HARD TIMES

Someone laughingly told: Maybe the war—and the internment camp*
-——was good for us. How else could we have gotten out of California?
There were hundreds of Nisei Ph.D.’s working on the family’s farm or
fruit stands. Their parents would live in shacks so their sons and daughters
could go to college. (Laughs.)

Thousands of us—after Pearl Harbor—were assembled at the Santa
Anita race track. We were assigned to camps or contracted out to farmers.
My brother and I signed up to pick sugar beets for a farmer in Idaho. Here

we worked on a sugar beet farm, but we couldn’t get any sugar coupons. I
didn’t know the taste of sugar. (Laughs.)

Country Joe McDonald

A rock musician, he’s a member of “Country Joe And The Fish.” He is
twenty-six.

T USED TO ask my father what he did. He never said much, except he rode
around in freight trains and couldn’t find work, and at one point he went

up to Alaska and worked and was hungry. He hardly talked about it at all,
as a matter of fact. '

Could you imagine what a Depression would be like?

No. But there’ve been times like when the band was first formed. We
spent about two years on a below-poverty level. We had incomes of about
anywhere from $5 to $25 a week. We managed to make it all right, though
it got to be a real drag in the second year. We really started to get a
craving for good food. We were surrounded by an affluent society. I just
can’t imagine a whole country living like that.

It’s a long ways from me. I remember Woody Guthrie records, where he
talked about this big cloud of dust coming along and they losing all their
homes. They actually had houses that a bulldozer could just knock over.
(Laughs.) I can’t imagine bulldozing my parents’ house down there in
Berkeley. You’d have a hard time knocking down a stucco house. Maybe
it’s impossible to relive that period.

I travel around and talk to some of the Mexican migrant workers. In a
way, they seem closer to each other than most well-off middle-class peo-
ple. Their impoverished condition somehow made them very real people.
It’s hard to be phony when you haven’t got anything. I mean when you’re

* Thousands of Japanese families living on the West Coast were interned in relo-
cation camps, during World War IL These structures are still standing.
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i i f human
really down and out. I think the Depression had some kind o
qualities with it that we lack now.

Cesar Chavez

i any who have worked from early childhood, pan;lcyl(:;gnjfe rth:;
f;;)iit s:oﬁtr; he appears older than his forty-one years. His
dilﬁde"”, - Y;elf; ;(f)ftt}.te United Farm Workers of America (‘UF I;VA zm i: ;;vt
Ier e d industrial unions, a quite new labor fraternity. In c oniras,
o craglarr; agricultural workers—those who “follow the c.rzptshe ad
;Joeéze;ficoludid’frim many of the benefits that came along wit

Deal.
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lSles also moving out. And for the same reason. e
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idn’t like it as much. 4 then we
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kitchen. It was sort of a settled life, and we had chickens and hogs, eggs
and all those things. But that all of a sudden changed. When you’re small,
you can’t figure these things out. You know something’s not right and you
don’t like it, but you don’t question it and you don’t let that get you down.
You sort of just continue to move.

But this had quite an impact on my father. He had been used to owning
the land and all of a sudden there was no more land. What T heard . . .
what I made out of conversations between my mother and my father—
things like, we’ll work this scason and then we’ll get enough money and
we’ll go and buy a piece of land in Arizona. Things like that. Became like
a habit. He never gave up hope that some day he would come back and get
a little piece of land.

I can understand very, very weli this feeling. These conversations were

sort of melancholy. I guess my brothers and my sisters could also see this
very sad look on my father’s face.

That piece of land he wanted . . . ?

No, never. It never happened. He stopped talking about that some years
ago. The drive for land, it’s a very powerful drive.

When we moved to California, we would work after school. Sometimes
we wouldn’t go. “Following the crops,” we missed much school. Trying to
get enough money to stay alive the following winter, the whole family
picking apricots, walnuts, prunes. We were pretty new, we had never been
migratory workers. We were taken advantage of quite a bit by the labor
contractor and the crew pusher.* In some pretty silly ways. (Laughs.)

Sometimes we can’t help but laugh about it. We trusted everybody that
came around. You're traveling in California with all your belongings in
your car: it’s obvious. Those days we didn’t have a trailer. This is bait for
the labor contractor. Anywhere we stopped, there was a labor contractor
offering all kinds of jobs and good wages, and we were always deceived by
them and we always went. Trust them.

Coming into San Jose, not finding—being lied to, that there was work.
We had no money at all, and had to live on the outskirts of town under a
bridge and dry creek. That wasn’t really unbearable. What was unbearable
was so many families living just a quarter of a mile. And you know how
kids are. They’d bring in those things that really hurt us quite a bit. Most
of those kids were middle-class families.

We got hooked on a real scheme once. We were going by Fresno on our
way to Delano. We stopped at some service station and this labor contrac-
tor saw the car. He offered a lot of money. We went. We worked the first
week: the grapes were pretty bad and we couldn’t make much. We all
stayed off from school in order to make some money. Saturday we were to

* “That’s a man who specializes in contracting human beings to do cheap labor.”
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be paid and we didn’t get paid. He came and said the winery hadn’t paid
him. We'd have money next week. He gave us $10. My dad took the $10
and went to the store and bought $10 worth of groceries. So we worlsed
another week and in the middle of the second week, my fatl‘ner was asking
him for his last week’s pay, and he had the same excuse. This went on and
we'd get $5 or $10 or $7 a week for about four weeks. For the whole
fanslgy;)ne morning my father made the resolution no more work. If.he
doesn’t pay us, we won’t work. We got in a car a'nd went over fo see hlm(i
The house was empty. He had left. The winery said they had Pald him an
E they showed us where they had paid him. This man had talser} it. N
Labor strikes were everywhere. We were one of the strikingest families,
I guess. My dad didn’t like the conditions, and he bfagan to ’agltate. Some
tamilies would follow, and we’d go elsewhere. Sometimes we’'d come bz'xck.
We couldn’t find a job elsewhere, so we’d come t?ack. Sort of. tyeg for a job.
Employers would know and they would make it very humiliating . . . .

Did these strikes ever win?

&Zvevz;:re among these families who always honored'somebody else’s
grievance. Somebody would have a personal grievance with the employer.
He’d say I'm not gonna work for this man. Even though we were working,
we’d honor it. We felt we had to. So we’d walk out, too. Becausc we were
: prepared to honor those things, we caused many of the things ogrselves.;f
we were picking at a piece rate and we knew they. were cheat}ng on lt e
weight, we wouldn’t stand for it. So we'd lose the job, and we'd go else-
where. There were other families like that.

Sometimes when you had to come back, the contractor knew this . . . ?
They knew it, and they rubbed it in quite well. Sort of shameful to com;al
back. We were trapped. We'd have to do it for a few days to get enoug
et enough gas. .
mocr)ll?cl :)of%he expe%ier%ces I had. We went through Indio, California. Alor}g
the highway there were signs in most of the small ’rest’aurants that Sa}I,
“White Trade Only.” My dad read English, but he didn’t really know the
meaning. He went in to get some coffee—a pot tbat he had, to get some
coffee for my mother. He asked us not to come in, but we fol'lowedhhlm
anyway. And this young waitress said, “We don’t serve Mexicans here.
Get out of here.” I was there, and I saw it and heard it. She p.ald no more
attention. I’'m sure for the rest of her life she never thoug.ht of it again. But
every time we thought of it, it hurt us. So we got back in the car and we
had a difficult time trying—in fact, we never got the coffee. These are sort
of unimportant, but they’re . . . you remember ’em very well.
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