons in 

each group. During the summer the men could work after 

their usual day's employment in the_ fields, but during the 

grinding season there was less time available. One of the 

women recalled: 

Once we started building, Jim worked all day 
and night. I would meet him after work with a 
cup of coffee at the door of our house and he 
would go off to .work on this house. Then he 
came back at ten o'clock and he had to work 
the next day in the fields. 

Few persons mentioned problems during construction, 

although the fact that four families (out of 43) did not 

complete their homes indicates that some problems did exist. 

One source of problems for some of the groups was the infla

tion of the price of materials which occurred as the groups 

had to slow down their work for various reasons. For some 

groups the original loan was not enough to cover costs of 

materials, and the people had to take out another small 

loan. Likewise, some of the people expected to have sur-

plus money but this did not happen: 



· · we were told that any monies left over 
from the loans could be used for washers, dryers, 
stoves, etc. This was not the case. After months 
with me--I don't know about all of the others--! 
was made to sign over the balance of my account 
back to FmHA. What was done with the extra 
monies, I don't know. 

Another problem was that, in some cases, all of the 
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planned work was not completed. In Jeanerette, for example, 

none of the cement driveways was completed to the street but 

stopped about 6 feet short with the rest of the drive 

covered with shells. Since the self-built houses are all 

together in Jeanerette, this deficit is obvious. The 

people themselves were vague as to what happened regarding 

the driveways. One woman stated that the money was stolen 

from her. One explanation offered put blame on the City 

of Jeanerette, but to the people as well as myself, it was 

unclear just who was responsible for the half-finished 

driveways, nor did a satisfactory explanation emerge from 

either SMHA or FmHA. 

Besides the incomplete driveways, one home site had 

poor drainage which, in the rainy climate of Louisiana, can 

have serious results. According to some of the builders, 

the city did not provide drainage ditches nor was the city 

willing to loan the ditching machine to the people to make 

their own dr~inage ditch. Two 0f the builders were articu-

late in their complaints: 

They cheated us out .... I don't know who 
messed up. Anybody keeping books knows how it's 
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going. They tell you this and they tell you that. 
They handled it for us. There was nothing for us 
to do but to go along with the program, once it 
started. 

Before the house was finished I wanted to 
give it up. It took too long a time. Whenever 
we went to SMHA to complain about the carpenter 
they told us, "If you had a white carpenter you 
would be finished by now. You have to respect the 
[Black] carpenter." Well, that wasn't it. The 
carpenter didn't respect himself. We had lots of 
problems; he couldn't work with other people. 

' 
Another voice of pessimism alleged: 

Well, you see, he [the head carpenter] had 
another job on the side. He was paid for a full 
day but he only came at one o'clock. 

All of us building houses would talk [among 
ourselves] as long as nobody was there to listen, 
but they shut up in front of other people. I was 
the only one to complain.3 

Whether these statements were representative or not is 

hard to estimate. Since there were six groups of builders 

over a span of six years, it is possible that problems 

occurred both among individuals and organizations. However, 

the finished product of the home seemed the greater reality 

to most of those in this study, and problems during con-

struction were minimized or forgotten by most. Even with-

out extraneous problems, it was difficult to work all day 

at a manual job, do carpentry at the end of the day or on 

the week end, and to sustain this effort over several 

months. 

3More than one head carpenter supervised the construc
tion work. Another carpenter was highly praised by the 
builders. 
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During the interviews with families, I made general 

observations about the houses as well as asking if anything 

needed repair. The most common statement was "The screen 

door needs fixing." More serious difficulties were cited 

with regard to electrical problems experienced by two of 

the groups. The work had been guaranteed for one year after 

completion, and all the families had been in their homes 

longer than this period. There were no complaints regard

ing plumbing. If more self-help homes are built in the 

future, there will most likely be fewer problems since a 

contractor will be hired, and less of the work will be done 

by the families and more by professionals (Nunez, 1982, 

personal communication). However, this will increase the 

cost of the house to approximately $30,000 and limit the 

number of families who can undertake the building project. 

The Achievement 

The homes constructed under the mutual self-help hous

ing program were modest and adequate as the FmHA terms 

specify, but their real importance comes from a comparison 

with the previous houses on the plantation. This section 

will contain my own observations and comments by the par

ticipants in the housing program. 
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Observations of plantation housing 

Homes on five plantations were visited, and there was a 

variety in the quality of the construction and the interior 

finishing of these dwellings. Most of the plantation houses 

had that feature which is so precious in the South--a porch. 

Among its other uses, a porch is a good place to leave 

muddy boots and plastic coveralls used in the fields in the 

wet weather. Most of the porches had one or two rickety 

chairs and one of the porches I observed had a swing. About 

half of the porches had badly worn or rotting floor boards 

since this area gets maximum exposure to the weather. Thus 

a porch is a convenient feature for a home, but maintenance 

costs are high. 

The most obvious feature of the interior of the planta

tion houses was the lack of a hallway, which meant that 

often the bedrooms were used as passages to the back of the 

house. The classic floor plan of quarter houses was that 

of two rectangular rooms, one in front of the other for a 

single family and four such rooms for a two-family dwelling 

(Rehder, 1971:170). As bathrooms and other rooms were 

added to an older house, the interior rooms became not only 

passageways but were cut off from light and air as they 

were surrounded by a perimeter. The effect on privacy can 

be imagined from one of the homes visited where the family's 

five children had to pass through the parents' bedroom to 
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use the bathroom. The net impression, then, of most of the 

plantation homes was of adequate space but little privacy. 

The second noteworthy feature concerns the interior 

finishing of the houses. Most plantation houses had wooden 

board interiors, a few freshly painted, but most showing 

signs of wear and tear. There also seemed to be a lack of 

closets in the houses, judging from the clothes hung on 

the backs of doors. The older houses had high ceilings, a 

positive feature in warm weather. In cold weather, however, 

the houses were difficult to heat and drafty, as will be 

described by the respondents of this study later. Lino

leum was the ubiquitous floor covering in plantationhouses. 

Usually a new linoleum was put on top of the old, and the 

result was several patterns visible in places of wear. One 

home had a thin carpet in the living room, giving a some-

what poignant effect. It seemed to be a recognition of a 

better way of life and an attempt at realizing it. As for 

comforts, a few of the houses had a large box fan in a 

window, but none had air conditioning units. All the homes 

visited, both plantation and self-built houses, had tele

vision sets although these appliances varied in size and 

not all were in working order. In the forty-four homes 

visited, there were perhaps three color T.V. set~. Washing 

machines, some of the old rotary-type, but not clothes 

dryers, were observed in several plantation homes. 
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Perhaps the most telling of all the negative aspects of 

plantation housing was the courtilage or the area immedi

ately surrounding the house. Usually there were high weeds, 

either next to the house or at the edge of the lawn. All 

of the people interviewed cut their own grass or had a 

friend do it, but there was no provision for the space 

between houses or next to the roads, which frequently 

assumed the appearance of dense tropical undergrowth. Per

haps the essential difference in the setting of the planta

tion house and the self-built house is the difference 

between rural and urban living. In a city or small town 

one is subject to the social control of neighbors whose 

yards are a source of pride to them; in a city, ordinances 

forbid the accumulation of trash in the front yard, thus 

assuring a relatively clean neighborhood for all those who 

live there. In the country and the plantation, there are 

no such rules, no authority equivalent to City Hall. Trash 

can and does pile up around the house, even though garbage 

service is provided. Junk cars can accumulate, and rank 

overgrowth can envelop the house, and no one will complain. 

Another factor in the environment of the plantation home 

has been mentioned in chapter I. Mud and dust are beyond 

the control of the occupants of a house and result from the 

lack of surfacing of roads and driveways near the dwelling. 
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A problem observed in three homes was lack of drainage. 

Since plumbing was added piecemeal to the older quarter 

houses, sewer arrangements are sometimes improvised. One 

home had the odor of sewerage from an unseen source, and 

two other houses had the drain water from washing machines 

empty onto the ground by the house. Besides the esthetic 

problems, these conditions could cause the spread of~ 

disease. A final comment on plantation housing concerns 

rodent infestation. Besides the friendly domestic mouse, 

rats enter many of the houses when the cane is cut and the 

animals are deprived of this shelter. A friend of mine 

complained that she could not sleep because the rats were 

in her attic. These unwelcome inhabitants did not have far 

to go since her house was surrounded by cane fields. The 

health department offered free rat poison during cane

cutting time, but my plantation friend, not receiving a 

newspaper, was unaware of this benefit. 

The self-built houses 

Most of the new homes of the former plantation residents 

have three bedrooms, and two have a fourth bedroom. The 

first group of nine homes in Franklin has a different 

exterior finish from the remaining homes which are faced 

with brick. The first nine houses also have a different 

window design, with panes 2 by 4 feet, which allow for 



light and ventilation but are expensive to replace when 

broken. The houses are basically one of two floor plans 

and provide a dining room either as a separate room or as 

an adjacent area to the kitchen. All contain a living 

room, central hall, bathroom, washer and dryer space, as 

well as a large storage closet for garden tools. 

137 

The self-built houses do not have the full-length porch 

of the plantation houses, but they do have a covered front 

entrance or a carport that serves the same purpose. In my 

opinion the houses that have the dining room separated from 

the kitchen are of an impractical design because the 

kitchen is too small for a table, and the person in the 

kitchen cannot see beyond this small and narrow space. The 

alternate plan has the kitchen area "flowing" into the 

dining room, and the person in the kitchen can have visual 

access to the living room as well. This, of course, is an 

asset to the mother of small children or to a hostess. 

The interior of the homes are of wood paneling for the 

walls and rubber tiles on the floor. About half of the 

homes have a carpet in the living room, and some have wall

to-wall covering into the dining area as well. The furnish

ing of the homes varies with the income and taste of the 

occupants, from a home of a retired person with minimal 

furniture to that of a couple in the prime of life with no 

dependents whose living room reflects a middle-class 



comfort. While some differences were apparent among the 

builder families, the bigger difference was between the 
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two kinds of homes--those on the plantation versus the 

self-built homes. A plantation home is not only in a rural 

setting, but is of necessity on land not owned by the occu

pants.4 A house belonging to the company cannot be a 

source of pride nor an extension of the self that one's 

own property is, nor does the quarter house furnish incen-

tive for care and maintenance since these functions are 

performed by the company.S There is also a psychological 

difference between having neighbors who are fellow employ-

ees of the same "boss" or neighbors who are fellow horne 

owners. The surroundings of the self-built homes were more 

attractive and better cared for. Since some of the 

builders are no longer in farm work, there was also more 

variety of occupations represented in the neighborhood, 

which makes for greater contact with the larger world than 

is the case on a plantation. In sum, the self-built homes 

appeared superior both in construction and surroundings 

than homes visited on plantations. 

4The Director of SMHA has approached three local cane 
growers asking them to sell non-agricultural land for horne 
sites for their workers but all refused. 

STwo plantation homes were visited where extensive re
modeling had been done by the occupants who had lived in 
the homes more than twenty years. One couple had life 
tenure but the house would, of course, revert to the plan
tat{on owner on their demise. There are no heirs to bene
fit from the efforts of the occupants. 



The experience of home ownership 

In interviews with the bu1.'lders, th f' e 1.rst question 

asked concerning the new house was "How does this house 

compare with your other house?" Some of the respondents 

gave a non-comrni ttal "It was all right," but most of the 

people went into detai 1: 

I love this house, it's warm, no cold wind 
shooting in here like on the farm. We had a 
broken window with paper in it. Now we lay 
down in a warm house and get up in a warm 
house. 

The old palce was in bad shape. It was
drafty, the roof leaked, and there were holes 
and cracks. 

There's more room here. 

The most frequently mentioned flaw in plantation housing 
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was lack of insulation and the resultant drafts or leaks in 

the roof. One man stated the difference succinctly, "This 

place is a hundred percent better. 11 

From a previous visit, when one of the builder families 

still lived on the plantation, I recalled that their house, 

which was not in the quarters but had been used by a former 

overseer, was larger than the usual house. I asked the 

family if there was anything they missed about the old 

place. 11 No indeed. Now we don 't have to move our furni-

turn around every time it rains" was the emphatic reply. 



Without exception, the new self-constructed home was 

seen as superior to what the people left behind. The 

efforts of planning and working all reached fruition the 

day the family moved into their new home. "How did you 

feel the day you moved in?" brought comments such as: 

I didn't sleep the first night, I was so 
excited. (Stated by three persons} 

I didn't believe it until we moved. 

I was grateful and thankful and very excited. 

It was like another world, unbelievable. 

I done something at that time I never thought 
I would do. I didn't think I was capable.of 
doing it. I don't know how to talk up, and I 
can't read, but I was able to build this house. 

The day we moved in, 0 Lawd, I couldn't get 
here fast enough. I been wanting it for a long 
time. It feels good to have something of your 
own. 

One thirty-eight-year-old woman summarized in an elo

quent way her thoughts on moving away from the plantation 

into a home of her own: 

We were so much like slaves at Cedarcrest, and 
we wanted to get off the farm. We worked to become 
a little different than what we were before. My 
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parents were raised there, but things were dif
ferent in their time. Now people think differ
ently and we wanted to do things for ourselves. 

When we lived at Cedarcrest, it was their 
house. No matter how you fixed it up, it didn't 
b~long to you. You never belonged to yourself, 
eJ. ther. They would send for you to work, and 
you couldn't say no, even if you were sick. 
You had to get up and go. 

I wanted to accomplish something while I am 
young. When you get old your time is finished, 
you can't do anything then. The old people like 
to stay at Cedarcrest because that's all they 
know. The ones who aren't so old are afraid of 
making a change. They are afraid they can't make 
it on the outside. 

I'm happy with this house. We worked hard 
and I love it, it's mine. It would be hard to 
go back to the farm, but if that happened, I 
could do it. So far we're making it. We have 
our ups and downs but we're making it so far. 

Some people move off and then go back to 
the plantation; they can't make it on their own. 
As you get up in age you learn to live with what 
you have accomplished in life. 
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Finally the builders were asked what is the best thing 

about owning their own home. One man stated plainly, 

"There is no one best thing. There's no worry about who 

will sell out [lease land to a stranger]. Another thing, 

this will be ours someday, something I've always wanted." 

The most frequent answers referred to security of tenure-

that is, no one will throw then out--and to independence 

regarding work. Many people appreciated the distance from 

the employer even though they still worked on the farm. 

"No one knocking on my door and telling me to work, even 

if I was sick." The joy of ownership for these families 

can be felt by some of their comments, but there was a 
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special benefit of the new home for the wives. As one put 

it, "The best thing about this house is that it's easier 

to keep clean. n 

One by-product of the construction process was that 

women learned carpentry as well as the men, a fact which is 

likely to be important in the continuing upkeep of the 

house. 

We started it not knowing anything about car
pentry. We tried and we did it. We learned 
something different each day. It was a good 
thing for the women too. We learned we could 
do different things, and we met new people. We 
women learned to do for ourselves. I could put 
up a door if I needed a door. We learned to 
work like the men except in lifting heavy things. 

After the move 

One result of the move from the farm was that persons 

were farther from their jobs. Of the thirty-one families 

interviewed only six did not have cars before the move. 

Some of the men from these families got rides from their 

neighbors, while others were loaned trucks by their 

employers. Five men found other employment, as was 

explained in the previous chapter. 

Asked if there was anything they missed on the planta-

tion, persons responded along a continuum from "Everything" 

to "Nothing" with six times as many giving the latter 

response. Specific things mentioned as being missed were 

the people still on the plantation, the quiet of the 
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country, the space of the farm, or the good water. Half of 

the people reported visiting the old palce mainly to see 

relatives or to attend church. Some of the older builders 

are not able to drive and require transportation. Some 

people reported that there is no one left on the planta

tion: "They tore the buildings down." The quarter houses 

were probably not worth repairing, and would not be needed 

anyway. The tendency is for machines to replace human 

workers in the ever advancing technology of sugar cane 

production. 

While the main theme of the responses from the builders 

concerning their homes is one of pride in accomplishment, a 

more sober note creeps in. How do these families manage 

financially, considering the fact that when on the planta

tion they did not pay rent? After leaving the plantation 

they did not receive higher wages in lieu of free housing. 

The monthly mortgage payment or note varies from $70 to $200 

depending on the family's income. Annual taxes for city 

services are around $130. The cost of utilities, of 

course, varies with each household. In some cases city 

utilities are less than the family paid on the plantation, 

especially if butane gas was their fuel. On the other hand, 

some plantation owners gave free water or electricity which 

would further reduce the cost of housing for the family. 
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The last question, then, concerning the new home was, "How 

do you manage financially?" 

None of the families said it was easy although a few 

had no complaint and answered simply, "We manage." Other 

commentes were 

-It's kind of tight. 

-It's hard sometimes. 

-It's a struggle. 

-I fall on my knees and pray to God. 

-It's a big change. 

-Many things I need and can't get; it's a struggle. 

It appears that the additional cost of home ownership 

was met by two means: (1) wise management and (2) women 

working full or part time. Of the nineteen couples still 

in the work force eleven (58 percent) of the women worked 

and two others were temporarily out of work at the time of 

the research. While most of the women had worked on and 

off since an early age, the proximity to jobs in town meant 

that transportation was less of a problem and more could 

work regularly. 

For all of the builders, whether active or retired, 

married or widowed, the standard of living was automatically 

improved via horne ownership, since their new house was in 

better condition than that they left behind on the planta

tion. This does not imply that one level of comfort 
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prevailed after the move, since the families that were poor

est on the plantation are still at the bottom of the 

economic ladder in their new homes. It does, however, 

point to the general upgrading for all families who built 

their own homes. 

The new way of living that home ownership brought to 

the families meant adjustment not only in terms of expenses 

but also in terms of general responsibilities. The people 

made this transition without systematic help from any 

organization since SMHA was not funded for any services 

after the families moved. One professional person observed 

that all the families needed help in making this adjustment, 

and the move caused marital stress in many cases. However, 

the families were not isolated in their new experience since 

60 percent of the builders had relatives in the self-help 

housing project. In retrospect it can be said that an 

opportunity to help people form a new community was lost by 

the discontinuance of service and support to these families. 

Changes in families that have occurred since the incep-

tion of the building project are 

Marital Disruption:6 

One family separated temporarily during;: 
construction; 

6Marital disruption data include not only the thirty-one 
builders but the total of forty-three families that con
structed their own homes in the two towns of this research. 



One family separated six months after moving 
into the new horne; 

One family was in process of divorce at time 
of the research. 

Mortality of Spouses: 

One man died shortly after he began working 
on his house, and it was completed by his 
friends; 

Two women died wi.thin a year after moving 
into their new homes; 

Two men died in November 1982 and January 
1983 during the research. 
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The social and psychological changes in family life are 

difficult to assess, other than by the reports of the per

sons interviewed. Some o-bvious effects of the change are 

that the children spend less time on school buses, that 

adults have easier access to stores, and that all have con-

tact with a larger and more diverse population than when 

they lived on the plantation. It appears that more oppor-

tunities for work for· women also came with the move to 

town. Of the ten women who had jobs, eight were in non-

farm occupations. All these changes have an interrelated 

impact that is complex, but what is certain is that the 

change means something different for the parents than for 

the children. Some of the older children who remember both 

the plantation era as well as the construction process have 

moved away to start families of their own. Younger chil

dren, of course, spent less time on the plantation and did 

not participate in building the new home. Their experience 
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is secondary, linked to the effort and involvement of their 

parents in the new "accomplishment." 

The most important aspect of the builders' achievement 

appears to be their pride in ownership because this was a 

new experience in their lives. A professional educator in 

an adult literacy program said of plantation residents, "It 

is sad to see them work hard all their lives and have 

nothing to show for it at the end. " What the builders 

accomplished in quantifiable terms can be gauged from the 

Tax Assessor's records in the parish courthouses for 1981. 

The monetary value of the homes was estimated to be between 

$19,500 and $28,000. These figures underestimate the market 

value of houses as compared with similar construction in the 

same area, and the tax assessor's valuation is apparently 

always below actual market value of a house. The floor 

space of the homes is approximately 1,200 square feet on 

lots that range from 61 by 154 to 66 by 165 feet. As far 

as improvements to the original house, two families have 

enclosed part of the carport to make additional living 

space. The most common addition to the homes is that of 

wrought iron bars on the windows. These "burglar bars" 

usually indicate an affluent home or a crime-ridden area. 

My own impression is that neither applies in this case, 

but rather the bars attest to the activity of a competent 

and convincing salesperson. One woman remarked, "I wasn't 



home when the salesman came, and my husband signed up for 

them [the bars]." 
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A final note on the quantifiable aspects of the self

help housing project by former plantation residents can be 

made by comparison with the 1980 Census. The following 

table concerns the value of owner-occupied housing and the 

extent of owner-occupied housing for the two sites of this 

research. While these data do not describe plantation 

housing, they do describe the present skewedness of horne 

ownership. 

TABLE 15. Housing Data by Race for Two Louisiana Towns, 
1980 

Owner-occupied homes 

Percentage of white owners 

Percentage of Black owners 

Percentage of Blacks 
in population 

Median value of owner
occupied homes 

White 

Black 

Jeanerette 

61% 

39% 

48% 

$33,700 

25,9ooa 

Franklin 

72% 

28% 

38% 

$42,100 

23,500 

SOURCES: u.s. Bureau of the Census, CH 1980, General 
Housing Characteristics, 1982: Part ~0,.127, 135, 175; 
CP 1980, General Population Character1st1cs, 1982, Part 20, 
8, 10, 15. 

aThe value of Black homes in Jeanerette is that of 
Black homes in the entire parish. Specific data were 
suppressed in the Census. 
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With the foregoing description of house and house-making we 

are now ready to look at the home and family life of these 

thirty-one families as well as that of some families still 

living on a sugar cane plantation. 



CHAPTER V 

FAMILY LIFE 

. • • The basis of African family life was the 
kinship group, which was bound together by blood 
ties and the common interest of corporate func
tions. Within each village, there were elaborate 
legal codes and court systems that regulated the 
marital and family behavior of individual members. 

The structure and function of the Black family 
was to radically change under the system of 
slavery. What did not change, however, was the 
importance of the family to African peoples in 
the New World. While the nature of marriage and 
family patterns was no longer under the control of 
the kinship group, it nevertheless managed to sus
tain the individual in the face of the many
destructive forces he was to encounter in American 
society (Staples, 1976:222}. 

The two previous chapters have described how the fami-

lies of this study sustain life in the economic sphere and 

how some constructed a house of their own. Now the concern 

will be how the people form families and create a home life 

that "sustains the individual" as she or he interacts with 

the larger society. In general, chapter V will attempt to 

answer the question of what family life is like on a sugar 

cane plantation. This chapter begins with a subjective 

view of the "idea of home" and moves to descriptive char-

acteristics of the research families and some specific 

aspects of family life, such as how people meet, make a 

home, and raise their children. The chapter concludes with 
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quotes from some of the respondents who shared their 

thoughts and expressions about family life with the writer. 

Except for the descriptive characteristics of family 

structure, the data from builders and plantation families 

are not separated in this chapter simply because there were 

no obvious differences. The reason is, of course, that 

most of the data deal with the early stages of the family 

or remembrances of past family life, and both groups carne 

from the same plantation roots. 

Families were interviewed in their homes in two small 

towns in Louisiana as well as on plantations as described 

in chapter I. The uniform source of data was the interview 

guide, while additional information was obtained as men

tioned in the introductory chapter. The first topic of 

consideration is one of definition. 

The Idea of Home 

Some description has been given of the houses in which 

the families reside, but the idea of home has a broader 

significance. Briefly, "home" seems to refer to both the 

place and the people that give security to others. The 

following reflections are offered to establish the ambience 

of the persons in this study. 

"Down home" is the expression used to denote a former 

home or place where many relatives congregate. Frequently 
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this means the plantation and conveys the idea of basic 

origin and bonding among relatives. "I was in New Orleans 

working; then I carne down home. n 11 You know some people 

think that if you come from Louisiana you eat alligators 

and snakes; they don't know about things down horne." Thus, 

there is rleference to a point of origin and the implication 

that one can go back home. "Down home" is in contrast to a 

more recent kind of residence, especially if the latter is 

an urban center such as Houston or Los Angeles. One scene 

on a plantation illustrates the pull of the old palce with 

its associations and way of life that were relinquished 

for the big city. 

The men were standing around in the drizzling 
rain, waiting for water in the oil drum to come 
to a boil. Despite generous applications of 
kerosene the wood did not catch fire, the water 
did not boil, and so the life of the hog to be 
butchered was spared a few hours. 

One of the young men who carne for the butcher
ing was a tall, handsome, dapper person who had 
been living in Houston and was now working on the 
plantation. 11 Yes, they say you dr~nk the water 
from the bayou and you gotta come back. I came 
here last winter to see my grandmother and I'm 
still here. I got a job, and I like it better 
than Houston. I know all the guys here ... 

While we were talking a long, black car 
slowed down on the road in front of the house. 
11 Tha t • s my daddy, he 's visiting too. " Daddy 
shouted something to the men around the fire and 
a boy was dispatched to the car. Daddy held out 
a brown bag through the window and the boy took 
it back to the waiting men. In the bag was a six 
pack of beer, which Daddy knew without being asked 
would be welcome at this gathering. So the men 
drank and laughed and the smoldering wood hissed 
in the rain (Field notes, January 1983). · 
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"Staying at" is a phrase used in contradistinction to 

living at home. During the research there were several 

young men encountered who were not settled with their 

family of origin nor of procreation but rather shuttled 

between homes of relatives and girl friends. These young 

men were at times employed but had not formed a lasting 

domicile in the eyes of the community. "Where you staying 

at?" was the question a plantation matriarch addressed to 

a young man she saw walking on the "front" (the road 

skirting the quarter houses). Their ensuing conversation 

was evidence that mere physical presence in a household 

was not equivalent to being at horne. 

Home as a kind of "roost 11 or place to which one could 

return was seen both in plantation and builder families. 

"How many children are still at horne?" was one of the 

interview questions and in one case it drew this answer: 

"Laws, I don't know; they come back all the time and eat 

here." The impression was that parents' hospitality and 

welcome never ended. The presence of children and chi!-

dren's children in the home was never questioned. 

For some, especially women, church was often the factor 

that determined home. "Where do you go to church?" was 

asked of a married woman who lived within a block of the 

plantation church. 

"I go home to church, in Falwin [ten mmiles distant]. 11 
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On another occasion I learned that the church on another 

plantation was having a special event in the afternoon. I 

asked my friend if she would attend. "Oh no, I don't go 

here; my church is at horne, in Franklin." 

"Born and raised 11 is the functional equivalent of 

"horne. 11 In more than half of the interviews the beginning 

statement was "I was born and raised at Cedarcrest [or 

Beaumont Plantation, etc. ] , and so was my mama [or daddy]." 

The ties of years, memories, and associations are the 

equivalent of home, and many of the respondents of this 

study regard a certain plantation in this light. 

Home as mother is perhaps the most telling of the 

various definitions considered here. When grown children 

move to a distant place, they usually have a fall-back sys-

tern in the person of their mother if she is living. Visits 

home during holidays and at the time of a death are regular 

occurrences. Also a time of personal crisis can cause a 

visit to the mother, the source of love and security: 

My daughter lives in Dallas, and she has three 
children; they are in school. She works part time 
and is horne by herself sometimes. Well, one day 
she got raped, right in her house; it was awful. 
This man said he was lost and asked to use her 
phone, and then he came back, beat her up and 
raped her. 

When her children came home from school she 
told them to call daddy because she was sick. 
They never found the man but the policy thought 
he had done that to other women around there. 
It's scary when they don't catch them. Well, my 
daughter had a tough time after that; she was 



a~raid and didn't sleep so good. You know, sorne
t1mes that can make you crazy and your mind just 
goes. So I told her that if she was in trouble, 
I would send her the money and shA could come 
home (Field notes, November 1982). 

Characteristics of the Family 

The meanings of the word "home" is a semantic and 
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interpretative issue. Quite different is the dimension of 

family organization which will be treated in this section. 

For the forty-four families in this study the data are as 

follows: 

Plantation Builders 

Husband-wife family 10 26 

Widow or divorced female 1 3 

Widower 0 2 

Common-law union 2 0 
--

Total families 13 31 

The two widowers (builders) lost their spouses after 

their new homes were completed, both women dying within a 

year after moving into the new house. The three female 

heads include a widow whose husband died just before con-

struction began, a woman divorced at the time of applying 

for a housing loan, and a family that experienced divorce 

six months after moving into their horne. Two families were 

bereaved during the period of the research, but they are 
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listed as they were at the beginning of the study. The 

term "common law" is used by the people in the area, but 

the state of Louisiana does not recognize the legality of 

this kind of union. 

Six of the twenty-six builder couples and one of the 

ten plantation couples were in their second marriage. The 

age or the marital pairs was computed by averaging the age 

of the spouses; these data are as follows: 

Average age of marital pair 

Plantation Builders 

Under 30 years 1 0 

30-39 years 6 7 

40-49 years 3 6 

40-59 years 1 6 

60+ years 1 7 

Marital pairs 12 26 

Years together is another basic fact descriptive of family 

life: 
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Years married or living together 

Plantation Builders 

Under 10 years 2 3 

10-19 years 5 7 

20-29 years 3 3 

30-39 years 1 6 

40-49 years 1 5 

50+ years 0 2 

Marital pairs 12 26 

On the whole, it is obvious that plantation families 

were younger than the builder families; 58 percent were 

under forty (couple age), while only 23 percent of the 

builders were under forty years. The time together was 

also longer for the builders; 62 percent had been together 

twenty or more years, but only 42 percent of the plantation 

families had been together this long. Perhaps the marital 

stability and longevity of the spouses contributed to the 

builder families' willingness to assume the challenge of 

home construction. 

The average number of children per family was 5.9 for 

the plantation people and 5.3 for the builders. The ques

tion of who is living in the house at the present time was 

sometimes answered vaguely. One woman stated, "I don't 

know, they come and go." Omitting temporary sojourners, 
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several families had a member of the third generation stay-

ing with them: 38 percent of the plantation families and 

29 percent of the builders were three-generation families. 

Consanguinity was another aspect of the family network. 

Sixty percent of the builders (including those not formally 

interviewed for this study) were related to another person 

in the self-constructed housing project, and most had other 

relatives "in town. " This high rate of consanguinity is 

understandable since relatives banded together from the 

start of the project. The plantation families studied 

lived at five different locations and only two in the study 

were related. However, each of the families did have rela-

tives on their own or on a nearby plantation. 

Husbands and Wives 

Beginning the marriage 

Because of restrictions imposed by poverty, lack of 

transportation and some degree of physical isolation, it 

is of interest how young couples meet to begin the process 

of dating, courtship, and marriage. Responses to the 

question, "How did you meet your spouse?" were as follows: 

At a relative or friend's house 8 
On the farm 6 
At a dance or social 5 
At church 3 
Grew up together 3 
Went to school together 3 
Other 2 
Don't remember 14 

44 
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Most of the couples, then, met in familiar surroundings. 

One woman commented, "We didn't meet, we grew up together. " 

While there was a large number of persons who did not 

remember how they met, the responses of others were clear 

and detailed: 

I was visiting my grandmother on the farm 
where he [her future husband] worked. He asked 
me "How would you like to live here?" He 
started to write to me and then started to see 
me. My daddy asked me, "Do you know what you're 
getting into?" "Yes," I said. So my daddy said 
we could be married and he told my husband "Let 
her come back here to visit us, and don't knock 
her around" (Woman, aged 66). 

We've been married forty-seven years, and I 
remember the day I first saw her. You know I 
carne from Texas when my daddy died. I didn't 
have any family here but I got a job in the mill 
on this plantation. Well, one day I was getting 
off work and I was standing by the mill and I 
saw her coming out of the quarters and I asked my 
friend, "Who is that girl over there?" 

"That's the preacher's daughter," he said. I 
knew then I wanted to marry her, so we got intro
duced and later we got married (Man, aged 64). 

Marriage, with its responsibilities (sometimes includ

ing children), seems to imply "settling down," the begin

ning of adulthood. Something is lost, but something is 

also gained. A final quotation concerns the pre-marriage 

phase of life as experienced by one of the men. Rick was 

a native of the area, "born and raised" on a plantation, 

and still engaged in farm work. I learned that he had 

spent several years in Houston and asked how he liked the 

big city. His answer served to instruct me on the 
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difference between being single and married. "Yeah, it was 

all right there. I ran around before I got married. When 

I carne back here, I got married and settled down. The run-

ning around was when I was single. " Rick • s settling down 

included supporting seven people on $8,000 a year; so the 

time in Houston was probably the only carefree time in his 

adult life. This man, in his own subjective way, was dis-

tinguishing the different phases and responsibilities in 

the human lifespan. 

Evaluating the marriage 

The respondents were asked "What is the best thing, 

looking back, about your marriage?" The responses were 

open-ended and coded into categories by the first-mentioned 

i tern. 

My spouse (husband, wife) 

General positive response 
(happiness, love) 

Children 

Don't know, noncommittal 

Negative 

14 

12 

6 

4 

2 

38 

sometimes the person would mention two items together, 

such as "my fine children, and I have a good husband." 

There were only two overtly negative responses, one of 

which was "I'll pass on that one" (each person interviewed 
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had been instructed that s/he could take this option). The 

majority of those interviewed seemed to feel that they had 

a happy (or at least a good) marriage. Some of their 

comments follow: 

We raised my children; we had a hard time, 
but we had no trouble from them [the children]. 

. . . . . 
I know I had a good wife. 

another like her. 
I won't get 

We are proud of our children. They have 
never gotten into trouble; they have it better 
than I had. 

The last few years I understand Ray more 
and appreciate him more than when the children 
were small. I thank God for him. Few find a 
man like that. Many men are out on the street, 
but not him. 

He would come home for dinner and he would 
be so tired he would take a little nap and tell 
me to wake him up before the [plantation] bell 
rang. Now all the children around would come 
to play on our front porch and I had to shoo 
them away because Ray was asleep. 

The best thing about our marriage, he was a 
good man, a hard worker who took care of us. 
He never changed. We never separated; we were 
married forty-four years when he died. We had 
our ups and downs but he was a very understand-
ing man. 

. . . . . . 



The best thing about our marriage is that 
we are sticking together; we stuck it out. 
My parents broke up, but we are together. 

I've lived twenty years with him. It is 
better than what I had [in the first marriage]. 
Here on the farm we raise our own food, no 
worry about high rents. They take the utility 
bills out of your check. 
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The themes of these statements focus on the spouse or 

on the relationship itself. The spouse is described most 

often as a faithful person and as a hard worker. Sometimes 

the good qualities are enhanced by contrasts. Often the 

marriage relationship is viewed positively because the 

joint enterprise, raising children,. was successful although 

difficult. There was also an emphasis on the sheer sur-

viva! of the marriage through difficulties that were sur-

mounted. Again, this achievement is in contrast to 

marriages that were terminated. 

Besides these direct responses to the interview ques-

tions, other revealing comments regarding marriage and 

family relations were made during conversations with women. 

The following are typical of statements emphasizing the 

hard work required in family life, yet the sacredness in 

which the family is apparently held. 

(Regarding a son who was unemployed and who was 
separated from his young wife:) 

You have to get your blessing from your 
parents. I got my blessing from my parents 



to have a good marriage. Them people stole my 
boy; there wasn't any blessing. They made their 
own wedding. Now it was my baby child that got 
married and he is spoiled. I told them people, 
"What do you want, putting someone in your 
family who don't like to work?" They stole 
him from our family. 

They asked me "What's the fault with our 
little girl [that you are against the marriage]?" 

"Nothing's wrong with your little girl, but 
what do you want sticking someone in your family 
that don't work?.. I knew they wouldn't stay to
gether. He don't work and they didn't have no 
blessing (Woman, aged 65). 

I raised nine head of children. We were slack 
of clothes, but not food. I had no idea of play
ing games behind his [husband's] back. Other men 
would tackle me, but I took care of myself. Here 
was my husband out in the field working to make a 
living for us, and a man came to my house to 
bother me. So I pushed him away (Woman, aged 68). 

When we were at Beaumont [Plantation] my hus
band would be in debt at the store in the 
hundreds of dollars. It was raining a lot and 
he couldn't work. I would make groceries on my 
own name to get him out of debt. Then I would 
tote them home on my shoulder. Mr. Pete [the 
grocer] would let me use my own name. I didn't 
want Jim to worry about those groceries. 

Sometimes my husband would wake up burning 
with fever and I would tell him "Stay home," but 
he would say, "If I stay home I miss a day." 
Then when the boys came to supper I would tell 
them, "Your daddy worked so we could eat. " He 
worked when other men would not have (Woman, 
aged 54). 

. . . . 
I kept my house clean, I washed all the clothes 

on a washboard. I have a good husband; we raised 
a good family. I would get up with my husband at 
4 a.m. and cook and get things ready. My husband 
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let me run the house, and he would give me his 
pay. He didn't ask what was left after I paid 
the bills. I took care of the money and then 
he would ask me, "You got something left?" 
"Yes , " I s · d "th · a1. , ere 1.s something left, " but 
he never asked me how much (Woman, aged 65). 

Parents and Children 

Women and work 

The chapter on work emphasized the man's work in the 

field; woman's work is also sometimes in the field, but 

her chief responsibility is the home. 

"Does your husband help you with the housework?" was 
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asked of the twenty-five builders and twelve of the plan

tation people.! Forty-four percent (11 of 25) of the 

builders and 50 percent (6 of 12) of the plantation 

respondents said the husband helped at least occasionally. 

Some of the comments for the negative answers: 

-He's too tired when he comes home. 

-He doesn't have time. 

-He works outside. 

"Do your children help with housework?" was the next 

question. (For those with grown children, this was posed 

in the past tense.) Ninety-three percent of the builders 

and all of the plantation families stated their children 

lThere were twenty-six builder couples, but one was not 
interviewed completely. Some interviews were in two stages, 
and a few were unfinished due to death or unavailability of 
the respondent. When this occurred, the incomplete totals 
are listed in the text. 



helped. The most frequently observed kind of help con

cerned the care of other children. 

While parental responsibility belongs to both mother 

and father, the mother usually spends more time with the 

children, and her task is lightened when she receives help 

from another adult. The question, "Who helped you with 

your children when they were small? elicited the following 

results: 75 percent (8 of 13) of the plantation mothers 

and 75 percent (22 of 29) of the builder mothers stated 

that they had no help in caring for thier children. One 

of the mothers replied to the question, "not a soul." 

Another woman elaborated, "I was everything for them [the 

children 1: nurse, teacher, mother; I never had any help." 

This report of having the sole responsibility for small 

children is paradoxical in light of the observations made 

during the research--that so many of the middle-aged women 

had grandchildren in their care. There may be several 

explanations for this apparent inconsistency. Perhaps in 

earlier times, there was less intergenerational participa

tion in child rearing (because more women worked in the 

cane fields), or perhaps the question was interpreted to 

define "help" as referring to someone outside the family. 

Philosophy of child rearing 

If the marital couple is the beginning of marriage, 

children are seen as its natural fruition. This section 
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will discuss the interview questions on raising children as 

well as excerpts from conversations with parents. The 

first question concerned a prescriptive norm for child 

rearing. The parents in the research were asked "What 

advice would you give to a young couple as to how to raise 

children?" Of the forty-four parents interviewed in both 

groups only eight declined to answer, usually with a 

qualifying reason such as "My wife took care of that; I did 

the working," or "Things are different nowadays, and chil-

dren are different. I wouldn't know what to tell them." 

For those who did answer, usually several items were men-

tioned, which makes categorical tabulation inappropriate. 

There were several themes, however, that were repeated 

again and again, primarily concerning parental virtue or 

the need for discipline. Some examples will convey the 

flavor of these responses. 

On parental virtue and behavior: 

Have good manners with your children. 

. . . . . 
Don't ignore children when they are talking. 

Have plenty of patience; listen to them. 

. . . 
Be polite to your children. 

. . . . . 
Love them and do what you can. 



Try to understand them and be patient, but 
love most of all. 

. . . . . 
Pay close attention to your children's 

friends. 

. . . . . 
Feed them, and keep them clean. 

On morality and discipline: 

Understand that you are the parent. Bend 
the tree when it is young. 

. . . . . 
Give them what they need, not what they want. 

Teach them right from wrong and to obey 
their teachers. 

Rather than giving advice about raising children, one 

man reminisced: 

I enjoyed all my children's coming up. I 
spent as much time with them as I could. When 
I'd knock off I'd spend time with them. We 
took lots of time in teaching kids respect for 
themselves. We taught them not to take other 
people's things. 

You never could raise a respectable family 
if you ran to saloons. At night we were all 
home together. My wife would be in the kitchen, 
and I would be with them around the fireplace, 
going over their lessons. We used to read to 
our children at night; on Saturday we would 
listen to the radio together. 

167 



The speaker was a man of sixty-six who had been on the 

plantation all his adult life, although he grew up in a 

small town in Texas. 
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The preceding statements on raising children were all 

prompted by a formal interview. Another commentary on 

child rearing was the result of a chance meeting witnessed 

on the plantation. An older woman exchanged some greetings 

with the young man who joined us under the tree and the 

following conversation ensured: 

How are your children? Do you visit them? 

Yes, ma'am, I visit them. They're ok. 

Do you pay money for the children? 

Yes, ma'am, I pay whenever I have it. 

The cold weather is coming. Buy some warm 
clothes for those children so they don't freeze. 
Buy the clothes at a discount store. 

Yes, ma'am, I buy them from Walmart. 

Give her [his ex-wife] money to feed those 
children. They can't help themselves. Take 
care of them children and God will bless you. 

you. 

Yes, ma'am. I know. 

Take care of them children and God will bless 
Remember, them children is you. 

Yes, ma'am, that's right. 

The old woman filled a double role during this inter-

change--she was advocate for the children and a guide for 

the young father who was trying to be a good absentee 
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parent. Her remarks showed the importance of children in 

general, even to the older woman who did not know these 

particular children. 

Another aspect of child-rearing philosophy concerns how 

a child is taught to control the natural bodily functions. 

There is one kind of modesty that requires physical priv

acy, but another kind that is less formal and treats 

natural functions as topics of conversation. Such seemed 

to be the case in homes where I visited. Once I was talk

ing with a woman whose children and grandchildren were 

coming and going about the house. An older son carne horne 

from work, swooped down on a two year old child, lifted her 

up, and chided, "What, you peeded in your pants again? Why 

don't you use the bathroom?" This seemed a natural 

approach to child rearing and freed the child from the 

pretense of euphemisms while still demanding some 

accountability. 

On another occasion a woman was minding her grandnephew 

of three who had just mastered the art of using the bath

room on his own. He had been absent from our company for 

a while and when he returned the following conversation 

ensued: 

Did you have a bowel movement? 

Yes. 

Did you wipe yourself? 
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Yes. 

Did you flush the toilet? 

Yes. 

Did you wash your hands? 

Yes. 

The child smiled blissfully with each question, but 

when the aunt went to inspect the bathroom it seemed that 

his answers were not all accurate. The child was, however, 

being taught in a comfortable kind of way the correct name 

for natural functions and his duties regarding them. 

Parent-child interaction 

The final question aimed at gaining some knowledge of 

family interaction was "Do your children talk to you about 

their problems?" Seventy-three percent of the builders 

(22 of 31) and 84 percent (11 of 13) of the plantation par-

ents answered yes, with these comments: 

Their problems are my problems. 

. . . . 
They talk to me all night if I let them. 

One woman told of her family's way of settling issues: 

We always talked about things when we sat 
down at this table together. One of the girls 
would say, "Mama, I want to do this or t~at." 
Well, if I didn't think it was a good th~ng to 
do I wouldn't say so right off. I would say, 
"W~ll, I think you could do it this other way," 
and then I would tell them my reasons, and we 
would all talk about it. After a while my girl 



would say, "Mama, that's the better thing to 
do. " We never had no big arguments. 
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Another woman who had only one child remaining at horne 

told of his frequent requests for things he wanted or 

needed for school. The boy was not yet old enough to earn 

his own money so was dependent on his parents. Often the 

mother lacked funds to meet these requests: 

I would sit him down with me and I would 
show him our bills we had to pay that month. 
Then I would write down what his daddy brought 
home and what I made. I would let him know our 
expenses and how I didn't have money to give to 
him. At the end he would tell me, "That's all 
right, Marna." 

Generational socialization 

After asking parents for their prescriptive advice on 

child rearing, the next step was to trace the source of 

their philosophy, i.e., what the parents remembered from 

their own parents. This approach was prompted by the ex-

perience of psychiatrist Robert Coles when he was preparing 

for research on Hispanic children. He was told to talk 

with the children's grandparents, and the result of these 

conversations was the book The Old Ones of New Mexico 

(1973). The question used in the present research was 

"What is the most important thing you learned from your 

parents?" As in the other open-ended questions, there were 

often several items mentioned, but there were also certain 

major themes, as the following quotations will illustrate: 



On work and honesty: 

My parents were fairly strict. There was no 
school where we lived, but none of us got into 
any trouble. 

. . . . . 
I learned to keep my hands to myself and not 

take from nobody, to go through life and work 
and not be obligated to nobody. If I brought 
home a button that did not belong to us, my 
mother carried it back. There was no trouble 
in my life. 

. . . . . . 
I learned to keep hands off anything that 

doesn't belong to me; don't go begging and 
thumbing from people. 

My parents taught me how to work and be 
honest. 

I learned what the cost of living was, how 
to save things, how to keep chickens and a 
garden. The big difference with kids today is 
you don't have it, they want you to go get it. 
I was satisfied with what they gave me. 

I learned how to survive and how you need a 
strong constitution to survive. I don't have 
much education but I do know how to survive. 

I learned how to work and face responsibility 
and not be dependent on anyone. 

On human relations and values: 

I learned how to get along and talk with 
people. 

172 



I learned how to be nice. 

. . . . . 
I learned sharing, giving, trying to 

understand. 

. . . . 
My parents raised me how to live and stay 

out of trouble, and how to carry myself among 
people and know how to act among people. I 
know how to treat people and answer people. 
I say "mister" to people older than me. Now
adays they don't say this. 

My mother taught me how to pray. 

My mother worked all the time; at night she 
washed and ironed. She taught us how to be 
nice and how to trust people. 

Besides these values and skills learned from parents, 

there were two comments about the wider parental circle: 

I had parents on all corners, not just at 
home. They would chastise me if I would do 
wrong. We looked out for each other. 

My mother didn't have much time for us, and 
I married young. I learned about life by watch
ing other people. I liked to sit and talk with 
the old people, too, and I learned from them. 

It is evident that the children in this study, and their 

parents before them, grew up with both actual lessons and 

nonverbal examples on how to be a member of society. "My 

parents are dead, but they were the kind of person I try 
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to be like" was a spontaneous comment on the success of the 

parental efforts. The connection of the "remembrances" of 

the parents and the advice on child rearing can be seen by 

the repetition of the motifs of discipline, honesty, and 

good human relations. 

Even in adulthood the parent-child relationship exists 

as parents are concerned about their children. "What do 

you want most for your children?" was asked in the inter

view. For parents with school-age children the near uni

versal answer was "a good education." The other major 

answer for both plantation people and builders was a human 

relations type of goal--"getting along with people" or 

"staying out of trouble." A few parents were more general, 

answering "happiness." One person gave a rather philo

sophical reply, "whatever is best for them." Two persons 

said they did not know, although it was evident (from 

observation and other responses) that they worked hard for 

the welfare of their children. There were two atypical 

but very concrete responses to the question: 

and "to pay for this house." 

The Presence of Children 

"A bike," 

The actual count of children per family has been 

stated previously as 5. 6 (average for both groups). This 

number, however, is somewhat deceptive because it includes 
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offspring who are no longer minors and excludes grand

children who are present in the home. My impression during 

the study was that it was an unusual home where no children 

were present. In the interviews, when people were asked 

how many children they had, the question of the number of 

deceased children was not formally asked but this informa

tion was frequently volunteered. The loss is obviously 

remembered; dead children are still counted, and by impli

cation, valued. At least 27 percent of the families 

interviewed volunteered that they had deceased children. 

This proportion might have been higher had the specific 

question been asked. The remaining material in this sec

tion is used to highlight various aspects of child rearing 

that were observed during the research. 

The spoiled child and "adoption" 

There are several euphemisms society uses to identify a 

child born out of wedlock. A "love child" has a positive 

connotation; a "spoiled child" is the opposite. The latter 

term is used by the people of the research if the child's 

status is designed at all. Another way of conveying this 

fact is to say "She brought home a baby," meaning that the 

pregnant woman did not have a home or husband or her own, 

so she adds this child to the family. The incidence of 

illigitimacy for Blacks in the two parishes of this study 
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averages more than 450 per 1,000 live births (Louisiana 

Department of Health and Human Services, New Orleans, 1981). 

While the statistics are based on one year's report, there 

is no reason to believe that 1980 was an unusual year. This 

research made no attempt to document the extent of "spoiled 

children" among the respondents for two reasons. It seemed 

intrusive to ask if children were "legitimate," and it also 

seemed to make little difference anyway. This is not to 

deny the importance of an identified male link (via the 

father) to the world as well as the economic advantage 

which usually accompanies two-parent families, but in the 

daily interaction of children and adults, it appeared that 

all children received attention and care. What seems 

indisputable is the flexibility of the family and the 

acceptance of children. 

The subject of the "spoiled" child is linked to that 

of informal adoption. The people themselves do not use the 

term "adoption" so much but rather make a distinction 

between "had" and "raised." For example, a man said, "We 

had four and raised two [children]." These children may 

have been born in wedlock and have one or both parents liv

ing but are not reared by them. The reason for the informal 

adoption is usuplly some default of the parents, or perhaps 

a default in affection: 



The youngest [child] is my sister's who's 
dead. Her husband married again. I could see 
it wouldn't work. The new wife didn't like 
the little girl, so I took her to live with me. 
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Thus the remarriage of one of the parents can make a child 

unwelcome, and the child will be taken by another relative 

or simply remain with the relative that was giving interim 

care. 

Another kind of default is of physical health: 

When Ella's daddy was old he called me over 
to his house and told me, "Marian, I'm sick 
with this here heart trouble and I'm gonna die. 
Here, you take this little chile." So I raised 
her since she was two years old. 

Emotional instability is still another reason some 

children are raised by adults other than their parents: 

Callie Mae had three children, and I don't 
know who the father is for any of them. She's 
kind of flighty, that girl. I don't trust her 
in the house by herself if I'm not here. She's 
like a child herself. 

The final reason for informal adoption may be economic. 

The parent is out of work and leaves the child behind while 

s/he seeks a new job elsewhere. This arrangement may 

become permanent. Again, each of the aforementioned 

situations could point to a fault in the parent, but, more 

important, also evidences the generosity of another adult 

who assumes a parent's responsibilities. 
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Children as caretakers 

The accounts of the parents in this research often in-

eluded the familiar "I had to stay home and take care of 

the other children because my mother went to work (or 

died, etc.)." Although a majority of the mothers inter

viewed said that they had no help in rearing their chil

dren, during the course of the research older children 

were frequently observed caring for younger siblings. In 

large or extended families, the present generation appears 

to be continuing the tradition of sibling care, as the 

following illustrates: 

June and I were talking about her marriage 
problems when we were interrupted by the baby's 
crying. Without getting up from her chair she 
told her oldest child, "Get him the bottle and 
warm it up." 

We continued our conversation and the 
eleven-year-old girl sat quietly in the corner 
feeding the baby. She is in charge of the 
other children when June is not at horne. It 
is like an early apprenticeship for motherhood 
(Field notes, November 1982}. 

Child care by older siblings is supplemented with a variety 

of other arrangements for working mothers, such as com

mercial and government-subsidized day care, as well as the 

use of relatives away from the home. 

It is difficult to end comments on the subject of 

raising children since this was such a generalized occupa

tion in the lives of the people in the research. Perhaps 

all that can be said is that there were differences in 
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talent and motivation among the adults in this social role, 

but in general they all recognized and tried to fulfill 

parental responsibilities. 

Some Shared Experiences 

The previous material may be interpreted by the reader 

to form a gestalt of family functioning for the persons of 

this study There were some difficulties in actually 

observing families together. On the few occasions that I 

met with the entire family, too much was happening to keep 

track of, much less record. The best conversations were 

when there were few disturbances and fewer people present. 

Conversations with older ~ersons wer~ often most productive 

because they had more leisure time to talk, and, because 

their children were grown, they could look back on a some-

what completed family life. The perspective of time also 

gave the older person an advantage in salience, in remember-

ing what was really important. The following accounts were 

given by women outside the official forty-four families of 

this research but who had lived on plantations. In some 

ways the results were less successful when people answered 

interview questions than when they were invited to tell 

about their family when they were young. 

My mother had twelve children, and she raised 
eight [of the twelve]. They were the same ages 
as Bouchet's [the plantation boss]. Mrs. Bouchet 
gave us bolts of flannel for the children's 



clothes; we didn't have money to buy clothes. 
My mother used to make underwear from rice 
sacks. My mother sewed by hand because she 
didn't have a machine. I had a cousin who 
was an old-time seamstress, and she sewed for 
us too. She would take meal sacks and dye 
them blue and make work clothes for my father. 
He wore those shirts to the fields, and they 
looked like bought shirts. 

My mother would bake a cake for us some
times before she went to work in the fields. 
I would take care of the babies so she could 
work. She would be so muddy when she carne 
horne. My mother would bake and clean before 
she went to work. I would put the rice on to 
cook. Back of Cedarcrest they had a rice field. 
After they chopped it we would scrap it and we 
got about two or three sacks from the fields 
for our family; we could keep that rice for 
ourselves. My mother had peas and corn,too. 
We would pick and shell the corn and pick the 
peas. We separated the rice from the straw. 
We got gunny sacks and put rice inside them 
and beat them. My father made two mortars out 
of wood with a hole in the middle; we had two 
pestles. My mother put an old sheet in the 
yard that she put the rice on. 

Papa had ten milk cows and ten hogs; he 
had three or four horses. We had more than 
the other families on the plantation. He was 
a self-helper. Papa ended a rich man, and he 
started with nothing. He was in the army in 
World War I. 

My dad would come out of the fields with 
mud on his shoes and no socks. He put socks 
in his shoes when he worked the loader. He 
worked cane all day by hand and loaded by hand. 
After working in the fields he would go to the 
woods sometimes and hunt. He got rabbits and 
coons. All of us children worked in the fields. 

We were all born on Cedarcrest and all mar
ried there. My first child was born there too. 
My son went to school at Cedarcrest and then my 
sister in Texas took him. He couldn't go past 
the ninth grade on the plantation; ~o.my son 
went to live with his aunt and he f~n~shed 
school. 

(What about credit?) 
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. Yes, you could borrow money. Bouchet would 
g1v7 you what you made. Some people didn't pay 
the1r workers, but he did. Many people would 
get a piece of paper with the amount of money on 
it that they made. They would take it to the 
store and buy groceries. 

They [plantation management] fixed our house. 
They would make a gaiden for the people. There 
were all kinds of vegetables there. One of the 
white men ran the garden. We could all get 
vegetables, all we wanted. We hauled wood from 
the forest for our stove. 

They used to give us a picnic every year on 
the Fourth of July. There was everything you 
wanted to eat. People came from six different 
plantations. There was all kind of food. The 
bosses would come to the picnic too. They helped 
serve. Colored and white carne together and 
worked on the serving line. 

(Who took care of you when you were sick?) 

Old Dr. Sardin was the plantation doctor; his 
nurse was named Fayard. They had a clinic back 
of the sugar house. You could go there for shots 
and medicine. The plantation had a cemetary for 
when you died. Cedarcrest had insurance and you 
drew money when you died. My father drew five 
hundred dollars when he died. 

We didn't have a radio; the first radio on 
Cedarcrest belonged to Big Sam. People would 
come around and listen to the Joe Louis fights. 
A lot of people would sit outside his house, like 
a theatre, to listen to the fights. Then one 
after one, people bought radios; first: the whites 
had them, then we got them. 

We got running water around 1960. Before that 
we had cisterns. We had to wash our clothes on 
the porch and used bayou water. When the cistern 
was low we had to get drinking water from the 
sugar house. They had ground cisterns at Cedar
crest, and the water was cool and clean. We got 
the water in a bucket on a rope. 

This is how it was living at Cedarcrest 
(Woman, aged 69). 

Another, and last account follows: 
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There were eleven children in our family. 
When I was older I raised the youngest chil
dren because our mama died.: I had fifteen 
ch~ldren of my own and raised two of my grand
ch~ldren. I always had two or three in diapers. 
My mother-in-law helped me a lot. 

My husband worked hard. He never whipped 
his children. He would call them in and talk 
to them and they would listen, too. Dr. Sigard 
would say, "Ella has ten boys and no trouble." 
My children were not the type that are restless. 
They were calm and easygoing·~ My husband worked 
on the tractor and then in the sugar house dur
ing grinding. In the old days before we got 
tractors the men plowed with mules. The people 
on the plantation had to do a lot of walking 
when they plowed. My husband was in the sugar 
house later on; he was a "double effect" man. 

My husband is never mad. That's how his 
dad raised them. We all be together and love 
each other (Woman, aged 71}. 

Conclusion 
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These shared experiences bring to an end this chapter 

on family life and interaction. Whether these "remem-

brances 11 reflect a heroic type family ("We h~d more than 

the other families on the plantation") is hard to assess. 

However, some generalizations are possible for the families 

interviewed. The most important is that the families have 

their roots in the earth, first, because their ancestors 

and they themselves live (lived} on a plantation and, 

secondly, because the life support system of the people 

depended on their working the land. Thus the research 

families come from a rural tradition but are within a 

peculiar subculture of that tradition. 
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Like other Black people that grew up before civil 

rights legislation, the adults of this study felt the 

effects of segregation and discrimination in their indi

vidual and family lives. The interesting aspect, however, 

is that the people did not overtly refer to these negative 

forces when speaking of their family. The remembered part 

was always how the family overcame poverty and how the 

parents worked for a better world for their children. The 

parents of the present adults, people who felt the full 

force of minority status, knew well how to prepare their 

children for survival in white-dominated society. They 

passed on values of hard work, honesty and the necessity 

of good human relations to their children. These children, 

now parents themselves! likewise stress the importance of 

discipline and love as parental duties. Another salient 

fact concerning these families, which has been found by 

other investigators of Black family life (Aschenbrenner, 

1975; Liebow, 1967; Hannertz, 1969), is that children are 

ubiquitous, accepted and valued, whether they are children 

one "had" or "raised." In conclusion, despite the varia

tions among families in both groups, family life is of 

great importance to the people of this research for the 

same basic reasons other people value the family--a world 

of intimacy and the world of one's own making. 



CHAPTER VI 

THE FAMILY IN SOCIAL CONTEXT 

The family, whether on a plantation or elsewhere, does 

not exist in a vacuum. The world beyond can constitute 

either an environment of support or of constraint for indi

vidual family members and for the family group as a whole. 

This chapter examines how the family reaches into and is 

acted upon by the world outside the horne. The actions and 

attitudes of individuals and friends, the workings of such 

social institutions as health and education are all a part 

of the world external to the family yet inseparable from 

its daily reality. This chapter examines the family in 

social context on the plantatiort and in the self-built 

houses, sometimes noting differences and sometimes 

similarities. 

Health 

Health can be considered as the cause or the effect of 

family functioning--"Health .•• is quite obviouslyrelated 

to interpersonal relations and not simply a state ot condi

tion of an individual organism" (Kenkel, 1977:498). On the 

other hand, health is the prerequisite for obtaining the 

material support for human life: 
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The health status of the family and its con
stituent members in many instances determines the 
ability of family members to earn an income, to 
perf~r~ norm~lly expected family functions, to 
part~c~pate ~n community life, and to perform the 
m~st basic tasks of keeping the family's emo
t~onal state at a level where the family can exist 
as a stable unit and its respective members can 
exist as emotionally stable human beings. 
(Crawford, 197l:viii) 
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Thus health, whether considered in its emotional or physi-

cal aspects or as a cause of effect, is an important 

dimension of family life. It has been previously stated 

that the people of this study had low incomes over several 

generations, were engaged in farm work that posed some 

health hazards, and lived (in many cases) in substandard 

housing--all factors that can adversely affect the health 

of individuals and families. Because of these obvious 

health risks, several questions in the interview concerned 

health issues. The first was "Do you or your husband 

(wife) have any serious illnesses ? 11 Fifty-five percent of 

the builders and 38 percent of the plantation families 

answered in the affirmative. In response to the question, 

"Do any of your children have a serious illness?" 20 per-

cent of the builders and 38 percent of the plantation 

people answered in the affirmative. Fifty-one percent of 

the builders and 70 percent of the plantation people 

reported going to the Teche Action Clinic in Franklin or to 

a state-supported hospital in Lafayette to see a doctor. 
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The average time since the last visit to a doctor was three 

months for the builder families and eight months for the 

plantation people. The fact that the builders reported 

more frequent health care than did plantation people raises 

the question of whether this has to do with need or with 

accessibility. 

The interview data suggest that plantation couples may 

be healthier than the builders, but the latter group in

cluded more retirement-age couples, and age alone is 

associated with health problems. Old age may also mean 

more years spent in farm labor which could also be an 

incremental cause of some diseases. Based on field obser

vations, the children of the plantation appeared to have 

about twice as many health problems as those of the build

ers. However, no generalizations can be made from such a 

small, non-random sample. 

The source of medical care for most of the respondents 

is the Teche Action Clinic, a federally-funded facility 

that serves mainly low-income people in the area of 

Franklin. Included in the category of clinic users are 

persons who go to the Charity Hospital in Lafayette. A 

lower proportion of builders utilize the clinic in Franklin 

mainly becaue of geography--the builders in Jeanerette are 

some fourteen miles distant from the clinic. Another 

reason for some of the builders to choose a private doctor 
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rather than go to the clinic is that the clinic doctors 

did not, at the time of the research, have staff privileges 

at the local hospital. Thus a patient who had been hos

pitalized several times would be more likely to keep the 

doctor who attended him or her as an inpatient. 

The remaining comments on health and sickness will 

utilize sources other than the questionnaire. Certain 

diseases are almost endemic in the research population, 

such as arthritis, high blood pressure, and diabetes. The 

nature of arthritis tends to underreporting since a person 

can have recurrent bouts of pain and disability but still 

manages to keep a job. Some chronic conditions are such 

that a person would not admit that he or she had a serious 

health problem, perhaps because of lack of awareness or 

simple acceptance that such problems are a part of life. 

Two illustrations follow. One of the builders who died 

during the research was a man of fifty years of age who 

had a stroke while he was at work. Before this time he 

was active and worked in the fields nine or ten hours a 

day, even though he was under a doctor's care. Another man 

stated that there were no serious health problems in his 

family, but when I later returned to visit his wife, the 

woman did appear ill if not actually disabled. She was 

extremely thin and had a palsy condition that prevented her 

from caring for her family; an older daughter and her 
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husband helped out, thus keeping the family together. It 

is evident that definition of a problem depends on how 

accustomed one is to a condition or how one views the con-

sequences of the problem. 

A rather serious health problem that was not identified 

as such by the people but that was readily observed was 

dental, i.e., missing teeth. The condition of a person's 

teeth can often be a measure of general health for several 

reasons. The first is economic; if a person has been able 

to afford dental care there are usually adequate finances 

for other life necessities. The second is nutritional; 

poor nutrition is one cause of gum disease, and when teeth 

are lost mastication and nutrition are then affected in a 

downward spiral. Several of the persons interviewed 

lacked any teeth. At the end of one interview I gave a 

woman of sixty-six years of age an avocado as a token of 

appreciation of her time. She said, "Thanks, I' 11 gum it. " 

This was literally true since all her teeth were missing. 

Another woman of thirty-five had a lower face that resembled 

an aged person because she had all her teeth removed some 

six years previously. A new set of dentures would cost 

a minimum of $600. "I began saving a couple of times but 

1 " h · d The 11 something 11 was something a ways comes, s e sa1 • 

the need of her five children. This woman, living on a 
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plantation, had a family income that was only 55 percent of 

the current poverty level income. 

Another anecdote will illustrate how health and politi

cal power are related. A plantation mother took her small 

child to the local hospital emergency room one night 

because the child had a high fever. The child was seen by 

the doctor and was given two bottles of medicine. "How 

much did they charge?" I asked. The woman answered, "I 

think it was a hundred, but I didn't see the bill. I knew 

it would cost a lot, but what could I do?" she said. Later 

she told me the cost of the treatment was $160, but she 

still was not certain because "they took it out of my hus

band's pay." The family, not having either cash or medical 

insurance, would ordinarily be a poor credit risk, but 

since the woman's husband worked on the plantation, the 

hospital could contact his employer and payment was guaran-

teed. It is illegal in Louisiana to garnishee wages in 

this fashion; nevertheless, such practices persist, and 

the plantation worker is in no position to complain. 

The final comment on the health of the persons in this 

study concerns a mental health issue, i.e., alcoholism. 

Three of the families stated that this was a problem for 

them, although it was not so severe as to interfere with 

earning a living. Two quotations follow: 



Yes, we got a new bedroom set. I told her 
fhis wife] she better buy it because if she 
didn't, I would drink it up in gin. 

You see that window [with a hole in the 
pane] . Well, I 'm not gonna get it fixed, so 
it will remind him [her husband] what he does 
when he drinks. I don't know what's gonna 
happen when he finishes those pills [antabuse]. 
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Some indirect evidence points to high rates of alcohol 

consumption in the area studied although this -does not mean 

the people in general drink heavily. One example is the 

ten-mile strip of rural road ·near Franklin where there are 

four places to consume alcohol in a group setting (bars and 

general stores). Interspersed on this same road are five 

churches which may be strategically located in an effort to 

counter the bars. It was observed that the bars provide a 

place for men to congregate while women predominate in the 

churches. One aspect of working-class culture is the 

separation of the sexes for many social functions; this can 

be observed on the ten-mile stretch of road just mentioned. 

For men, drinking is a way to meet friends and to relax 

away from a life that offers few alternatives. 

Alcoholism is just one condition that impinges on indi-

vidual and family health. The overall effect of being in 

the lower socioeconomic stata can be seen in higher death 

and stillbirth rates, as was shown in table 9, chapter I. 
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Another indicator of health and economic standing is that 

of infant mortality which is shown in table 16. 

TABLE 16. Infant Mortality 1960 and 1979 (Rates per 
1,000 live births) 

Iberia St. Mary 

White, 1960 26.7 23.7 
1979 12.2 9.8 

Black, 1960 58. 3 53.1 
1979 19.9 23.6 

SOURCE: Vital Statistics of Louisiana, Office of 
Public Health Statistics. Population, Births, and Deaths, 
Table 18, St. Mary and Iberia Parishes. Run July 22, 1981. 
Quoted in "Needs Assessment Demand," Teche Action Clinic, 
Paul Richmond, 1982. Franklin, La. 

While table 16 shows a decrease in infant mortality for all 

groups, the improvement has been greater for whites. This 

table also shows that 1979 rates for infant mortality for 

non-whites·is 2.4 times greater than for whites in 

St. Mary Parish. 

If there is any conclusion that can be drawn from this 

section on health, it is that further research on the 

health of sugar cane workers would be a fruitful undertak

ing. The data so far are more suggestive than definitive; 

however, the conditions of life and work such as exposure 

to the extremes of weather, exposure to herbicides and 

pesticides, and low income cannot be called salubrious. 
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If a health survey were conducted on sugar cane plantations, 

physical assessments and inspection of medical records 

would be necessary for the sample chosen. Another source 

of data would be mortality tables that reflect life expec

tancy and cause of death. The.se methods, however, were 

beyond the scope of the present research. There is hardly 

a question that health is essential to the development of 

both individuals and families. There is, however, no 

definitive data available to document how healthy or un

healthy the builder and plant~tion families are in compari

son with whites, or even other Blacks. 

Children and the School System 

Education can either be a contributing factor to the 

maintenance of the status quo or an agent of change, 

especially for the younger generation. This section will 

examine current statistics regarding school attendance for 

Blacks, some interview data on education, some observations 

on schools in Franklin, and some memoirs of school "in 

those days" (in the previous generation}. The importance 

of education for the family arises from several sources. 

It is the most important factor in determining a family's 

income and socioeconomic status. The school is the insti

tution that interfaces between the family and society, and 

it impacts on all families with children. While formal 
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education occurs outside the home, the family provides both 

the subject of education (the child) and the atmosphere 

outside of formal schooling that either aids or hinders the 

process of learning. While education occurs on a routine, 

daily basis, it involves the future as much as the present 

because it assumes partial responsibility for preparing 

the child for adult roles. Thus to provide for the educa

tion of children is both a present task of families and 

the promise of the dissolution of the family as the younger 

generation is prepared to launch out on its own. 

A brief review of educational statistics shows the 

struggle of Blacks, over the years, to receive an education 

and providessomebackground for understanding their present 

situation. Table 3 in the introductory chapter shows the 

contrasting achievements of whites and Blacks in education. 

These data indicate in a general way the position of 

Black people in the social structure. The 1980 educational 

achievement of Blacks shows great strides when compared to 

the data of previous decades. In 1950, the median years 

of school completed for Black adults 25 years and older was 

2.9 years in Iberia and 3.3 years in St. Mary Parish; 30 

years later the median had increased by 6 years (U.S. 

Bureau of the Census, 1953:91; 1983a:385, 394). The turn 

of the century data are startling and show the beginning 

push for educational achievement on the part of Blacks. In 
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1909 more than half of the Black people 10 years of age and 

older were illiterate, and only 38 percent of children 6 to 

14 years of age were attending school (U.S. Bureau of the 

Census, 1913, vol. 2:783, 787). These data make it easier 

to understand the attitudes of parents toward the impor

tance of education today. 

' 
Educating the children 

When asked how important they thought education is to-

day for young people, all the respondents in both groups 

(with one exception) replied either "important" or "very 

important." One person had a pragmatic approach to educa-

tion: "I don't know. Some like to go to school and some 

don • t. " The reasons given for the importance of education 

usually were related to employment, and typical replies 

were very similar among both builders and plantation 

families. 

Builders: 

Today everything is operated by machines. 
This calls for an educated person. 

. . . . . . . . . 
You got it hard without education. 

. . . . . . 
Education is important for everybody; it is 

one of the most important things in life. 



Plantation people: 

Without education you end up like we are, 
in the cane field. 

. . . . . . . . 
Everywhere they ask you for your high-school 

diploma. After a while you'll need an education 
to drive a tractor. 

Without education you don't seem to get 
anywhere. 

Formal education (by an agency outside the home) can 

begin at an early age when children go to preschool or 

"nursery" school. While there are philosophical differ-

ences between early childhood education which emphasizes 
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the development of the child and day care which exists to 

free the parent, both situations help socialize the child 

and expose him or her to stimulation beyond the home. This 

experience was investigated by the query, "Were your chil-

dren in Head Start or nursery school?" Eighty-five percent 

of the plantation families and 51 percent of the builders 

answered in the affirmative. This difference could be an 

artifact of time; the builders, on the whole, were older 

and the Head Start program was not available during the 

early childhood of their children. Likewise the remoteness 

of plantations (where the builders lived until the early 

seventies) precluded the children's attendance. "We were 

out in the country," one woman summed up the situation. 
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Parents of school-age children were asked "Do you 

expect your children to finish high school or go to col

lege?" Parents with grown children responsed to the same 

question in the past tense. Eighty-six percent (24 of 28) 

of the builders answered "Yes" regarding high school; that 

is, they hoped that their children would complete high 

school or they already had done so. Three parents had 

children who had dropped out of school and who were beyond 

school age. Ninety-two percent (12 of 13) of the planta

tion families said their children had finished high school 

or they had hopes for them to finish. The parents in both 

groups often expressed~ conditioned hope, e.g., "If I'm 

living." One woman stated of a talented child, "I have my 

hopes on her." This was the one child out of six who would 

probably finish school. Another mother said of her 

daughter, "She wants to go through with it [high school]." 

An unusual answer was given by one mother regarding her 

children's school careers: "None of them finished, but 

I'm trying to myself." This woman was being tutored by a 

person from the Plantation Education Program, Inc. (PEPI). 

Regarding college, 23 percent of the plantation families 

had hopes that their children would go to college. This 

hope was a probability for one of the children who was a 

senior in high school and had been offered a scholarship. 

Thirty-two percent (9 of 28) of the builders had hopes for 
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a college education for their children or their children 

had actually attended one or more years of college. In

cluded in this group was a young woman who had graduated, 

the only college graduate in all of the families studied. 

She holds a professional civil service position and lives 

away from her family. One of the builders, when questioned 

about college for his children, revealed the strength of 

family identification when he answered, "No, my children 

didn't go, but we have one granddaughter in college." 

When p~rents were asked what they saw as the biggest 

problem of children in school, the question was often inter

preted to mean an academic subject that caused difficulty. 

Thus several parents answered "lessons," "new math," or 

"reading." The responses of builders and plantation people 

were not essentially different and will not be separated 

here. Two parents took exception to the question that 

implied their children had problems and replied, "Mine 

like school" and "None for mine." Some parents said there 

had been no complaints from the teacher about their chil

dren and they were not aware of any problems. When specific 

problems were mentioned, they were things like "the 

teacher" ; "getting along with other kids"; "they like to 

play more than they like to work"; "fighting with other 

children"; and "Money. You got to have things to present 

yourself [at school]." 
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"Are your children in any clubs, the band, or sports?" 

the parents were asked. There was less than full response 

to this question because some of the parents did not 

remember, or their children were not yet enrolled in school. 

Thirty-two percent (8 of 25) of the builders and 40 percent 

(4 of 10) of the plantation parents who were able to 

respond said that their children were (are) ·in extracurric-

ular activities. Two parents mentioned that they could 

not afford the instrument needed for the band. One mother 

vented her frustration: "They send me a note from the 

school. My boy is in this club and needs money. My girl 

needs a uniform for the choir. I don't have it; so I wrote 

back and told them, 'Take them out, I don't have the 

money.'" Another mother, in answering the question about 

clubs said, "No, but my child made the honor roll." A 

plantation parent explained that her children could not 

be in clubs because sometimes they meet at night and there 

was no way they could go, the family's not having a car. 

Asked about participation in PTA or other meetings, 

some parents in each group stated their children were grown 

and there was no PTA when they went to school. Of those 

who answered, 50 percent (14 of 28) of the builders and 

50 percent (6 of 12) of the plantation people said they did 

attend such meetings. Parents who gave positive answers 

sometimes qualified them, such as "I go if I'm off work." 

' 
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Those who gave negative replies added, "I go to talk with 

the teacher if she calls me." 

Ninety percent (27 of 30) of the builders and all of 

the plantation people thought that the schools were doing 

a good job in educating their children. Some of the sug

gestions made for improving schools included: 

Put religion back into the schools. 

I don't like sex education in the school. 
I like it better when we tell our own children. 

The children have too much time in the 
summer. They could be learning. 

There were two complaints about teachers: one that the 

teachers were racist and another that the teachers were 

"partial." An interesting interaction occurred when one 

parent was being interviewed. She affirmed the good quality 

of the schools, but her nineteen-year-old son, a drop-out, 

disagreed, saying, "School is boring~ they should have more 

sports." Another mother said that visitors should be kept 

out of the schools since this is a source of drugs. A man 

of sixty summarized the differences in education "then" 

and now: 

We had a wooden school and brought our own 
lunch, and we walked to school. Children have 
it better now, but some children don't take 
advantage of school. 
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In summary, we can say that the parents in the research 

groups esteemed education and thought it to be an oppor

tunity for their children to improve their lives. Partici

pation by parents and children in various aspects of the 

educational process was not high as measured by extra

curricular activities and attendance at group meetings. 

These latter kinds of participation, however, include the 

past as well as the educational present. It can be assumed 

that more parents attend meetings today than twenty years 

ago when the schools were segregated by race and when per

sonal modes of transportation were rare. The schools in 

one of the two locations of this research will be examined 

next to see if the parents' faith in education is justified. 

Franklin, rather than Jeanerette, was selected because the 

former offers education to children of both builders and 

plantation families. Also, Franklin is the administrative 

center for its school district, while Jeanerette has ties 

to the larger system in New Iberia. 

Local schools 

It was mentioned in the introductory chapter that the 

public schools in Franklin are 65 percent Black, although 

the percentage of Blacks in the population of the city is 

only 38 percent. The two private schools in tow~ togethe~ 

account for 879 white students {and 41 Black students), 
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which is the main factor in the imbalance by race in the 

public schools (Franklin School Report, 1982). c · ons1.dering 

the income distribution according to race, it can be assumed 

that most children of low income families attend the public 

schools. Two minor pieces of evidence poiJ.nt to the con

trasts in achievement of the students in the two school 

systems. In 1978 achievement tests at one of the private 

schools showed that half of the students were above grade 

level (Franklin Banner, May 22, 1978). The same testing 

showed the public school students to be as much as two 

years behind in most categories of the California Achieve-

ment Test. Several years ago a newspaper reported that a 

spurt of achievement between the tenth and twelfth grades 

was visible in the Franklin high school (Franklin Banner' 

June 6, 1978). This achievement is encouraging for a 

"poorer school" and while it may be due to increased work 

on the part of students and teachers, on the other hand' 

the improvement could be the result of a natural selection 

whereby the non-achievers drop out of school. The highest 

mb l.·n Louisiana is to be nu er of drop-outs for both races 

f d . t -year-old students, the oun among s1xteen- and seven een 

usual age for children in the tenth to twelfth grades 

(Statistical Abstracts of Louisiana' 1981: 91 ) · 
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The way it used to be 

Another important aspect of education concerns the 

historical background of how things used to be, the experi

ence of one's parents or grandparents. The first contrast 

of now and then that comes to mind is Johnson's study of 

Black rural youth in 1941. Although Growing Up in the 

Black Belt did not include children from Louisiana, some of 

the situations vis-a-vis schooling were parallel to the 

accounts given by older persons in the present study. The 

fact that schools were segregated included the sequelae of 

poor funding, a shorter school year, and a lack of transpor

tation for students (Johnson, 1941:110, 113). The purpose 

of describing education in the past is to explain the 

present better. Most of the adults over fifty years of 

age in this research did not finish elementary school. The 

kind of work they do (did) and the income they receive are 

linked to this fact. The reason for school drop-out was 

usually not connected with the hardships of attending 

school but was more often because of economic or family 

needs which thrust a latency-aged child into premature 

responsibilities, leaving school behind. The following 

accounts of education arose from spontaneous conversations 

during the research process: 



I tell you, there are good people in this 
world. We used to walk to school in Bayonne 
because that was the only way to get there. It 
was six miles and there would be a gang of us on 
the highway. The Greyhound bus would pass us 
and sometimes the driver would stop and ask us, 
"Where you children going?" 

"To school," we said. 
"Well, get in," he told us. We would look at 

each other and get in. We would stand in the 
aisle; the people wouldn't draw back when we 
stood next to them. We stood in the aisle then 
got off at.Bayonne. That showed that somebody 
cared (Woman, aged 66) 

I went to school three years. We had to 
walk, and the school bus would pass with the 
white children and they would laugh at us. It 
was cold outside and cold in the school, so 
cold you couldn't feel anything from your knees 
down (Woman, aged 68). 

We had to pay to go to school on the planta
tion. The preacher started a little school, then 
another man helped him, and we had to pay some
thing for their salary. Then later when they 
built schools for the colored we had to pay for 
books. It wasn't till Huey P. Long that we got 
free books in the public schools (Man, aged 69). 

In those days we walked to school. It was 
about two miles from our house. It was a one
room school, no partitions. We had to pay to go 
to school. We had to pay for books, too. I 
never got a free book in my life . 

(Who sponsored the school?) 

I don't know, but my Godmother taught there, 
and we had to pay ten cents a week. I was 
around thirteen when we got a public school. I 
went there one year, but we still had to pay for 
our books. 
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I went~~ to the fourth grade and learned 
pretty good. I taught myself math because I 
needed it on my job. I had to figure things 
out and I would go and ask other people. They 
helped me·~.~ The school went up to the sixth 
grade. That was as far as you could go in 
those dai':.s. · 

(Were th~re schools on the plantations?) 

No, the people there didn't know their 
names when they saw them. They worked from sun 
to sun, they didn't go to school. It was rough ' 
in those d~ys (Map, aged 74). 

We had school in the church at Mamou's 
[Plantation]. The way we got it was because a 
lady,_a midwife, talked with some of the men 
and they all went to see Mr. Mamou. They told 
him, 11We need a school for our children. II So 
he went to the school board and told them, 
"Give the'· colored people a school. 11 So they 
sent us a .,teacher and they paid her. We still 
had school. in the church (Woman, aged 67) . 

. ' '\,}'If ' 

Several of the previous excerpts referred to school 

being held in a church, and this custom was apparently 

uni versa! in t?e two parishes studied. Before the public 

schools paid the teacher, the parents had to contribute 

some small amount. A newspaper account of a local Black 
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minister mentioned that he had attended a "private school, 11 

a cruel euphemism for the do-it-yourself education of 

Blacks early i~ the twentieth century. Public schools 

were established in Louisiana by the State Legislature in 

.184 7. Education for Blacks in the area started around 

1898 when teach~rs were supplied to the church-schools 
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(Franklin Banner, April 28, 1959). It appears, however, 

that the free teachers did not come to all of the schools 

for Blacks, but that education for and by Black people went 

on in spite of this. One of the early teachers who was 

sent by the Parish gave the following written memoir of 

her stay on the plantation: 

I taught at Conley Elementary School, which was 
in a church. I taught grades one through seven in 
a one room school. On Fridays we moved the benches 
and tables into the anteroom for the Sunday service. 
On Mondays we arranged the tables and benches for 
school. 

Conley Plantation was one of the nicest places 
to work; I enjoyed every minute of it. The chil
dren were well behaved; their parents were jewels 
and would do anything for the teacher. Mr. Dan 
Conley was one of the best planters I know. This 
was the happiest time of my life when I was at the 
school by the side of the road. I had on the 
average of seventy-two children each session. I 
taught at Conley's twenty-nine years (Woman, 
aged 72). 

The following excerpts from field notes are from a 

spontaneous conversation with this former school teacher 

as she remembered "the old days." 

We went on picnics and had trips. The 
people put on fairs [to raise money]; the 
women baked and cooked for the school. The 
school board furnished transportation for me-
this was before integration. I lived in Bayonne 
and commuted the four miles. 

All the children finished the seventh grade. 
We began school in October--this was in 1928 or 
1929. Once we had five months of school and we 
opened in January. 

If the children finished the seventh grade 
they went to Bayonne for grade eight, and to 
Falwyn for grades nine to twelve. 



We called our school Mt. Calvary-Conley, 
since there was another Mt. Calvery in Bayonne. 
Mr. Conley used to visit the school. One day 
he saw smoke coming out of the wall of the 
school and came inside to look. There was a pipe 
sticking out from the stove and the wind blew 
the smoke back inside and then out; you could see 
it coming from the wall. Mr. Conley came in and 
looked at it and then he ordered a new stove. 
He owned the church and all the parents of the 
children worked for him. 

(Did you have to start the fire in the stove?) 

I had to do it. I used paper and kindling. 
I had to cut the wood for kindling. I had to 
start the fire when I was dressed up for teach
ing. We would use coal in the stove, a dray 
would bring it in. 

We had a cistern for water. In the dry season 
we didn't have any water. Then Mr. Conley re
modeled and put in faucets. In 1935 the houses 
on the plantation all got water. 
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This account speaks for itself. After integration, the 

teacher was transferred to a school in town and her stu-

dents bussed there also. The talent of the teacher in 

keeping seventy-two students at their tasks is remarkable. 

Since this is the only account by a teacher, it is impos-

sible to say if the idyllic experience was representative 

of other church-schools. 

Does education make a difference? 

At the time of the resarch some thirteen years had 

elapsed since the white and Black schools were consolidated. 

Whether this arrangement has made a difference is hard to 

say, and the evidence is indirect and goes beyond the 
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forty-four families of this study. Income is one indicator 

that shows whether education makes a difference. Some sta

tistics will elaborate on this point. Table 5 in the 

introductory chapter gives the median income (from the 

1980 Census) for Black and white families in the research 

area. For both parishes, the median income for Black 

families is less than 59 percent that of white families. 

Since different categories are used in the 1970 Census, a 

similar comparison cannot be made. The Census does show, 

however, changes in Black family income over the ten year 

period. One simple measure is the percentage of families 

that live below the poverty level. In 1969 the percentage 

of Black families in this category was 49 percent in Iberia 

and 46 percent in St. Mary Parish. In 1979 it had de

creased to 28 percent and 31 percent in the two parishes. 

These statistics, however, are still high as compared to 

white families. The percentage of Blacks is four times 

higher than that of whites who live in this unenviable con

dition. A final statistic that reveals the poverty of 

Black families in the research area is that of families 

who live on less than $5,000 a year. An average of 20 per

cent of Black families in the two parishes are in this 

situation (U.S. Bureau of the Census 1973, 466; 457; 

1983a: 475, 484). These data show that while Blacks have 

improved their economic condition, they still remain well 
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below whites in the research area. While the relationship 

of education to income is a longitudinal and complex one, 

the meager changes in income have not discouraged the Black 

people who see education as a way up, if not a way out. 

An observation on education and family life that is 

quite different from statistical inferences concerns the 

atmosphere in the home for self-instruction, i.e., reading. 

In general, plantation houses are much older, have higher 

ceilings and fewer electrical outlets than have the self

built houses. Only one plantation home that I visited had 

a reading lamp in the living room, and it was not con

nected. Neither were books or magazines visible in these 

homes. The self-built houses had better ceiling lights, 

and most of the living rooms had reading lamps. The book 

most frequently observed in these homes was the Bible; very 

few magazines were ever seen during my visits. The chil

dren in homes where there is poor lighting and lack of 

reading material and whose parents are functionally 

illiterate are affected in several ways. If the children 

cannot see well enough to do their homework or to read, 

their school achievement will be affected. The lack of 

role models who read is also telling. The impact of 

parents' encouraging their children to read has been recog

nized by PEPI, and recently the staff has helped adult 

students take their small children to the public library 



in town to check out books, "thus helping to break the 

cycle of illiteracy that plagues plantation existence" 

(Reaching Out, 1983). 
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The focus on problems such as adult illiteracy or low 

student achievement will give an erroneous impression if 

not balanced with positive observations. Concerning educa

tion, plantation children are not visibly different from 

other children in public schools. They have entered the 

mainstream of education and like other children ride the 

school bus, get a hot lunch at school, and are seen by the 

school nurse. The impact of improved education will prob

ably make itself felt in the long run as students leave 

farm work or leave the area for other jobs. Some of the 

students at the time of this research were excelling among 

their peers, and often in difficult circumstances. Nora, a 

plantation child of seven, came from a home that was 

obviously poor. The condition of the furniture, the mice 

that share the house, the crowding of people, would mark 

this home as disadvantaged. On one occasion I entered the 

home through the kitchen door and observed two adults eat

ing at a small table while Nora and her brother were eating 

on the floor. Yet this child was on the honor roll at 

school and went to school each day well groomed by her 

mother who was encouraging the child in her efforts. 

Poverty does not entirely dampen the opportunities of 
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education. The crucial question, however, is what will 

happen to the Noras when they grow up. Nora's married 

sister did not finish school, and she lives with her two 

children and unemployed husband in the same house as Nora. 

Will this be Nora's fate as well? 

For the parents of school-age children there is hope 

for the future of their children, but there must also be 

the recognition that the odds are against them, and that 

higher education and the full development of potential are, 

for the most part, beyond the reach of their children. It 

is possible that this thought was a projection of my own 

feeling while interviewing the adults in this study. Some

times evidence of mental acuteness or moral nobility sur

faced in our casual conversations that seemed out of context 

with the backgrounds of the people. The occasional use of 

sophisticated vocabulary, the sharing of self-awareness, 

and accurate analyses of the social and economic situation 

which are demonstrated in the quotations and field notes 

throughout this work--all attest to the fact that some of 

the people are a remarkable contrast with their environment. 

The haunting question that suffused most of the research 

was, what would they have become had they been born in 

another time and another place? 
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Family Support Systems 

The family does not stand alone as it faces the larger 

society. Kin and neighbors and outside institutions form a 

backdrop for the daily life of the individual family. 

Neighbors, especially on the plantation, play a role 

dictated by need and the lack of alternative resources to 

fill that need. The neighborhood itself is "ordinarily 

viewed as a smaller version of the local community . . . to 

it are imputed meaningful social bonds, the generation of 

social value, and psychological support for the individual" 

(Greer, 1968:121). The neighborhoods of plantation fami-

lies and builders are different on several points, as 

noted in the previous chapter. Usually the houses of plan

tation workers are irregularly spaced with no clear boun

daries between them, and the entire residential quarter is 

remote from other human settlements, thus increasing the 

dependency of neighbors on each other. The other differ

ence concerns time; some of the families have been on the 

plantation for generations, others came more recently, but 

for all of them, the plantation was there before the family. 

The builders, on the other hand, created their neighborhood 

at the same time they built their houses. Also, each house 

had a lot that is bounded by a chain link fence in the back 

and shrubbery or a driveway in the front. Finally, the 

most obvious difference, the builders live in town and are 



within walking distance of stores, schools, and other 

services, not to mention other residential areas. 

Communication, transportation, 
and other services 

The telephone links people in a way that cannot be 
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understood by an outside observer. Seventy-seven percent 

of the plantation families and 81 percent of the builders 

had telephones. It is noteworthy that most of the planta-

tions visited were in the same local calling area as the 

town of Franklin. This affords a way to keep in contact 

that does not require transportation and is relatively 

inexpensive. A continuing need for many plantation people 

is that of transportation. Four of the thirteen planta-

tion families studied did not have a car, and it was 

observed that a number of other families (although they 

were not formally interviewed) also lacked cars. The 

presence of any cars is one of the big changes the planta-

tion has been in the past thirty years. The plantation 

people depend on neighbors for transportation if they lack 

a car or if their car is not working. One old man recalled 

the name of a friend who used to take him to Franklin and 

did not charge for this service. Other people wquld 

charge, he added. One old woman goes on a weekly shopping 

trip and pays her neighbor's son to take her. Since the 

town and the needed services are six miles away, 
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transportation is a continuing challenge for persons with-

out automobiles. The builders also need transportation on 

occasion and usually ask a relative who lives in the new 

housing project or in town. One of the builders was named 

by three persons as the one they would ask for help. This 

man worked long hours and was seldom at home, but his 

generosity was well known, and his neighbors depended on 

him. 

All of the plantations in this study have one essential 

institution, a church; three of them also have a grocery 

store. One of the stores is owned by the company or plan

tation management; another is run 'by a former plantation 

secretary, and the third is a privately owned country( 

store that serves several plantatio.ns. In earlier times 

each plantation had its own store or commissary where food 

and clothing could be obtained by workers on credit. At 

the time of the research, plantation people use the local 

stores only when they cannot go to the supermarket in town 

where prices are lower. Besides the local stores, vendors 

also ply their trade on the plantations. A yellow van 

comes from fourteen miles away to sell staples and some 

vegetables. An ice cream man sounds his siren song to the 

children of the plantation in the summer, and the "meat 

man" comes with fresh meat to the plantation. Public 

vehicles can also be seen on the plantation--a van from a 
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federally funded day care center picks up children and 

brings them home; the clinic van provides transportation 

for patients who pay a small fee; and a senior citizens' 

van serves older people on SSI. 

Kin and friends 

There are many occasions for mutual help in the every-

day life of builders and plantation people: 

(What time do you go to work, Flora?) 
[She lives on the plantation.] 

They come to pick us up at seven. 

(What do you do with Gilbert [aged 3]?) 

I take him to Emma's house and the bus picks 
him up there. If he's sick, but not too sick, 
she will watch him for me, too. 

Yes, it looks like rain, and I'm going to 
work this afternoon. I did my wash anyway and 
I'm going to let it stay out. Mr. Rider [her 
neighbor] has a key and if it starts to rain 
he'll take the clothes in for me. Sometimes 
he folds them, too. 

Callie was combing Miss Neeley's hair. The 
old woman lived in a plantation house near Callie. 
They were under the Chinaberry tree at Cedarcrest 
Plantation, and a group of neighbors came to watch 
the operation. Callie was talking and laughing 
and then she turned in the direction of her house 
and yelled mightily, "Bring me the hair grease 
for Miss Neeley's hair." After another shouted 
command, a small child appeared with the jar of 
pomade, and Callie continued the hair treatment 
(Teche Country Notes, September, 1982). 
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Other services shared among neighbors are using the 

telephone and fixing cars. To the question "How do people 

help each other around here?" both builders and plantation 

people mentioned help in times of sickness and emergencies. 

Some mentioned the loaning of money and the minding of 

children as well. On the plantation in warm weather, the 

children are mostly outside and in open view, so there is 

a rather general· supervision by adults. One woman told me 

that a white child had been playing with her sons and got 

hurt. She put a band aid on the cut, then walked with the 

child to his home. Most of the plantations have white 

residents either as employees or as renters. Generally 

their homes are in a different part of the plantation 

from the quarters. 

A seasonal kind of mutual help on the plantation is hog 

killing. The inability to keep hogs on the premises is one 

of the things missed by some of the builder families who 

left the plantation. Hog butchering takes place in cold 

weather and requires the help of several men. The event 

that I attended lasted more than five hours because of a 

delay in getting the water in the drum to boil due to 

intermittent rain. Five men and a boy were present and 

helping in the entire process. The men were unrelated to 

the chief hog killer, but all were neighbors. At the end 

of the procedure, when the pieces of meat were hung before 
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being put into a freezer, I asked about sharing the meat 

with the helpers. My friend told me, "Oh, no, that wasn't 

Andy's hog. It belonged to his sister and he killed it 

for her. Now if that had been his hog, he would have 

given some of the meat away." The hog killing showed one 

way of how neighbors help each other, but it also showed 

how they enjoyed each other•s company. Two six packs of 

beer were the social lubricant that kept the men happy and 

joking. While we waited for the water to come to a boil, 

Andy•s wit kept everyone laughing. He walked over to the 

pig pen and talked to the doomed animal, "Well, old chap, 

it won•t be long now. Sorry about this, old chap." 

Not all neighborly actions are benign, however. One 

incident involved a neighbor who was like a self-appointed 

officer of the Society for the Prevention of Cruelty to 

Animals: 

I was visiting Mary Lee in her front bed room, 
and she told me how Jack Green "on the front" had 
killed her dog. The animal in question had seemed 
on the verge of death when I last saw him. He was 
covered with mange, was bereft of hair, and all 
his ribs were visible under a thin coat. "I was 
gonna get some grease from Miss Agnes that would 
have helped him. Now I don't have my dog. You 
know, that was not a nice thing to do. Jack said 
the dog got in his garden, but I don't believe that. 
He just didn't want poor Buck around." 

As we were talking, the three children burst in 
from school. "Jack shot the dog, mama," one of the 
children blurted out. The children received this 
news in the short time it took them to walk from 
the school bus to their home. Everybody knew what 
had happened (Teche Country Notes, December 1982). 
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The builders, too, had their network of information and 

interaction. Children especially were helpful in my search 

for respondents for this study. I would be walking along 

the street toward a particular house, and, knowing me by 

this time, some child would report: 

She's not home; she went to work. 

(Oh, does Mrs. Louis have a job now?) 

Yeah, she's working for a white lady. 

No, they're not home; they just went out. 

He'll be coming back around six o'clock. 

Vignettes from the neighborhood of the new self-help hous-

ing include: 

Mrs. Mills is sitting in her carport, reading 
her Bible. She goes very slowly because she has 
cataracts, and because she learned, or relearned 
to read as an older person. Her other recreation 
is the small television which is plugged in by 
her chair. This is the coolest spot in her home, 
and she can watch the world go by as her neigh
bors pass in front of her home. 

It was Saturday afternoon, and Mike Vessard 
and some of his friends were playing horseshoes 
in his front yard. They seemed to enjoy the 
game. Other people were playing in their back 
yards. Two of the families on the block had 
basketball goals in their back yards, and chil
dren were playing around them (Teche Country 
Notes, September, 1982). 



A scene from the neighborhood of a plantation follows: 

I went to Chinaberry Plaza at Cedarcrest 
Plantation to talk with the old women who always 
gather there. The meeting place is between 
Miss Neeley's and Katie's house. The area has 
just been mowed, courtesy of Big Sam, who does 
this favor for the old women. Sam, in fact, 
cuts the grass for several of his neighbors. 

The old women each bring their own battered 
chair, sit in the shade, and "catch the breeze." 
Anyone entering the quarters from the road is 
observed by them. They greet people who walk by 
on the front road or who pass in cars. At least 
one of the women will know any passerby and then 
everyone chimes in with a comment on the activities 
of that person to add to the pool of knowledge 
about friends and neighbors. Sometimes people come 
to join the women in Chinaberry Plaza. Deena, a 
woman in her twenties, came laughing and greeted 
the women. "Hey, Deena, I hear you are pregnant 
again. Come over here," said one of the women. 

"I'm not showing yet," she laughed. 
"Lift up your skirt, girl, let's see." Deena's 

abdomen was flat beneath the white slip, and the 
women began prognosticating. 

"I ain't been to the doctor yet," she said. 
Money was a problem for her. Her husband worked 
on the plantation, so she did not get welfare or 
Medicaid. She was trying to get her pre-school 
child into a day nursery but was told she didn't 
qualify. 

"What you mean, I don't qualify?" she asked. 
"I ain't got no job, I ain't got no car, and I'm 
low income. I just want my child to go to 
nursery school." She was laughing as she told 
her misfortune and we all laughed with her (Field 
notes, Fall, 1982). 
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The help of family and relatives is especially notice-

able during illness. The next two vignettes are of inci

dents that occurred on a plantation and at a builder's 

home: 

Mrs. Mills, aged sixty-seven, was in the 
hospital for a week for tests. When she returned 



home, I went to visit her. I was there about 
half an hour, and in this interval two of her 
relatives came, each bringing food. The first 
visitor was her uncle, a light-colored man who 
spoke with a French accent. He brought her 
some freshly made hog's head cheese. The 
second person was a cousin who brought a pan 
of corn bread. 

I went to Cedarcrest to talk with the old 
women, but Miss Veeley was not there. The 
wooden door to her house was padlocked and 
Katie told me, "Miss Veeley's sick. She's at 
Billie's house." Billie was Miss Veeley's 
daughter and lived about a hundred yards away. 
I went to visit Miss Veeley there and she said 
she was feeling better. Her daughter made her 
move in with them because the weather had turned 
cold, and Miss Veeley was very weak. 

Two weeks later I returned and saw 
Miss Veeley on her front porch sitting in her 
straight-backed chair. She seemed weaker but 
smiled pleasantly. She had been discharged from 
convalescent care (Field notes, Fall, 1982). 
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The preceeding material attests to kin and neighborly 

interactions for both plantation families and the builders. 

The answers to the interview question "How do neighbors 

help each other around here?" included all the subjects 

mentioned. One plantation woman commented, "We pull to-

qether pretty good. They come to help you. If people 

are sick we go to pray for them." The builders generally 

agreed that neighbors are helpful, but four respondents 

differed from the majority view. One man questioned the 

assumption of the question and said, "I don't need help." 

Another builder said, "It was different on Conley 
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Plantation [than it is here]." Two women said that people 

did not help much in the new housing development. 

Initially, of course, the builders helped each other 

because that was part of their contract in home 

construction. 

In conclusion, the interactions of kin and neighbors 

affected families in several ways, the first being help and 

support, but there is also a degree of social control as 

evidenced by neighbors' knowledge of other people's 

"comings and goings." An influence that was only briefly 

experienced during the research, however, was that of 

gossip, perhaps because this is a form of social control 

difficult for strangers to witness. 

A final comment on the influence which neighbors can 

have on family life concerns the dimension of time. In 

daily interactions the difference between the plantation 

families and builders is mainly that caused by isolation/ 

propinquity with the larger community. But the daily 

interactions are also influenced by the history and the 

future commitments of these families. The greatest con

trast can be stated thus: The plantation families are 

bound to their employers and their free house and share 

this in cpmmon; they also share their uncertainty of tenure 

of their houses. The builders also have a plantation past 

but have gone beyond this experience. They shared the 
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experience of common striving and interacting during the 

six to eighteen months of home construction. Perhaps more 

important than the past, these families are shouldering a 

similar obligation to the future in the form of a thirty

three-year mortgage. They all realize that unless some 

unusual circumstances intervene they will be neighbors for 

a long time. ' 

Another important aspect of the family support systems 

is that which comes from within the generations of the 

family itself. Two questions were directed toward genera

tional ties: "Do your grown children visit you, and how 

often?" and "Are your parents living, and how often to you 

visit them?" As regards visiting grown children it has 

already been stated that 38 percent of the plantation 

families and 29 percent of the builders had grown children 

present in the house as permanent "visitors." All of the 

families that had grown children who had left home reported 

at least weekly contacts by telephone or in person; some of 

the contacts were daily. For most of the families at least 

some children lived within a ten-mile radius, while a few 

had children living ten yards away, next door. 

The question concerning living parents varied with the 

ages of the respondents themselves. Twenty of the builders 

had parents who were deceased. Those with living parents 

saw them or spoke with them either weekly or daily. Two 
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persons in the plantation families had parents who lived 

150 and 200 miles distant. These parents were visited 

annually. Six other plantation families had living parents 

who were seen with the usual frequency. 

Family Problems 

The preceeding section concerning family support sug

gests that both plantation families and builders receive 

support in an interdependent manner, either between the 

generations and bloodline or reaching out to neighbors who 

are not related by blood but by propinquity. With this 

network of help it may appear paradoxical to investigate 

problems within families, especially in conjunction with 

the social context. The answer to this, of course, is that 

problems are found in all human relationships, not just in 

families. Their dysfunction can be studied as indigenous 

to the human group or as an aspect of the social environ

ment. Some data on family problems have been included with 

material describing the social context of families because 

it seemed, after observing the scene for six months, that 

the environment of these families (South Louisiana with its 

plantation mores and sequelae) is prominent in the causal

ity of family problems. This is a general, and perhaps 

subjective statement, but some evidence has already been 

presented to support this view. 
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The question "Do you have any problems in your family?" 

had a paradoxical effect. More often than not the respon

dents would say "No" although some of their other state

ments did refer to concrete conditions such as poor health 

or financial difficulties. How one defines a problem is 

perhaps the more valid question. If a person has been poor 

and chronically ill for years, these conditions may be seen 

as facts of life, not problems. If a couple on Supple

mental Security Income receives $426 a month, this may not 

be seen as a problem because they never got much more, and 

the government check is reliable whereas the husband's 

earnings as a farm laborer were not. Another consideration 

is whether people admit problems, especially to a stranger 

or when their children are present. Even with these reser

vations 69 percent of the plantation families and 41 per

cent of the builders had problems, either by their own 

admission or through easily observable indicators. The 

most frequently mentioned problem was money, with alcoholism 

the second most-mentioned condition. Two of the respondents 

had different answers: 

-We have all kinds of problems. 

-I'm the only problem in this family. 

The problem of lack of money has a realistic basis, 

especially for those on fixed incomes. The aged usually 

need to buy medicine, an item that is expensive and 
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necessary.·:.; .. One retired couple living on a plantation 

stated that ::,their biggest expense was utili ties. They used 

propane ga·s. because natural gas had not been piped in, and 

even with the utmost economy (cooking on alternate days) 

their bill was $8 0 a month. 

Alcohci~ism, the second most frequently mentioned prob

lem, prese.nts a special difficulty. Under the circum-

stances, it is easy to contract and difficult to control. 

As mentioned in the remarks on health, the act of social 

drinking is on a continuum with the disease of alcoholism. 

A leisure-time activity can develop into a pernicious 

disease that affects the individual and family in a harmful 

way. Whil~ drinking is not the same as alcoholism, it can 

affect fam~ly interaction in that it uses up scarce 

resources and affects how time is spent. For instance, two 

women told\me that their husbands would not be available 

for interviews because of their usual habits. One man was 

unavailable in the evenings: 11 He comes horne tired and has 

his beer, and then I give him supper. After supper he has 

another beer and is tired, so he goes to bed.n The other 

wife said her husband was unavailable on the weekends 

because on Saturday and Sunday he "has his little shot." 

Both of the men were in their fifties and did outdoor manual 

work. Given the circumstances of these men's lives, one 



must ask what the alternatives are for men who are func

tionally illiterate and physically exhausted. 
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A pervasive force that was not mentioned by the people 

in this study but one that does impact their lives is that 

of media advertising and consumerism. The contrast of a 

poor plantation home and the scenes depicted on television, 

as well as the products presented as indispensable to the 

good life point out the great differences between the have 

and the have-nots in this country. Children, especially, 

are subjected to the pull of material things as they mingle 

with their peers at school. Thus, while social change has 

brought improvement in the lives of the rural people of 

this study, it has also provided more sources of frustra

tion for them. 

Conclusion 

This chapter has presented aspects of the social con

text of families including the influence of health and 

educational institutions and the support of kin and neigh

bors. It is difficult to give an overall assessment of the 

we11-being of the families and how they utilize these 

institutions and services. Rather we can arrange the 

families on a continuum, with the main variable being loca

tion, that is, on the plantation or in their own horne in 

town. In general, the builders appeared to have better 
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health and brighter prospects than their plantation 

counterparts, with details of these comparisons being found 

in previous chapters as well as this one. Moving beyond 

these differences and the forty-four families of the 

research, some remarks are appropriate on the future of 

Blacks in the two-parish area. The stratification by race 

in this area has been indicated by self-reports, observa

tions, and past and current Census data. Whether it is the 

value of a horne, the amount of income, or the years of 

schooling, Blacks are on the lower strata. Social change 

is slow when the major institution, the plantation, that 

was formative of the present society still functions with 

some essentials unchanged. Civil rights legislation that 

originated outside the plantation and the state seems to 

be the catalyst of social change in the area, and thus has 

impacted the families of this research. To say just what 

influence was most important in the lives of the plantation

bred people is difficult without the perspective of time, 

but there is some evidence to suggest that the most impor

tant event was in 1969 when the public schools were inte

grated. This extended a benefit to Blacks on a universal 

scale and provided the beginning of access to social 

mobility. While the thirteen years of integrated education 

has not shown a marked impact on income or other indicators, 



it is the one advantage which individuals can rely on in 

their struggle upward to equali~y. 
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CHAPTER VII 

SOCIAL PARTICIPATION AND USE OF LEISURE 

The pr.-evious chapters have described the work of men 

and women ... :and family life; this chapter will attempt to 

answer th~)question of how the people spend their leisure 

time, worsh.ip and participate in civic affairs. The first 

question asked of persons interviewed concerned the 

existence\of free time. They were asked, "Do you have time 

for yourself when you don't have work to do?" The majority 

of both g~oups, 69 percent of plantation families and 82 
\,,' 

percent of the builders, reported that they did have or 

took free time to use as they saw fit. Some of the comments 

of the re~pondents were: 

-I make time. 

-:(:have time only when it rains [field worker]. 

-Only when I sleep at night. 

-I have nothing but housework. 

Informal Leisure 

Responses to the question, "What do you do in your free 

time?" weie multiple, and no ranking of activities was pas-

sible. By .far the most mentioned leisure-time activity, 

however, was watching television. Three of thirteen of the 
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plantation respondents and twelve of thirty builders men

tioned t~is "activity." Other popular choices were reading 

the Bible, praying, just talking, and visiting friends and 

relatives.~ Talking is such a natural function of people 

that thE;!Y can be unconscious of it, like they are of 

breathing. Conversation is equivalent to "passing the 

time," i ... e., living. Some of the comments people volun-

teered abOut their free time were of interest: 

.-I don't go out; he [husband] goes out now 
and .then. 

~I don't go out; he goes to different joints. 

:·:-I 'm too busy. 

-I can't put weight on my legs. 

~I work on weekends. 

One respondent gave an indirect answer to the question 

about going out with his wife. I had talked with him 

briefly .. early one Sunday morning before church service and 

returned for the interview in the evening. It was winter 

and bitter cold and we huddled by a fire in the back yard 

of his plantation horne. In answer to the question he said, 

"You saw me here this morning, and here I am still." Stay-

ing in the same place was the routine of his life. 

Formal Organizations 

Besides informal social activities, persons can join 

formal social groups which provide recreation opportunities 
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and which work for specific causes. Approximately two-

thirds (62 percent) of plantation respondents and 69 per-

cent of the builders reported belonging to some kind of 

social club. All but three of the club affiliations con-

sisted of membership in a Masonic Lodge or its feminine 

counterpart, the Eastern Star. These all-Black units began 

years ago when Blacks were not allowed to join white groups. 

Two army veterans belonged to the American Legion and one 

man was a Knight of St. Peter Claver, a Catholic men's 

group. One woman, when asked about membership in a club, 

replied in the negative, but then added, "only insurance." 

I'm too tired to do anything (Woman, aged 38). 

I go out to get some air now and then (Woman 
with disabled husband). 

I shoot pool and talk with the men (Man, aged 44). 

I pray and thank Him [God] for what He's done; 
it could be worse (Recently bereaved widow). 

I'm old and can't do what I want to do. My 
eyes are bad, so I sit around and walk now and 
then. I have a mind to do things but I just can't 
do it; my fingers get cramped up. some days I 
can't feed myself (Man, aged 76). 

. . . . . . . . 



I cut grass or work around the yard (Man, 
aged 67). 

I sing. I like to read but I can't see; I 
don't have money for glasses (Woman, aged 67). 

I concentrate (Working mother of three 
children). 
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The shared use of leisure was explored by the question, 

"Do you and your husband go out together?" Only one of the 

plantation families answered affirmatively, but over half 

of the builders (13 of 25) said they did go out together. 

The builders, however, added another category; six families 

said they went out together "to church only." (These 

totals exclude single heads of families.) Comments of 

those who answered "no" were 

-Not any more. 

-Not for a long time. 

-No money for gas. 

Some explanation with regard to insurance is in order 

because of its social function and importance in the 

people's lives. While the specific question of subscribing 

to insurance was not posed, collectors were observed on 

five occasions both in the towns of the builders and on the 

plantations; people frequently referred to their insurance. 

Like a club, insurance is membership in an organization 
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that brings contact with someone outside the family circle 
. ' 

at regular.intervals. There are obvious differences, how-

ever. The.insurance subscription is a business arrange-

ment, not mutual aid. The social contact is made in one's 

home rathe~ than in a neutral place. One aspect of the 

sociability of the larger group involvement is at the time 

of death, :.when friends come to the funeral and observe the 

wreath seht courtesy of the insurance company. Likewise, 

friends ·~ill comment on the funeral arrangements paid for 

by the policy. Some of the families in this study paid 

burial insurance to a local undertaker whose calendar 
;.·r 

adorned.the walls of most of the homes visited. This Black 

undertaker was the son of a well-known minister; between 

father and son a complete service could be provided. 

There are other contrasts between insurance and a social 

groupe' The former is paid for individually by the sub-

scriber while the social group provides reciprocal support 

on a continuing basis, not only in the event of a con-

tingen·cy;.· A final aspect of the quality of the insurance 

relatioriship concerns the collectors, who can become role 

models 001 family friends for the subscribers. The role 

models·observed in one case wwere a handsome, well dressed 

Black co'uple, both of whom worked for the same company. 

They exuded success, respect, and friendliness on their 

brief v~~i~s to collect premiums. The other kind of agent 
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encountered was the white man, either young or middle aged, 

who was s'eemingly low-keyed and unassuming or downright 

patronizing~ An anecdote will illustrate the latter type. 

I was v~~iting a friend on the plantation, sitting in her 

front bedroom (there was no living room in the house) when 

a young,~an·called in from the front porch. Marian (aged 

67) ro~~\ and brought in a chair from the kitchen and gave 

"Mister Ed" the wooden rocker that she had been using. 
:'' ~·. 

Mister ,Ed '·s first question on seeing me present was "What 
···., 
' 

are you'doing here?" The more pertinent question was why 
I, 

was he~urious. As Marian went to her bedroom to dig out 

the $10-\for the premium, Mister Ed commented to me "These 

are the nicest people anywhere. Why, they have such fine 

souls." ,When Marian returned, he asked about her children 

and gr~ndchildren &nd told about his own family. He added 

that he~had gone fishing and that his garden was doing well. 
' I '~" j-\' 

He tur~ed·again to me and asked, "Where are you from?" 

After he'left Marian commented on what a nice man Mister Ed 

was and::how she knew him over the years. Clearly the visit 

of the;· .. insurance man was a predictable, social event that 

brough;t:,. in a pleasing friend from the world outside the 

plantati~n. It also reminded Marian that she belonged to 

an organi~ation larger than her family and its small world. 
,! ~ I 

The act~al utility of the insurance program, however, is 

more q~~~tionable than its social implications. Marian 
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explain~:<J'to me that she kept four policies, all related to 

burial or "dread diseases" such as cancer. She pays $25 a 

month for her protection and security. Another plantation 

woman had three policies for various medical contingencies. 

She explained to me, "We have no money [in the bank] and if 

something were to happen, we would need money." Actually, 

had the ~oman put the money into a savings account the 

total accruing to the family would have been about equal, 

but the_.money would not have been inviolate, so to speak, 

as was the insurance, dedicated as it was to a special pur

pose. The irony was that in the event of a dread disease, 

or even>for surgery, the family members would ordinarily 

go to C~arity Hospital in Lafayette for New Orleans for 

treatment. Their treatment would not be influenced by the 

insurance the family subscribed to over the years. In con

clusion~:'insurance policies function as a quasi-social club 

that many of the families belong to and it fills some of 

the same needs as lodges or mutual cooperative groups. 

Travel 

Another kind of social activity beyond the home, if not 

the family circle, is that of travel. Just how far and how 

frequently the adults left their homes was probed by 

several.questions, such as, "What is the farthest you have 

ever travelled from home?" The results of this question 
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are illustrated in the data below. 

Plantation 
Families Builders 

Texas 6 19 

California 2 4 

Louisiana 
Baton Rouge 1 0 
New Orleans 3 0 

Other States 1 5 

Europe 
(Military Se~ice) 0 1 

13 29 

Respondents were asked when they last visited New 

Orleans, about 115 miles away. Plantation families reported 

an average of 3.5 years since their last visit; for builder 

families, it had been 4.2 years since their last trip to 

the city. One plantation woman of thirty-seven years had 

never been to New Orleans. An elderly man had been to New 

Orleans twenty-five years previously for an operation. 

Following the same line of questioning, plantation families 

reported their last visit to Lafayette (about 40 miles away) 

as an average of almost ten months ago. Although the reason 

for travel was not asked, most respondents explained that 

the trips were either for medical purposes or to visit 

relatives, especially during a wedding or funeral. Regard-

ing travel within Louisiana, ten persons volunteered that 



they had gone to Lafayette or to New Orleans for medical 

reasons. 

Civic awareness-participation 
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Another way of reaching outside the horne is the daily 

newspaper. Two questions were asked about this form of 

communication, one con~erning newspapers in general, the 

other referring specifically to a religious newspaper. 

Almost two-thirds of both plantation and builder families 

(62 and 61 percent, respectively) reported that they did 

not get a daily newspaper. Of those who did read a paper 

regularly, most bought it at a store rather than having it 

delivered to their horne. Only one family among both 

builders and plantation families reported reading a religi

ous paper regularly. The group buying the paper at the 

store has at least occasional contact with a newspaper. It 

can be assumed, however, that they do not buy the paper on a 

daily basis because it would be less expensive to have the 

paper delivered. Plantation residents receive their mail 

in rural delivery boxes and also their newspapers in 

specially marked boxes. One plantation has its mail boxes 

grouped together about two blocks from the quarters, on 

the main road. There were two receptacles for newspapers 

and I asked a friend living on the plantation who received 

the paper. "Oh, that was a while back," she said. She 
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herself often got a newspaper second hand from someone who 

had purchased it at the store. As far as the religious 

papers are concerned, the two persons who received one were 

Catholic and the publication originated in Lafayette for 

the people in the region. 

If keeping informed is a civic function, voting is the 

exercise of that function that is open to every citizen 

and marks an interest in the political life of the nation. 

0 Are you registered to vote?" received this answer: 

Plantation 
People Builders 

Yes 8 62% 20 69% 

No 5 38% 9 31% 

13 29 

0 Did you vote in the 1980 election?" 

Plantation 
People Builders 

Yes 7 54% 19 66% 

No 6 46% 10 34% 

13 29 

From this voting data it is evident that the builders par-

ticipate more in a basic political activity than do planta

tion people. Other comparisons show that builder couples 

also go out together more often, a fact that places them 
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closer to a middle-class style of life than their planta-

tion counterparts. The builders had traveled more and had 

gone more recently to Lafayette, the regional urqan center. 

Only one person in each of the groups received a religious 

newspaper and just over 60 percent of both groups did not 

get a newspaper: The actual number of subscribers was 

higher for builders than for plantation people (4 of 29 

versus 1 of 13). Both groups had an in between category of 

persons who bought the paper at the store. For both groups 

the main use of leisure time is television and talking, 

i.e., conversations with neighbors or visiting relatives. 

In conclusion, both groups are reaching out into mainstream 

America, but the builders have a slight edge both in their 

living situation and in their use of leisure time. 

Leisure as Observed and Shared 

The following material consists of data gathered over 

the six month period of the research and augments the self 

reports of the interviewers. As has been stated previously, 

talking and television were the most popular use of leisure 

in both the groups studied; this is perhaps a universal 

phenomenon for Americans of low income and low educational 

achievement. The social value of talk has been affirmed 

by numerous investigators; two who represent earlier times 

are quoted here. Regarding the activities of rural Black 
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children, Johnson says "Between [cotton growing] seasons 

the m~st common answer to the question about how and where 

the ~hi~dren play is likely to be 'We don't do nothing, 

mostl~ just sit and talk'" (Johnson, 1941:170). Likewise, 

Lynd'~o~nd that white urban adults also engage in this 

practice: "Middletown has always delighted in talk . . . 

much of ··its leisure time it spends in talking or listening 

to talk~ (Lynd, 1929:226). 

The ·difference that television has made was obvious in 

visit~ to the homes of both plantation peo~le and builders. 

All homes except one plantation home had a television. In 

genera,! the builders seemed more absorbed in watching TV 

than the plantation families who also listened to the radio, 

especially religious broadcasts. The living rooms in the 

self-built houses were often very inviting and the tele-

vision set, the center of attention, exerted a hypnotic 

attracti.on for those present. What struck me most in the 

many visits to the barnes during the time the "soaps" were· 

in progress was the paradox of the familiar and the strange 

that intermingled in this medium. The characters of the 

"soaps" exhibited in simplistic obviousness human attri-

butes :of love, hate, cunning, and suffering. These the 

viewers, as observers of intimate moments, could comment on 

and analy~e. The other fact about the visual images was 

that the situations would in all probability not be 
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experienced by the viewers themselves since they depicted 

character~ and situations quite foreign. Thus, a steady 

diet of television for those who viewed it seemed to be 

both a pleasant diversion and the new "opium" of the people 

that offered an escape from a sometimes hard reality. This 

kind of. leisure was perhaps an exercise in emotionality and 

vicarious' living. 

Talking, the other great human pastime, often proceeded 

simultaneously with television viewing as the family life 

swirled in the background. Small children and old people 

were especially exposed to television as a kind of meta

social event. TV became a way of creating conversation 

because· it· did bring human voices and faces to the realm of 

perception. Once I observed a woman caring for an infant 

whom she placed on the living room sofa for a nap. The 

mother and I went to the kitchen to talk and I asked if I 

should turn off the television set. "No, because the baby 

might wake up and she will see it going and won't cry," 

was the answer. 

Talking is the activity that is distinctive to human 

beings. First, one needs a place to talk, preferably one 

that is sheltered from the elements. On the plantation 

this is either under a tree or on the porch of a house. 

The advantage of these locations over the living room is 

that some farm houses do not have a living room, and 
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secondly, the public nature of the porch or yard makes 

access to interaction with others easier, both for casual 

conversations and extended discussions. "Chinaberry 

Plaza" was discussed in the previous chapter as a meeting 

place for friends and relatives on a plantation. Since 

this location was a popular place for leisure, further 

remarks are relevant here. The Plaza, being near the road 

fronting the quarter houses, provided easy access to 

pedestrians as well as persons in cars who ~ften stopped 

for a brief conversation. In the su~er the Plaza afforded 

shade; as autumn progressed, the sun continued to be 

bright and hot, but the trees were bereft of shade-giving 

leaves. This meant the circle straightened out into a line 

as the women placed their chairs against the house to get a 

margin of shade. It is of interest that at the other end 

of the front line of houses was a house with a permanent 

bench attached around the base of a tree, but only family 

members used it. The neutrality of Chinaberry Plaza as well 

as the social status of the women whose houses flanked it 

made it a very popular place. Both of the women who lived 

next to the Plaza were widows and both had grown children 

on the plantation. 

In contrast, the builders did not have a central 

gathering place such as Chinaberry Plaza; their homes were 

in a different formation along a city street. People did 



congregate, however, in carports or entranceways in the 

warm weather, but since some of the homes were air

conditioned, more people remained indoors. Visitors 

observed during the interviews were more often relatives 

rather than friends. 
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It is an oversimplification to say that the people of 

this study used leisure time just to talk. Conversation 

may be secondary to some other purpose, such as getting 

advice and information, the release of humor, or evaluating 

the conduct of others (gossip), as well as general affirma

tion of life itself. These sessions also helped to form 

community with a larger group. In all the Sundays I sat 

with the people on the Plaza, never did a car pass that the 

occupants were not known to or greeted by the circle of 

talkers. Often the driver of the car was a man with other 

men as passengers, although women and children also passed 

on the road. Sometimes the circle of women talkers wit

nesses the beginning of a "date" as a car pulled up before 

a plantation house and a well-dressed young woman emerged 

and got in the car. "They're going dancing" was the com

ment of the observers. 

Children's use of leisure was not observed in the same 

detail as the women's circles, but, rather, from a distance. 

Unless the weather was rainy or cold, the children on the 

plantation played outdoors with no special area designated 
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as belonging to their house. Indeed, all the land belonged 

to the same entity, the plantation owner or company. Since 

there was no traffic between the homes but only dirt or 

gravel roads or ditches, the children had the run of the 

entire area. This advantage in safety had some limitations, 

however. The first was .the heavy vegetation, i.e., weeds, 

that sprang up between the homes where no one took responsi

bility to cut them, and the second disadvantage was mud. 

With an average of 60 inches of rain a year, there is an 

abundance of moisture on the roads as well as in the cane 

fields. There were no asphalt roads within the quarters, 

but only mud or sparsely gravelled clearings. One young 

mother I visited had three ·pre-school age children inside 

her house one Sunday and appeared harried by their exuber

ance. "I can't let them play outside," she explained. The 

sun was shining brilliantly but the road was still a morass 

of mud. Neither could the children play on the large front 

porch since there were no railings and it would have been 

unsafe. 

When the children become older they are allowed more 

freedom and can roam around the nearby area. Since plan

tations are usually alongside a bayou, one of the favorite 

pastimes was to go 11 across the bayou, 11 i.e. , walk the ·: · 

bridge to the other side. Friends might be living there or 

workers from the sugar mill would be encountered or a small 
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purchase could be made from the company store. The arnuse-

me.nts"''~are simple and no doubt more characteristic of rural 

th~n\~f urban people. 

· Some' of the leisure time activities of adults follow 

sex~r~le divisions; for example, men sip from a beer bot-

tle whereas women do this less frequently or less visibly. 

Some~imes activities border between recreation and neces

sity:· 'such as the men tinkering with cars. During the 

research, I heard men talk about their cars and fixing 

the~; of' the cars of their friends, but I never heard that 

this work was done at a professional garage. While fixing 

cars ·is·. an economic necessity, it is also an autonomous 

kind of work and offers a change in pace from the usual 

job. ·B~sides car repair, polishing cars· seemed something 

of a creative activity. One of the interviews was with a 

'' 
pl~ntation worker under the gigantic live oak that served 

as a sh.eiter for his prized second-hand car. The vehicle 

was·polished to perfection with devotion by the proud 

owner. 

~esid~s drinking beer either alone or with friends, 

some of the men partook of more "serious" drinks, i.e., gin 

and vodka. One Sunday I visited a family on the plantation 

wh~re··.various projects were going on. The mother was wash

ing dishe's, the children watching television, and the 
"-.," 

father~of·the family and his three male friends were slowly 
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getting drunk. At first the talk was hearty, then loud, 

then a silence pervaded the room. One of the men left 

while he could still drive and the other walked to his 

nearby home, while the host and an older guest fell asleep 

in their chairs. Thus drinking liquor begins on a social 

level, but the physiological effects often put an end to 

the socializing. One may conjecture if drinking is an end 

in itself for people with few social skills and opportuni

ties and whose illiteracy precludes reading as a form of 

self-entertainment. 

The recreation that transpired in bars I did not wit

ness, since as a white woman I would have been out of place 

there. According to reports, fewer women frequent these 

places than men, especially if no dance hall is attached 

to the liquor business. One recreational activity that is 

culturally universal and that of necessity belongs to both 

sexes, but obtained its label from the feminine viewpoint, 

is "menning." Little was learned about this kind of fun 

except for this brief anecdote: When some young plantation 

women were asked "What do you do when you're not working?" 

the answer was "We go menning. You know, looking for men." 

Actually, no further explnation is needed. 

Some activities could be called recreational or utili

tarian, such as gardening. Since one can grow vegetables 

of necessity or for pleasure it is hard< Ito classify this 
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kind of project. Eighty-five percent of the plantation 

families (11 of 13) and 15 percent of the builders (9 of 

30) had gardens. The plantation families had more land 

available for a garden and also the free use of a tractor 

to prepare the bed. Farm machinery cannot be used easily 

on a smaller plot of land as in the case of the builders' 

yards. Sometimes the builders who did not have a garden 

had some token, ornamental vegetables like cabbage growing 

with the flowers around their homes. Often a family would 

take me to look at their garden and also shared winter 

"greens" with me. Thus, gardening, if not strictly a 

recreational activity, does provide satisfaction and food 

for those engaged in it. 

Another kind of borderline activity for the builders 

was caring for their yards or repairing their homes. One 

woman was encountered in the early twilight outside her 

home as she was sweeping the concrete driveway. She had 

worked all day as a maid in someone's home, was responsible 

for her own household, yet was also concerned about the 

exterior of her home and yard. The yard had blooming roses 

and neat flower beds, evidence of care and pride. If what 

the woman was doing, sweeping her drive, was labor, it was 

a labor of love. 

The final activity that was observed among the women of 

both groups was reading the Bible. Often they did not turn 
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the page but ruminated on the printed words before them. 

Since many of the people are struggling with literacy, it 

was also a sign of the difficulty of their task. Indeed, 

desire to read the Bible was a motive for persons to enroll 

in adult literacy programs. The religious use of leisure, 

then, was a time devoted to the cultivation of a transcen

dent relationship, re-creation in its basic sense. 

Finally, it should be mentioned what was not observed; 

I never saw women knitting or doing other handwork, not did 

I ever see an adult reading a book (other than the Bible) 

or a magazine. On one occasion a child was reading in

tently while her father and I were talking. In conclusion, 

it could be remarked that the leisure activities of the 

people in this study were not unusual and, based on my 

observations, did not differ from what other persons of 

their socioeconomic level were doing in the same area. 

Again, the house itself, whether plantation-free housing or 

a home built by one's own hands, did make a difference in 

the setting of leisure-time activities as well as the use 

of leisure time. The builders had an object that would be 

theirs permanently and when they expended time on it, this 

effort was in the nature of recreation. 

Thus far, various activities have been considered that 

are minor as compared to the most important use of leisure 

that involves large number of people at regular intervals. 
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The following material will describe the practice of 

organized>religion among the peoples of this study, begin

ning with'·the interview questions. 

On Religion and the Church 

"What church do you go to?" This question assumed that 

the respondents actually went to church. While some of the 

respondents gave the name of the church, such as Little 

Zion, Mt. Calvary, etc., others answered by the name of 

the town or plantation where the church was located. For 

uniformity's sake, the delillomination of the church will be 

listed: 

Baptist 

Methodist 

Catholic 

Pentecostal, 
Church of God 

"Any church, 
Different 
churches" 

Plantation Builders 

10 24 

0 3 

1 1 

1 1 

1 1 

13 30 

"How often do you go to church?" The answers were given as 

to frequency of attendance, but for the sake of tabulation 

will first be divided into positive and negative responses: 
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Plantation Builders 

Do not attend 3 23% 1 3% 

Attend sometimes 3 23% 2 7% 

Attend regularly 7 54% 27 90% 

13 100% 30 100% 

The median frequency of those who attend church was every 

two weeks for both groups, plantation people and builders. 

The range for the plantation residents was twice a week to 

once every two months and for the builders three times a 

week to once in three months. Those who went to church 

sometimes gave these qualifications: 

-I go when the car is working. 

-I go when it's not raining (walks to church). 

-I go when I get a chance. 

Persons who did not attend church also had their reasons: 

-My husband is sick (wife stays at home with him) . 

-I work on Sundays. 

The final question concerned participation in church 

activities. "Do you take part in any church activities? .. 

Plantation Builders 

Choir 7 14 

Deacon(ess) 
or usher 1 5 

Other 0 1 

Do not take part 5 10 
18 30 
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The data contained in the answers to the three basic 

questions on religion subsume a great deal more, both 

facts that are observable and those concerning a relation

ship that is spiritual and vital in the lives of the 

people of this study. For this reason more detailed treat

ment will be given to the subject of religion as evidenced 

in plantation churches. Church services as an object of 

study have several advantages: 

(1) A church is a place that is open to observers 

without special -permission; services are visible and 

public; 

(2) The meaning of the events can be understood by an 

outsider to the group since Christianity is the overriding 

reality and denominational differences are but variants; 

(3) Church services occur weekly or more often and 

can be seen at regular intervals; and 

(4) The importance of religion among Black people was 

stated more than seventy years ago (by an otherwise biased 

writer): "The church has been called the central point 

around which all Negro life revolves. • It is certainly 

a great influence in the life of the Negroes and furnishes 

them with the greater part of their life and the outlet 

for much of their energy" (Odum, The Social and Mental 

Traits of the Negro, 1910:54). For Odum, both the char

acter and the living conditions of the Negro were dismal 
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and inferior; the emphasis on the positive force of religion 

seemed to emphasize that the rest of life had been found 

wanting. Relevant to the research population, the ques

tion can be asked, if religion is a positive force in the 

lives of people, does it at the same time reach out to 

change social conditions for the good of the people? My 

impression from attending services and observing the stra

tification system in the research area is that organized 

religion does not provide the means to improving life for 

the population as a whole; the church as observed in the 

research area is not a revolutionary force. White churches 

are dedicated to Saint Status Quo, and the Black churches 

on or near plantation property cannot afford ~o attack the 

employers of their people. One Catholic church in the area, 

however, did show real social awareness and the pastor of 

this congregation of Black and white people criticized the 

planters for the low wages paid to their workers. That 

Black church leaders should be advocates for their people 

can be inferred from a remark by one of the builders: 

"He [the Black preacher] sugarcoats what he says. He could 

take up for the people more than he does." The preacher, 

however, was also a plantation worker and could not criti

cize his employers. Most rural Black churches cannot afford 

a full time minister and if the minister is also an employee 

of the white people he cannot speak out against them. It 
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seems then, that the power of the plantation is as great as 

its shadow, determining the ideology of people in the area 

where it.~redominates. 

The ~ural church located on or near plantations with 

most of the people and sometimes the preacher working for 

the plantation simply cannot risk the expression of criti

cism, much less encourage social action. There are many 

other "sife" themes in Christianity that can furnish unity 

and vitality in the congregation and hope in the individual 

members. This does not mean, however, that the church in 

South Lou'isiana has been unfeeling toward human needs; it 

was the church that provided the physical space for early 

efforts in Black education and that is still a center of 

social life for persons in isolated areas. Focusing now 

on the po·sitive aspects of religious life as seen in plan

tation churches, the church will be considered as therapy, 

an art form, a pageant, a club, and finally, as help to 

the "pilgrim." 

Religion as therapy 

"An honest confession is good for the soul" is a basic 

fact in psychiatry as well as folk wisdom. The theme of 

guilt and admission of guilt was mentioned only occasionally 

in sermons and was not a predominant theme in hymns in the 

Black churches visited. More therapeutic was the 
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generalized emotional release, sometimes almost ritualistic, 

that was a regular occurrence in the larger churches with 

full attendance. In all but one of the churches at least 

three-fourths of those attending were women, and likewise 

those who had the "spell" were women. This intense emo

tional experience usually happened during a rousing song 

and the person affected gave preliminary signs; she would 

stretch out both arms and sometimes repeat the same phrase, 

and finally her entire body would begin to shake. Hers was 

the privilege of being out of control, of letting go, 

surely a therapeutic device in a world where emotions are 

not freely released and where one's racial group is a 

depressed minority. After the first signs of "going under" 

one or more women would gather around the person and lend 

support and stability by their mere presence. A more 

practical service the attendants performed was fanning in 

the direction of the affected woman's face. Even when the 

weather was cold and the church interior heated, this fan

ning was part of the treatment. Sometimes the person 

calmed down and other times became more excited or even 

swooned and was carried out. It seemed that two things 

made the behavior therapeutic: (1) the fact that this 

behavior always brought attention of a supportive nature 

from others, and (2) no lasting psychosis or disturbance 

occurred or was expected to occur. In the larger churches 
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one of the attendants was the "nurse," a middle aged woman 

in a white uniform that was the official caregiver for 

those affected. The phenomenon was witnessed on several 

occasions. Once a choir member was affected, and this 

person was a strikingly beautiful young woman with white 

skin, although she was "really" Black. She turned limp and 

was carried out by a handsome young minister who was visit

ing the church. When she reappeared later, she seemed 

tired and calm. Another woman who was seized with emotion 

was sitting close to me and I could observe her throughout 

the process. She raised her arms stiffly several times 

and shook but did not go through the entire process, nor 

did she gather many helpers since the church was sparsely 

attended. It was a kind of limited ecstasy. These and 

other shaking experiences reminded me of the criterion 

some adolescents have of a motion picture film: it's a 

good movie when it makes you cry. Religion, too, can be 

good for a person if it affords emotional catharsis and 

recovery. 

Religion as an art form 

The most obvious art that was utilized in religious 

worship was that of music and oratory. The orderly move

ment of actors during the church service, the synchroniza

tion of choir, speaker and mistress of ceremonies, the 
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crescendo of emotion during a song or sermon--all of these 

were duplicated each Sunday with greater or less elabora

tion. All of these marked the creation of a drama that 

was the result of repeated practice and the personal in

volvement of the participants. The staging of the drama 

was achieved by the interior decorations of the church, 

especially the sanctuary where the choir sang, and where 

the organ and/or piano were placed. The furnishings of the 

place as well as of the people (choir robes and minister's 

dress) were all part of the effect that made the drama 

simple or elaborate, depending on the resources of the 

people. The churches themselves ranged from simple--a 

worn wooden structure innocent of pallint--to a frame build

ing that had been renovat~d by the people with wall panel

ing and air-conditioning units. The church I attended 

most frequently was well furnished and seemed to have all 

the beautiful things the people's homes lacked--air

conditioning,· carpeting in the middle aisle, and furniture 

that was in good condition and that matched. All of these 

items marked the church and the activities experienced 

there as different from ordinary life and as a dramatic 

production, i.e., produced with effort and coordinated in 

various aspects. 
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Religion as pageant 

The pageant-like quality of religious worship was more 

generalized than the order of the service; it was the 

transformation of ordinary people into important people, 

and of ordinary duties such as ushering, into essential 

roles. Women with whom I had planted cane were last seen 

sweaty and dusty as myself, dressed in worn work clothes, 

came to church not only well dressed and well groomed 

(often with wigs) but radiant as if they sensed their im-

portance and this brief time was really their true life. 

Besides the dresses and suits worn by women and men, those 

who· sang in choir wore long robes, a point of pride for the 

group. An intermediate kind of dress was the long sleeved 

white blouse and white skirt worn by some of the women in 

different official functions. A friend of mine who I 

usually saw wearing nondescript clothes and brogan type 

shoes appeared in a white uniform and truly seemed a dif

ferent person. Later I saw this outfit under a plastic 

cover hanging from a door in her plantation home (the house 

lacked closets). It was obvious that this dress was not 

for profane use; it was reserved for the sacred pageant of 

Sunday worship. 

The church as club 

A Christian denomination can place much emphasis on its 

creedal distinctions that set it apart from other religions, 
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but that was not the case with the Baptist churchesobserved 

in this study. What makes the difference is belonging to 

the church and interacting with others who belong. The 

personal relationships that are possible in a smaller con

gregation are evidenced in some way by the Franklin tele

phone directory that lists a total of thirty-three churches 

of thirteen denominations. Thirty-nine percent (13) of 

the churches listed are Baptist, the next in line are the 

Catholic churches with four listed. The inference is that 

the product (religious worship) may be important, but the 

people with whom one interacts is also a determinant of 

church membership and the existence of primary social group 

interaction creates and sustains the existence of various 

churches. The churches visited during the research were 

seldom filled during Sunday services unless a special event 

was in progress. Even the people who did come often 

travelled some distance by car to reach church. It was not 

a case of attending a church that was close by, but of con

tinuing ties that were begun on the plantation even after a 

move away from that place. Another reason for the sparse 

church attendance was that grinding season demanded the 

presence of the men in the fields, even on Sundays. How

ever, even after harvest was over, fewer men than women were 

in church. For these women who came to church, and the men 

also, interaction over the years, and involvement in a 
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common project made membership supportive and affirming. 

For some of the plantation people the church was also their 

only social life and main reason to get dressed up. (The 

other occasions for going out were medical, for welfare 

benefits, or grocery shopping.) The church was a place 

where people were recognized by others as important, where 

poor folks got a "dose of dignity" and mingled with other 

transformed human beings. Thus at this special club a 

person stepped into a higher role, was recognized in this 

new role, and was surrounded by others in this enhanced 

status. Yes, the church is a special kind of club. 

The church as help to the "pilgrim" 

One of the social functions of religion is social co

hesion, the other is hope. Religion acknowledges the fini

tude of human life and offers help in the difficulties 

along the way to the end of this life. Several of the 

hymns expressed this sentiment--"God cares, He really cares 

for me," and "I have a Father, a Father who can [do the 

hard things I am too weak to accomplish]." While there was 

some reference to sin and guilt, there was more emphasis on 

a powerful and kind God who helps people. This message, 

of course, was reinforced by communal singing which added 

an emotional quality that is essential to good teaching. 
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There was another effect from the sermons on the good-

ness and power of God, and that was the privilege of being 

an Insider, a believer who understood what was happening. 

In contrast, rich and powerful people did not know these 

secrets and would be surprised how things turn out. For 

the believer this knowledge of reality and sharing of 

values produces a cohesion and courage that is energizing 

in the pilgrimage of poor people who work hard and receive 

little reward in a material sense (in this life). 

These general impressions will be balanced with field 

notes of actual church services on three plantations. The 

accounts of what transpired are at best a thin representa-

tion of the vibrant music, hearty sincerit~ and the joy in 

living of the people who attended. 

A Birthday Rally 

A rally of any kind is a way of raising 
money instantly. The essential thing is that 
persons representing a month (the one they were 
born in) come up at stated times and put money 
in a collection basket in front of the entire 
congregation. The Sunday that I attended the 
birthday rally at Conley Plantation the church 
was only half filled since it was grinding season. 
At the front of the church were the old pastor, 
two old men who were deacons, and a young man of 
about eighteen, a kind of boy prodigy on the 
preaching circuit. 

The young preacher said his piece, a rather 
standard religious sermon, but halfway through 
he began emoting in a dramatic way, then regained 
his calm later. This seems a pattern, that the 
sermon begins in a low key and then, at one 
point, order and reason are thrown to the winds 



in the service of religious emotion. During the 
sermon people would chi1me in "That's right" or 
"Yes, oh Yes!" (There were no Amens.) 

After this part of the service, the regular 
pastor thanked the young man and announced a love 
offering would be taken. People came forward, 
pew by pew, and put their offering in a basket 
on the table in: 'front of the church. A hymn. was 
sung while the money was counted, and then the 
pastor announced the result. After this a woman 
came to the front and announced "We will now have 
a birthday rally. The first month of the year is 
January, the month of the new ·Year, the Month of 
winter. Anyone present who has a birthday in 
·January please come forward. " 

At this point several people stood up, went 
to the table where the basket was, and put in 
dollar bills. The woman announcer continued. 
"The next month is February. This is the month 
of Lincoln's birthday, etc." It took about forty 
minutes to get to December, and by this time 
everyone in the church had risen to make his or 
her contribution. One man demonstrated that he 
was giving his all as he pulled out the lining of 
his pockets in front of all the people. At the 
end of the donations, another hymn was sung while 
the offerings were totaled. The result was 
announced and the preacher said "We.now have 
enough to pay for the repair of the roof that was 
leaking." People clapped and gradually left. 

It impressed me how generous the people were, 
giving twice and giving joyfully. The only social 
reward is that by giving on an individual, public 
basis each person receives some amount of recogni
tion and attention. Although there was real 
social pressure to contribute, it did not come 
as a surprise to these churchgovers. 

(A variant of the birthday rally is the 
States rally, in which the fifty-one states are 
read out, including the state flower, bird, pro
ducts, famous people, etc. This, of course, 
takes longer and more remote preparations. A 
sponsor organizes the event, contacting people 
beforehand to represent each state and, of course, 
to give money at the proper time.) (Field notes, 
November, 1982). 
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Men's day 

It was a cold Sunday afternoon in January 
when Beaumont Plantation had its men's day. 
Essentially this was an afternoon service that 
featured visiting men from other churches. 
There were more men in the church than at any 
other time I had obse~ved. The Beaumont church 
was an old one and had been moved from another 
location, but no one knows where. The exterior 
was covered in the same gray tar paper that 
covered the plantation houses. The interior 
was frigid when the services began but gradually 
warmed up as the gas stoves did their duty. 

There were several preachers and deacons sit
ting facing the people. One old man addressed the 
audience wearing an overcoat and black gloves. 
He gesticulated during his talk and the sight of 
his gloves was distracting. Another of the 
preachers gave a short sermon then sang two 
solos, since he was talented in this way. Each 
of the visiting men did something special. A 
friend of mine, a retired plantation worker, 
gave a short talk--"Since this is men's Sunday 
I will talk about a man. God called a man, not 
a woman, and not a boy ... The short talk was 
aimed at the dignity of being a man. 

The entire service at this church was simple 
and unpretentious. The people had church only 
twice a month since their pastor had other 
churches in his care and Beaumont Plantation is 
remote. The atmosphere was happy and relaxed. 
No one went into rapture, nor were there any 
nurses to minister to a person so affected. The 
service lasted two hours and was akin to an 
entertainment as well as a worship service. I 
was greeted by three people when I first arrived 
and felt really acdepted. Next to me in the 
same pew was an older woman and a child of seven 
or eight, perhaps the woman's grandchild. This 
little girl had a delicate beauty and she was 
completely absorbed during the singing as she 
slapped her hands at the wrists, flaring out 
her fingers. Her elbows went out, and she swayed 
with her whole body. I mentally named her the 
"Fawn." 

After the collection the preacher got a 
whispered message from one of the women who 
was officiating at the service. 11 Sister Evelyn 

261 



tells me we need twenty-three more dollars, then 
you can go." We all laughed and the people 
marched up a second time to disgorge the required 
amount. Another hymn and the service was over. 
The visit±ng men, together with the usual minis
ters, all lined up in the front of the church 
while the people in the congregation filed past 
to shake their hands. This was something not 
seen in other churches. The whole service was 
"That old time religion" with a wholesome mixture 
of joy and fun. 

In contrast to the happiness of "men's day" the last 
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of the field notes concerns a sorrowful event--the funeral 

of a>beloved man of fifty who dropped dead suddenly 

while he was working in the field. His relatives came from 

all over the States, and his funeral was delayed several 

days for this purpose. The wake had been in the church 

from 5 to 8 p.m.; the funeral started after this. Inter-

ment would be the next morning. 

Bob Shipman had been the senior deacon 
at Mt. Calvary Church. His funeral was fitting 
for such an official and for a man esteemed by 
all. To say the church was crowded would be 
inaccurate--the church had a constant number of 
people with a certain proportion coming and 
going all the while. I knew it would be stand
ing room only before I opened the door--or 
rather I did not have to open the church door 
because people were standing in the doorway. 
The real indication of the popularity of the 
deceased was the sight of about a hundred cars 
parked along the cane fields adjacent to the 
church. 

The funeral lasted three hours and included 
the usual mix of music and preaching. One of 
the preachers was a middle-aged man of average 
height but above average oratorical skill. He 
had preached at many funerals and was short 
and to the point: "They tell me there are cedar 
trees in Lebanon that grow there, they are torn 



·by ih~ rain (rising pitch), they are torn by 
the wind, but they still stand. Those trees 
gr6w·".in rocky soil, yes, rocky soil, but their 
roots twine around the rocks and hit the earth. 
Nothing can take them away. This is the way we 
are.with the Lord, while we cling to Him, we are 
rooted'and safe." His one gold tooth blazed out 
during the sermon and added to the impression of 
competence and sincerity. 

The next preacher was older and had more of a 
subdued delivery. His talk was more of a 
reminiscence than a sermon. He was a retired 
preacher and knew Bob when he was a boy growing 
up at a neighboring plantation. A third preacher 
told of·Bob's help in renovating the church. All 
the men of the plantation had helped put in the 
paneling, but Bob would return when they pad 
fini~hed to clean up and add a few more touches. 

Orie of the men then announced that the choir 
would sing Bob's favorite hymn. There wasn't a 
dry eye in the place. Sobbing could be heard at 
regular intervals throughout the evening. 
T6~~rd'the end of the funeral the master of 
ceremonies announced that the Masonic brothers 
will.give their salute. The aproned Masons 
marched from the back of the church to the 
catafalque in the front center, surrounding the 
co~firi. Their white gloved hands, whisked up 
and'down while they made their last tribute to 
Bob, who was also wearing a white apron in his 
coffin. The final part of the funeral was the 
viewing of the body. It took about fifteen 
minutes for everyone to file past the open coffin. 
I did.not recognize the vital and vibrant man I 
had.talked to a month previously. When I left the 
church·t:o walk several blocks to my car parked 
along the road I could hear more singing and the 
lights from the cars shone onto the fields of 
standing cane (Teche Country Notes, 1983). 
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While these field notes concern churches on plantations, 

some of the participants in church activities live off the 
rd 

planta'fions ·as previously mentioned. Indeed, the funeral 

was that of one of the builders whose death occurred during 

the' r~s~arch. Thus the two groups of the study cannot be 
~'-- ~ 
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separated along the lines of religious practices. The only 

obvious differences that were evident in the interviews 

regarding religious observance were that the builders 

attended church more frequently and were more involved in 

church activities. 

Besides the group expression of religion, there is the 

personal individual dimension that cannot be observed 

easily. The following field notes concern religious 

beliefs of persons. 

Mr. Raymond was sixty-eight and dying. He 
lived in his new home only a year before his 
cancer was diagnosed. Each time I went to visit 
him he was thinner and weaker, so I asked his 
wife if he knew he was dying. "Yes, he knows," 
she said~ So I went to his room to talk with 
him and found him lying in bed too weak to hold 
up his head for a glass of water. 

(Mr. Raymond, do you know you're going to heaven 
soon?) 

Yes, I know. 

(What do you think it will be like?) 

Well, God will be there, and lots of people. 
They will be singing and having a good time. 
Everybody will be having a good time. 

It was a cold damp day in January and I went 
to the plantation to say bood bye to Marian and 
Eliza. As I approached Marian's house someone 
called out to me, "They're in the church," so to 
the church I went. 

It was the day after Deacon Bob's funeral and 
the two women had come to clean the church after 
the service. Since the other women of the "gang" 
had not appeared the two old ladies were sitting 



by the gas heater talking about the funeral. I 
joined them, and we talked about the events of 
the last evening. We began talking about death 
and how it comes when we don't expect it, and 
Marian said, "Yes, every night I think about 
what happened in the day and I ask God to for
give me if I was mean to somebody. I pray to 
Jesus to help me. It would be a terrible thing 
to meet God without Jesus!" 
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These two statements on matters of religious faith repre-

sent not only a personal theology but also spontaneous 

expressions of inner convictions. For these, as well as 

others in the study, Christianity is not only a focus for 

leisure time activity, but a life orientation. 

In conclusion, this chapter has shown some aspects of 

leisure for both groups, plantation people and builders. 

Besides quantifiable differences in religious practices, 

there were slight differences in frequency and distance of 

travel, membership in organizations, and voting behavior. 

What is similar is that both groups have simple outlets 

for recreation. Perhaps a quotation from Euripides can 

summarize the present life and ambition of the people of 

this study: "I would like to be safe and grow old in a 

humble way ... greatness brings no profit to people" 

(Medea). 



CHAPTER VIII 

CONCLUSION 

What we need is a reorganization of agriculture 
(Plantation worker, aged 67) -

This research has described life on Louisiana sugar 

cane plantations in 1982 and how thirty-one families left 

this situation through an arduous but rewarding task of 

home construction. In line with the dual focus of this 

study, conclusions must be attempted regarding both builders 

and plantation people. If "past is prologue" the builders 

can be expected to continue as they have started and by 

around the year 2003 they (or their heirs) will own the 

homes they have built with their own hands. While four 

deaths have occurred among these families since the incep-

tion of the building program, none of the homes has been 

lost by default of payment. The director of the local FmHA 

declared that this repayment record is among the best in 

the country (Nunez, 1982, personal communication). This 

assumption of responsibility shows that "boys can be men;" 

the boy of the plantation has come into his majority through 

the responsibility and reward of home ownership. The other 

focus of this study is the people left behind on the plan-

tations. Like the iceberg below the tip, this group is 

266 



267 

larger and has an unknown quality about it. The thirteen 

families visited in the two-parish area give some idea of 

the hundreds of other families in the sugar cane region of 

the state. 

One hundred and twenty years ago the Louisiana sugar 

cane industry experienced the cataclysmic "reorganization 

of labor" in the cane fields after which former slaves, 

now freedmen, accepted housing, rations, and wages for 

their continued labor. Today, a reduced number of workers 

and their families are heirs to a similar arrangement and 

feel, in varying degrees of intensity, the shadow of the 

plantation through poverty-level wages, paternalism, and 

physical isolation of their homes. The "reorganization of 

agriculture" cited earlier as the prescriptive solution to 

worker's poverty, implies either a basic change in tenure 

and size of land holdings or a change in the reward system 

of employees who work the land owned by others. The first 

change will probably not occur since the national.as well 

as the local trend is for farms to become bigger with the 

little farmer being forced out. Table 4 in the first 

chapter of this study shows a sharp decrease in the number 

of Black farm operators (in contrast to hired workers) in 

the research area. Not only have Blacks lost control of 

the land over the past decades, but they have also become 

locked into jobs with low wages and little opportunity 
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for advancement. Until a man can be responsible for his 

own farm, his status in the sugar cane industry is merely 

the impersonal one of laborer, a cost to be reckoned with 

like the cost of fertilizer, seed cane, and the chemicals 

that are part of the annual gamble for profit at the 

year's end. 

Throughout this research references have been made to 

the poverty of the thirteen plantation families interviewed; 

there is no intention to imply that all families on planta

tions are so characterized. A set of circumstances can 

provide hope and upward mobility: if one is born with high 

intelligence and has parents who are ambitious; if one's 

family lives in a home formerly occupied by a white 

employee; if some family members can find work off the 

plantation; if family members are in good physical health; 

and if there are few dependents, thenilife can be pleasant 

and comfortable for a Black plantation resident. This 

combination of circumstances, however, is unusual. Since 

farm labor is not organized into unions, the best that a 

hired worker can hope for is benevolence and an aroused 

sense of justice from his or her employer. It is difficult 

to say which employer, the small farmer with four or five 

permanent workers or the powerful corporation, gives a 

better "break" to the workers. As of 1981 only one employer 
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in the cane industry had a profit-sharing plan for wage 

workers.l Adoption of this kind of reward indicates recog

nition of the monetary as well as the moral worth of 

employees. Meanwhile, remuneration for the worker depends 

on the good will of the employer and market factors such as 

competition from other industries. 

Labor relations get scant mention in the official 

journal of the American Sugar Cane League, The Sugar 

Bulletin. Mention of the field worker would suggest that 

there is some problem, as in the 1953 strike and the Sixty 

Minutes presentation in 1978. The Black field worker is 

the invisible factor in the industry. That all is not well 

with the field workers can be surmised indirectly by two 

lines of evidence which will be discussed briefly. 

The first evidence concerns the "vocabulary of motives," 

a phrase denoting the industry's rationale for certain 

actions and policies. Concerning the wages paid to field 

workers, some interesting contradictions are evident cen-

tering on the level of skill attributed to workers. A 

rural sociologist, long a resident in the sugar cane area, 

describes the changes in agriculture after World War II: 

Those who remained full time in the agricul
tural labor force were the best trained, ablest 

lsavoie Industries of Belle Rose, Louisiana, offers 
profit sharing and has also sold plantation land to workers 
for their own homes. 



of the farm workers" [Dr. Alvin] Bertrand says. 
"Farmers needed them to operate the sophisti
cated--and expensive farm machinery" (Olson, 
Daily Iberian, July 18, 1979. 

On the other hand, Charles Hodson, the Vice-President of 

the American Sugar Cane League, in an interview in 1982, 

assessed the workers' skills differently: 

"Some [workers] can operate heavy equip
ment," Hodson said, "but generally these are 
people with very limited skills. There's no 
doubt that they have a hard time trying to 
find other types of employment when there's 
no more work on the farm" (Daily Iberian, 
Oct. 18, 19 8 2) • 

270 

This quote suggests that the skill justifies the pay, and 

for the so-called skilled sugar cane workers, the only 

apparent reward is praise in a newspaper they most likely 

did not read. In industry skill is generally commensurate 

with pay, but in the Louisiana cane industry pay is also a 

function of custom, race, and the ideology of the region. 

In media presentations about the sugar cane workers, 

industry spokesmen have been consistent in pointing out 

that workers receive higher than the minimum wage, and have 

been receiving it for many decades. Until 1974, when the 

Sugar Act expired, however, such wages were set at annual 

hearings as requested by law. What is not discussed is 

that other industries have a beginning wage and a "plateau" 

wage as workers advance in skill and responsibility. In 

the sugar cane industry, workers at the time and place of 
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this research got less than $5 an hour which is not com

parable with skilled work in other industries. The com

parison is always made at the beginning level of work 

where the sugar industry pays its workers at a higher 

level. The workers' annual income (influenced by the 

weather and the cane cycle) is seldom\~lluded to. Thus the 

more-than-minimum wage in the cane field is less than the 

average wage in other work. 

The fact that the plantation is a system closed to 

comprehensive research or investigative reporting is the 

other indicator that working conditions are substandard. 

In academic research it is customary to point out the 

limitations of what has been done and the need for further 

research. In the present case, the limitations and the 

need are of a political as well as an academic nature. The 

limitations are a function of the defensiveness of planta

tion managers, and the need for further research is a 

debate, not in academia, but on the floor of the State 

Legislature. A state representative proposed that a study 

be conducted by a joint State Senate and House committee 

"to look into living and working conditions and the salaries 

of field hands working on sugar cane plantations in the 

state" (Saturday Iberian, June 2, 1979). The testimony 

of Warren Harang III before the House Labor and Industrial 

Relations Committee defended the industry: 



•... Louisiana sugar producers are deeply inter
ested in the welfare of their workers. We work 
together to grow and produce a product economi
cally important to our state . . . those who are 
truly interested in the welfare of sugar cane farm 
workers should be actively supporting sugar legis
lation currently before Congress . . . the proposed 
study would be an insult to thousands of hard
working citizens of Louisiana who operate and work 
on sugar cane farms. Now is not bhe time to use 
Louisiana tax dollars to cast stones at an economi
cally important industry which is fighting for its 
survival .•. " (Sugar Bulletin, June 15, 1979). 
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Since the proposed study was defeated, Louisiana cane farm-

ers will not be insulted, and observers of the labor situa-

tion can make contradictory remarks about skills and 

alternatives for the workers. Ambiguity, if not ignorance, 

is apparently the best defense for the sugar establishment. 

It is of interest that the only survey of work and 

wages to use a comprehensive sampling frame was done in 

1940 by Harold Hoffsommer and was sponsored by a joint 

Federal-State agency, the Extension Service (as mentioned 

in chapter 1). Besides the authority and prestige of this 

organization, it is also in contact with all farmers as a 

service provider. That a survey of social conditions on 

plantations is a political issue has been recognized by 

the Center for Louisiana Studies at the University of 

Southwestern Louisiana. The Center could not take pictures 

of Agricultural workers and at the same time avoid bias 

(Center for Louisiana Studies, 1980: viii). It wou]d 

appear, as sketched in the introductory chapter of this 
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study, that the issue of farm workers is more delicate in 

the 1980s than in the 1940s. 

The conclusion of this research, then, points to the 

two main areas of its focus. "What is life like on a sugar 

cane plantation in the 1986s?" has been answered with 

various descriptive indicators, self reports, and the use 

of available data. The most salient fact is that the life 

of resident workers on a plantation represents both sur

vival and anachronism. Simply put, this life is a left-over 

from the heyday of plantations a century ago. The resident

workers today have neither the village gemeinschaft of the 

autonomous plantation, nor do they have the individual 

autonomy of other American industrial workers. The self

avowed aim of the sugar industry as expressed through the 

American Sugar Cane League is to develop more sophisticated 

machines to replace people. The human factor in running 

these machines, however, can never be dispensed with com

pletely, and there will always be hired hands needed to 

drive tractors, operate loaders, and haul cane to the mill. 

A development that became evident during the research has 

relevance for the Black farm workers of this study--

illegal aliens are being transported from out of state to 

work in the cane fields. Hispanic workers were brought 

in from Austin, Texas, at a price of $220 a head to the 

Patout Plantation near deanerette; a routine search in 
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Iberia and St. Mary Parishes netted twenty-seven other 

indocumentados (Brunsman, 1982). Workers who do not speak 

English are even more isolated than plantation residents 

and less likely to have advocates to represent their 

interests. 

The future, then, of Black farm workers is uncertain 

and depends less on the workers themselves than on forces 

beyond their control. The optimum scenario would be that 

the sugar industry develop a corporate conscience in the 

way it treats its workers. The American Sugar Cane League 

is well organized and has efficient communication with its 

members and with governmental grou~~· With the right 

leadership from this organization, standards of pay and 

advancement for wage laborers could be instituted. There 

is also present another force that can compete for labor 

in the sugar cane area, and that is industrialization. 

This, however, fluctuates with the national and regional 

economy. Meanwhile, the potential Black labor force con

tinues to progress through integrated public schools and 

their level of literacy is expected to increase. With 

better education these workers will be able to respond 

to industry's opportunities when the economy improves. 

As for the builders, theirs was both one small step 

and a giant step. By constructing their "modest and 

adequate" homes they progressed a little in equalizing 
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their socioeconomic status with that of the white majority. 

Because their step was also a giant step for a plantation 

resident, they deserve a follow-up study in the next 

decade. The builders became what they are today because 

of three factors: the presence of the self-help housing 

program and its "delivery" by SMHA; the fact that they 

qualified for the program (while other families on the 

plantation did not); and finally, because they had the 

perseverance to stay at an arduous task and see it com

pleted. They very well may be the first and last of plan

tation residents to take this course. 

The larger question as to the future, then, concerns 

not the exceptional families of the builders, but the 

majority of those still on the plantation. The sugar 

establishment is not monolithic but is composed of small 

farmers as well as large corporations. The industry, 

through the ASCL, has the means to promote its own pros

perity and has done so admirably (Billeaud, 1980:12, 13). 

Perhaps the industry will develop an ethic of good labor 

relations as mentioned above. In default of this, the 

challenge of the Black workers is to develop a competitive, 

secular kind of attitude toward the establishment. Whether 

either of these outcomes will emerge is beyond the purview 

of the present research. Considering the weight of history 

that has contributed to the labor relations in the cane 
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field~, i't may be best to conclude with the words of a 

sociol6~ist who is also a historian of plantation life and 

ideology:,: 
. . \ 

.. Real freedom is never within the prerogative 
of one people to give to another. Members of the 
master race have at the same time morally to 
emancipate thems1.elves, and it may be that Negroes 
cannot effectively gain their freedom until 
whites have freed themselves from race-bound self 
conceptions •.. both Negroes and whites .•• 
are at last beginning to free themselves in some 
large.·and significant way from both the slavery 
an'd the mastership of the past. This does not 
involve just one more form of racial adjustment; 
it .involves nothing less than the threatened pene
tration of the social structure itself (Thompson, 
1975, 301). 



APPENDIX 



Interview Guide 

Date ----------------------
Person Interviewed ---
Location: Pl J 

Personal and Marital 

1. Age of Wife __ _ 2. Age of husband ---
3. Either deceased (date) 

4. How long have you been married? 

5. Is this your first marriage? 

6. How did you meet your spouse? 

7. How many children do you have? 

8. How many children are at home? 

9. What are the ages of your children? 

10. Does anyone else live in your home? 

Home and Neighborhood 

11. How long have you been in this house? 

12. Does this house need any repairs? 

13. Have you added anything to your house? 

14. Do any of your relatives live here? (on this planta

tion, on this street?) 

15. (For Builders: Have you made any new friends here?) 

*Plantation; Jeanerette; Franklin 
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16. ~b~ld you call on for help here? 

17. fto neighbors help each other here? 

18. ·no ·.Y~ii·' have a car? 
.· .·)' 

. /l 

"' 

19. If ·.you'· ·need· a ride who would you call on? 
l ,. 

20! .no'· 'you· have a telephone? 

Family 

21. Do·yO'u' or your husband (wife) have any serious health 
·probl~ms? 

22. Dq your children have any serious health problems? 

23! :Wh~re do you go to see the doctor? 

24. When last did you see the doctor? 
, .I 

25. )What do you want most for your children? 
' ~~~ 

26. Do (did) your children help you with housework? 

27. Does· your husband (do you) help with housework? 

28. Were your children in Head Start or nursery school 
when they were little? 

29. ,Wh(). h,e<lped you with your children when they were 
small? (Who helps you now with your children?) 

30. How important is education today for young people? 

31. bo>you expect your child to finish high school, or 
,col~ege? (Have your children .... ) 

32. Do you think the schools here do a good job of edu
cating young people? (If not, why?) 

33~ Do. "you (did you) attend PTA or other school meetings? 

34~ ~s ihere anything you would like to see changed about 
school? 

.;·~-··.,·' 

35. What is the name of the school your children attend? 
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36. What advice would you give to a young couple as to how 
to raise children? 

37. Looking back, what is the best thing about your 
marriage? 

38. Sometimes families have different problems like fight
ing, drinking, or money. Do you have any probl)ems in 
your family? 

39. What is the most important thing you learned from your 
own parents? 

40. Are your parents living? 

41. What do they live? 

42. Do you visit them? 

43. How often do you talk with one of your parents? 

44. Do your grown children visit you? 

45. Where do your grown children live? 

46. How often do you talk with one of your grown children? 

Work 

47. How old were you when you first went to work? 

48. What kind of work did you do then? 

49. What was the pay in those days? 

(Use appropriate second person form of address) 

50. Does the wife work? What kind of work? 

51. Does the husband work? What kind of work? 

52. Do you get unemployment? 

53. Have you ever gotten a loan from your boss? 

54. Do you get a paid vacation? 

55. Do you get medical insurance with your job? 
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(For builders who changed their work after the move:) 

56. Why did you change your work? 

57. Is there anything you miss about working on the farm? 

58. What do you like best about your work? 

59. What is the worst thing about it? 

What.do you think would be the ideal job, the best 
job you can imagine? 

60. 

61. If you could receive the same amount of money as you 
do now, would you choose to work or not? 

62. What kind of work do you think your sons will do? 
(What kind of work are your sons doing?) 

63. What kind of work do you think your daughters will do? 
(What kind of work are your daughters doing?) 

64. What is your annual family income? 
A. Up to $4,999 
B. $5,000-$7,999 
c. $8' 000-$9' 999~! :; 
D. $10,000-$11,999 
E. $12,000 and over 

Leisure 

65. Do you have time for yourself when you don't have 
work to do? 

66. What do you like to do then? 

67. Do you and your husband (wife) go out together? 

68. What church do you go to? 

69. How often are you able to go to church? 

70. Do you take part in church activities, like the choir? 

71. Do you get a religious newspaper? 
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72. Do you get any other newspaper? 

73. What is the farthest you have ever traveled? 

74. When last did you go to New Orleans? 

75. When' last did you go to Lafayette? 

76. Are you registered to vote now? 

77. Did you vote in the 1980 election? 

78. Do you belong to any clubs or lodges? Which ones? 

For the Builders 

79. How did you first find out about the Housing Program? 

80. How long did it take for you to decide to build? 

81. Was it a hard decision? 

82. Did your boss know about your move? 

83. Did'he encourage you? 

84. Did you ever do carpentry before building the house? 

85. How did you feel the day you moved into your house? 

86. Did you have a car when you moved here? 

87. Is there anything you miss about living on the farm? 

88. Do you go back there to visit people? 

89. Did you know any people who found out about the 
housing program and decided not to build? 

90. Did you know any people who found out about the 
housing program and who wanted to build but couldn't 
join the program? 

91. When you lived on the farm you got a free house but 
now you pay your monthly notes. How are you able to 
manage this extra expense? 

92. What is the best thing about owning your own home? 
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