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ps 
C . f -- The question of work and how it could be made more ful -

filling by the people who actually do it, has never become an 
issue of public discussion in America. In the last decade 
there has been a growth in the literature about work, but al-
most none of it has been written by those who spend over 
half their waking lives doing it. 

\ Ve are all starved for images of ourselves, for identity and 
for aids to communicate the condition of our lives and the 
good in them. But the millions who do the so-called 
.. unskilled," .. semi-skilled,·· .. craft," and even "professional" 
jobs in American workplaces are seldom, if ever, rep-esent-
ed fai rly in the popular literature and media of the nation. 
Commonly they are shown as clowns and culprits, near-apes 
or gum-smacking hollow-heads. It is rare to find any one of 
these media and fiction characters involved in the actual 
work of their occupation. Thus, the value of the rontribution 
made by a majority of the citizenry is robbed of visibility and 
recognition. 

The Singlejack Little Book effort is primarily directed at 
the publication of writings about, or related to, work, 
written by the people who are doing it or have done it. And 
to writings which are designed to provide ideas which work-
ing people will find of practical use. We know that in 
workplaces around the nation there are writers (some of 
whom have not yet written), who need to see evidmce that 
there are places where they can publish before they come 
forth. As we find some of them (and prove our existence to 
more), it is hoped that our success will encourage similar 
publishing endeavors. o 

LEVI HEYWOOD MEMORIAL LIBRARY 

!, 
L ~-

GARDNER, MA 01440 
The shape and size of Singlejack Little Books is 

.. 
1 

determined by the ease with which they fit into ... 
work shirt, blouse, apron or pants, and skirt 
pockets and purses. 
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The term singlejack originated with the hardrodc miners 
of the American west. The drilling of holes for the insertion 
of dynamite was a tough and dangerous job. The miners 
work~ in pairs, with one kneeling to hold erect the steel 
drill, which he would tum slowly as his partner drove it into 
the rock with blows from a sledge (or single jade) hammer. 
They would switch tasks now and then, and since the job de-
manded as much mutual trust as skill, many lasting friend-
ships were formed . 

Around the turn of the Century, on-the-job orgaiizers for 
the Western Federation of Miners and the Industrial Work-
ers of the World brought additional meaning to singlejack. 
They used it to describe that method of organizing where 
dedicated advocates are developed one at a time on a highly 
personalized basis - as between partners. 

In tum, still broader veins of definition can be edracted 
from this rich historical term. We like to apply it to that 
private bond which ideally is sparked between a reader and 
a book. We hope you agree. 
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Three-forty P.M. on a scorching August day: 
r m following a hopper truck full of cucumbers 
into a driveway marked Brogan Pickle Com-
pany. As the big dual wheels ahead hit dirt 
surface, dust boils out like smoke, and it gets 
me before I can close the windows. My nose is 
choked. My sweat truns into a light covering of 
mud. 

I'm off to a great start on my first shift at the 
pickle factory. 

Stupidly, too, the first thing I'm going to 
have to do here is kill some time . Even though 
I've been held up behind a whole string of 
cucumber haulers-they're top-heavy and 
slow, and they're lumbering along eve:rywhere 
now on the flat valley roads-I'm still early. 

It is nerves rather than eagerness that has 
me here too soon. For several weeks I have 
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been trying to avoid this moment. But m-y 
unemployment has run out, and my wife·s 
income is losing ground fast at the &tores and 
gasoline pumps. I haven 't been ahle to find 
an} thing steady since the layoff a.t my mill and 
nothing to match the wage I was g.etting. And 
now the layoff seems to be turning into a 
shutdown: they're g~ing to reopen in Taiwan. 

So the same choice came to me as to all the 
other p eop le out of w-ork in the dying old 
factory towns here: either go along the river 
with the migrant crews, picking the 
and vegetables, or sign on at the pickle can-
nery~ r ve done both kinds of work before, and 
you ran have either one for fertilizer as far as 
I 'm concerned_. But the bugs and heat are es-
pecially bad here in August. And I really don"t 
have the right body for stoop labor anymore~ 

So, finally , this morning I ,vent to the p ickle 
factory office . The personnel people there let 
me know they were deeply bored by u1y 
arrival. \\"ithout even breaking off a phone 
conversation , the desk man handed n1e .an 
application to fill out~ But the papeiwork "~ 
just a formality. Turnover is so high there that 
all they really ,vanted to l'"llO\~ '"'as could I 
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understand the spoken word, and was I really 
alive or just faking it. I passed both tests. They 
hired me for the night shift: 4:00 P.M. - 12:00 
A .M. , with two fifteen-minute breaks and a 
half-hour for dinner. Minimum wage plus ten 
cents ' shift differential. Hot stuff. It's not a 
union shop. Not yet. 

" Be here tonight," said the personnel 
manager, yawning between his sentences. 
"See Lucy downstairs for your assignment." 

And here I am, early. But I can't hang 
around the parking lot any longer: people will 
think I'm a car thief. Also my lunch will 
decompose in the heat. 

So I go on into the production area, where 
the day shift is still working. It is a big, busy 
place, actually many big busy places - work-
rooms leading on to more work-rooms, all 
sporting a surprising number of conveyors and 
machines. 

There are a lot of different packing lines. But 
looking at how the conveyors run, I begin to 
understand the layout of the place. The hopper 
trucks are unloading in bins outside, and belts 
bring the cucumbers in. Some go to slicing 
machines (I can see the pieces flying out) in a 
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side bay. The rest are dropping into big, fork-
liftable fiberglass carryalls called (I later learn) 
"totes," 4'x4'x4½' high. I can see overhead 
belts carrying cut pieces from the slicers to 
some of the packing lines. Forklifts are 
trucking totes of whole cucumbers around to 
the others. 

Whether they start out cut or whole, 
however, the next steps for the cucumbers on 
·each line look pretty much the same. Some 
combination of machines and people get the 
vegetables into jars or cans, add brine, put on 
tops, and send the product on toward what can 
only be pasteurizers: they're big, low cabinets 
puffing out steam and heat. (On the other side 
of the pasteurizers, I later learn, are the 
labelling machines and the. warehouse where 
the boxes of finished product are stored). 

All in all, I'm surprised. I had imagined 
something much less mechanized: hand-rolled 
barrels; ladles, paddles, troughs. Also missing 
are the old-world costumes that my wife 
claimed I would have to wear. Everyone has 
on white plastic aprons and head-deforming 
hairnets. Tired, sweaty people. Their glazed 
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eyes scan me and then move on to the clock. 
Tufts of what look like cotton stick out of most 
ears, and I understand why as I move into the 
first room and noise engulfs me: the rattle of 
conveyors and chuff-sigh of a big pneumatic 
packing machine, and the whining hum of 
many motors, and a major roaring from a 
device that is vacuum-cleaning jars - which 
are themselves hustling and clinking on the 
conveyors like a million glass chickens. 

Also bathing me now is the breath of the 
place, thickly humid and warm but not 
(hooray!) as pungent as I feared. There is 
vinegar in the air, indeed, but not enough to 
overcome the dull smell of cut cucumbers-
which litter the floor everywhere, with water 
puddling and flowing around them. Water 
seems to be running, spraying, or dripping 
from all equipment. Looking below conveyors 
I see that everybody has soggy footwear and 
pants wet to the knees. 

And I see glass: dense, sparkly scatterings of 
it blended here and there with the vegetable 
scrap and water in a horrible stew, thicker 
around my feet as I slog toward the production 
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office. Can this really be the Great Shiny 
Kitchen where our nation's canned foods are 
made? 

I check in. The young woman who clerks in 
the office tells me to shut the door quick: it's 
quiet in there, and also air conditioned (the air 
conditioner, of course, exhausts its heat out 
into the production area). She has a very 
appealing face, this clerk, and I find myself 
staring at her. But she does not exchange the 
glance. Instead, she hands me a time card, a 
hair net, and an apron, and I have to go back 
into the heat and noise. 

I join the growing night shift crowd punch-
ing in at the clock. It prints my card, chungg, 
and I find my slot in the rack and drop the card 
in. Time to start waiting again. Some of the 
others are conversing, but not with me. I'm 
lonely and self-conscious. I don't mind the 
apron, but really want not to put on the 
hairnet. Staring around, 1 notice a vending 
machine on the outside wall of the office which 
dispenses pressed cones of ear cotton. I have 
heard that this stuff doesn't really block 
dangerous noise . Also it dries out and 
scratches the ears. But I take some, better than 
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nothing. At least it dims down the general 
level of sound. 

Three supervisors arrive with clipboards . 
One is a woman about my size (not small) with 
a voice very large for her dolphin-like mouth. 
Her hair is coiled uniquely to a point on top of 
her head. It is Lucy, the line-crew boss, and at 
the end of her roll she calls my name. "Dill 
Spears line," she says . "And put on your 
hairnet." 

We're off to see the Wizard. 

*** 
It's my second night. I'm out of shape for 

this: stiff back, sore body, desperate knees. 
But I'm surviving. Our crew is making dill 
spears again, which are "fresh pack": they go in 
the jars as raw pieces, then brine is added (an 
intense, Day-Glo yellow fluid) and spices, and 
it's all cooked up in there by the pasteurizers. 
Instant pickle. 

Fresh-pack pickles of various sorts are what 
the harvest expansion crew is mainly hired to 
produce. Out on the factory's back lot are 
many huge tanks used for the long-term 
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fermenting of traditional "process" pickles, 
reeking away to make winter work for the 
year-round people on the day shift. 

I have this information from the friendly 
Johnson T., military veteran like me, with 
whom I share the joy of poling the dipper. This 
task is the factory's answer to a little flaw in the 
mechanization. Once the cucumbers are on 
the conveyor, they go mighty fast. But getting 
them on there is a problem, because they are 
floating in a ten-foot by four-foot wood tub of 
rinsewater. Solution? A basketball-size net on 
a six-foot pole. Alternating every two hours, 
Johnson T. and I stand on a wobbly platform 
beside the tub and dip them out, 20 to 40 
pounds per netful, and dump them in the 
hopper at the end of the conveyer. Dip and 
dump enough to keep a flow going that will 
bring-even with all the rejects culled out-
four dozen jars' worth every minute through 
the spray washer to the packing machine, a 
dandy big robot that cuts off the ends of the 
pickles, slices and inserts them, two cucum-
bers into each pint jar. Watching all this shiny 
automation carry away my laboriously lifted 
netfuls, I am reminded of the old cartoon of 
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the fancy car with its hood up, and instead of 
an engine inside it has a cage of squirrels with a 
treadmill. 

Alternating on stints away from the dipper, 
Johnson T. and I work beside the two sorters, 
who are assigned to catch and discard rejects as 
the belt speeds the cucumbers past them. All 
injured or rotten ones, and those of wrong size 
or shape for mechanical packing efficiency 
must be snatched from the conveyor (both 
hands are needed for fairly constant grabbing) 
and flipped into a "tote." When the tote is full 
of rejects, a forklift comes and shunts it aside, 
puts another in its place, and trucks the full 
one away to dump into the vats of stock used 
for relish. 

The sorting job is not as hard as dipping, but 
just standing there and doing it really gets to 
the knees. Also it is a total wet pants job: the 
conveyor has an open-mesh belt, so all the 
rinsewater from the cucumbers, and the 
drain-off from the spray washer runs right 
down on us as we work. A simple splash-guard 
at the work zone would help a lot and probably 
a lot of people have asked for one, but that's 
the sort of thing the management here doesn't 
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in stalJ. Some times we get cardboard boxes 
from where the glass is unpacked, flatten them 
out and hang them from the conveyor rails to 
deflect the constant shower. They soon sog 
through. By the end of the shift we are usually 
too tired to care. 

I find solace in the memory of another 
cannery where I worked years before. They 
were running a 10-hour day shift and a 12-hour 
night shift, packing peas. I was stacking the 
finished product there instead of sorting, and 
glad for it. Sorters had to search an endless fast 
moving stream of shelled peas to find-and 
pinch out-bad ones, gravel, poison 
belladonnas and other undesirables. They 
weren't wet all the time like at Brogan's, but 
they were worse off. Periodically they went 
pea-happy and began smashing the stock. I 
haven't eaten canned peas since. 

*** 
I'm feeling more fit on my third night, which 

is good because this evening we experience 
our first High Management Official (HIMO). 
He appears with a small flotilla of 
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subordinates, all wearing hard hats and no 
aprons. This makes us feel even sillier with our 
heads misshapen by the hai1nets . I am poling 
the dipper. Johnson T. is sorting. The line is 
really rolling. The HIMO peers into the reject 
tote, grabs out a little cucumber, and holds it 
up for Johnson T. to see. 

"What criteria are you using to discard this 
pickle?" the front office man asks . (Inside the 
factory, cu cum hers tend to be called pickles 
whether they are yet or not.) 

Yes, the HIMO wants Johnson T. to explain 
to him the fate of this one of tens of thousands 
of cucumbers we will handle tonight . Johnson 
T. immediately understands that this is a 
military situation. He snaps to attention. "Sir," 
he shouts, "criteria for pickle discarding, sir." 
Hands of the other two sorters accelerate 
desperately in the sudden overload created by 
the absence of Johnson T's. 

"None under four inches, sir," yells Johnson 
T. "None too fat to go through the measuring 
ring. None too whopping large, sir, nor the 
sick nor broken." The HIMO's eyes begin to 
glaze over. Johnston T snatches up and 
brandishes a huge, ]-shaped mutant from the 
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passing swarm. "None too curvy, sir," he 
shouts , "none too bent!" 

"This one is more than four inches," hisses 
the HIM O. He holds it against the length-
measure tape on the sidewall of the conveyor, 
and it is four-and-one-half inches long. 
Johnson T. gestures silently to the fast mass 
passage on the belt, inviting HIM O to 
demonstrate his rare binocular skill in action. 
The other sorters are keeping careful poker 
faces but have begun doing exaggerated 
slumps and acting out other signs of despair. 

"Just keep a sharp eye," says the HIMO, 
returning the reject to the tote as he leaves. 
Johnson T. salutes his departure with the 
mutant, and goes back to work. I have had to 
keep on dipping throughout the exchange, 
but stop now to applaud. Later I start to laugh 
from the recollection . By break time I realize 
that I am finished with my new-guy 
adjustment. Like most, if not all the others, I 
am no longer upset about being unable to do 
the job right at the speed they run the line. 

*** 
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It's the fourth night now, and I'm beginning 
to feel at home. At dinner break, Johnson T. 
and I join Carl and Alfred on the tarmac 
outside the big doors to the parking lot. We 
are the veterans group, relative elders among 
the 70-or-so others on the shift. More than half 
of those others are women, and many of both 
sexes are high-school or college students. They 
are eating bag lunches like us, sitting on the 
pavement or in or o.n nearby cars-the lunch-
rooms inside are hot and dreary. After eating, 
some drift off deeper among the cars to smoke 
dope (how can they stand to slow the time 
down here?). The rest of us relax, enjoying the 
nice sunset. 

Introductions come slowly because every-
one's relationships to the place and to each 
other are temporary and casual. We'll all be 
laid off as soon as the crop is packed. So most 
conversations occur without an exchange of 
names. In my mind, however, I give people 
identities: Mandrake, Blondie, Egyptian Eyes, 
Fulminator. 

Motormouth is a quality inspector who 
dispenses a more-or-less continuous breaktime 
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monologue of Grossnesses Of Our Work, and 
he is at it again tonight. 

"It's not so sweet in there now," says 
Motormouth to anyone in earshot, "but a 
couple of years ago it was a lot worse, under 
the old management. I had an old guy tell me 
that back then, when they came in in the 
mornings, the brine in the tanks would have a 
layer of dead cockroaches floating on it. It's full 
of sugar. So that was the first thing they'd do, 
scoop the bugs off. Now they got plastic covers 
for the tanks." 

Appropriate retching sounds are heard 
among Motormouth's listene'rs. Gaptooth the 
forklift driver speaks up: "There's still roaches 
in there. We caught a big Virginia roach in 
there, about yea long [fingers indicating two 
inches]. Put him in a jar with son1e brine so he 
could eat. Come back Monday, though, he was 
dead." 

"Oh, there's still roaches in there, all right," 
says Motormouth. "Hell, they fog the place 
every night with insecticide, but doesn't kill 
them all. Matter of fact, they fog so thick that 
one morning the whole crew walked out." 

"What kind of insecticide?" someone says. 
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"Don't know," Motormouth says. "The 
barrels are blank; no labels, nothing, and the 
foreman won't tell me. But it stinks bad. And 
they aren't too particular about washing it off 
the equipment, either." He pauses to take a 
bite of a sandwich, then goes right on talking. 
"Speaking of stinks, though," he says, "have 
you seen the cabbages? You want to see some-
thing bad, you got to see the cabbages they 
keep for the relish. You got to smell them, if 
you want a treat. " 

So a bunch of us go with Motormouth to see 
the cabbages, off in a back bay, in big vats like 
the one we dip from on the spears line but with 
plastic tarpaulin covers. Motormouth lifts a 
cover slightly and out comes a puff of powerful 
vapor. Inside are heaps of cabbages, pickling 
in something pretty strong. They look like they 
have a skin disease. I move close enough to see 
that the odd color is in fact not decay, and to 
determine that the odor is fermentatious 
rather than rotten. But the stomach helplessly 
boggles at the thought of consuming this ugly 
stuff. 

"It looks bad," Motormouth says, "but it's 
okay to eat. Besides, there's worse than this 
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going into the relish with the cucumber scrap 
fro1n those totes. " Motormouth is ready to go 
on with the monologue, but a larger sound 
drowns him out: the reverberating bellows of 
Lucy the Line Boss, calling us back to work. 

*** 
The next night, Johnson T. informs me that 

there are several people on our shift who are 
"mental." They have been sent here 
(apparently) for jobs as a therapy for adjusting 
them to the workaday world. He points out 
three. Over on line number one (the main, fast 
packing line), one of them is assigned to 
inspect jars as they move toward a packing 
machine. She is poised under a bright light to 
look for cracks and chips as the glass streams 
by, 148 jars per minute, shoulder to shoulder, 
each one sparkling the same series of 
refractions as it passes. Great therapy. 
Mercifully, the job seems to hypnotize those 
who do it. 

The most surprising thing about Johnson 
T. 's list of the mind-blown among us is its 
shortness. What about Fulminator, who yells 
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out great wolf cries while operating the line 
one brine injector? Also Knife Woman, on our 
own dill spears line, who is either cracked or 
cracking up. She has very bright eyes and 
chews gum and grins on a fairly steady basis 
(which strengthens her resemblance to Harpo 
Marx). She also twitches and jitters a lot. 
During shut downs and other odd breaks on 
the spears line, when the supervisors are dis-
tracted, Knife Woman comes to our rinse tub 
and takes out cucumbers, one at a time, wrings 
them like chicken necks and throws them over 
her shoulder onto the floor. 

Johnson T. argues that Knife Woman's work 
explains this behavior. Equipped with a long 
paring knife, she receives the jars as they come 
from the brine filler. Tpe dripping ends of 
spears stuffed in for final tight packing (the 
work of the eight hand-packers who finish up 
what the machine begins) stick up out of the 
jars' necks. Knife Woman slices these off 
flush with the rim, 48 jars in a minute, as they 
head for the capper. The lopped-off, yellow-
stained pieces fall down to pile up under the 
conveyor, forming a mound that spreads 
slowly over her foot mat, then over her feet. 
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She also has responsibility for the start-up 
and shut-down switches , pairs of red and green 
buttons on an obscure panel, mounted 
absurdly high above the conveyor. When the 
shut-down order comes (as it does, unpredict-
ably, when glass or machines break), Knife 
Woman must charge up out of her moosh pile 
onto the bottom strut of the conveyor trestle, 
and smear at the buttons with her stretched, 
gooey fingers until she has stopped the 
machinery. As she lurches up toward the con-
trols, she often utters a kind of yipping, frantic 
cry. I never could figure out why, so one time 
when she came over to our tub to strangle 
some pickles I asked her about it. 

"Revenge, " she said, and gave a sort of 
giggle. Then she stared at me, chewing gum 
and grinning. I couldn't think of anything more 
to say. I know that at dinner and the rest of the 
breaks she talks and hangs around as normally 
as anyone else. But when the line starts she 
just seems to go into another gear. 

I concede that Johnson T. is right. 

*** 
24 
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Tonight our crew (about one third of the 
people on the shift) 1noves to another packing 
line , one that I hadn't noticed, off in a 
decrepit, nowhere room. And as Lucy 
describes the new work, I feel reality slipping 
away. We are going to spend the next eight 
hours squeezing pickles. 

These are real pickles-aged, fermented, 
"process" whole dills, which are going into five 
gallon white plastic pails for hotels and 
restaurants. Half of us are lined up along the 
conveyor to handle the stock. We are given 
sheets of mimeographed paper which display 
the outlines of three sizes of pickles-large, 
medium and small. The pails are lined up on 
the other side of the conveyor from us in sets of 
three, one for each size. Others in the crew are 
assigned to the weighing, brining, sealing, 
labelling and stacking of the filled pails. There 
is also a big holding tub and a dip-net, but 
Lucy has selected a new worker to do the 
dipping tonight. 

The pace is much slower than on the spear 
line. But the resulting relaxation is more than 
made up for by the disgusting and ludicrous 
nature of the work. Only firm, solid pickles 
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mav he packed , says Lucy, and to test the firm-
ness we must give each candidate a full-hand 
clench. The unacceptables collapse w1der this 
pressure, squirting their rank fluids down the 
squeezer's arm. The mushed pulp of the 
tailures goes back on the conveyor, headed 
(where else?) for relish stock. Those that pass 
the test are chucked into the pails. 

At first there is confusion, as people try to 
compare the pickles in their hands to the size 
outlines on the paper sheets. But the result is 
that the sheets are soon soaked through with 
pickle juice, and become useless. People begin 
tossing the pickles into whichever pail they 
feel like aiming for. Lucy makes a point of 
coming by every few minutes to quell the 
outbreaks of long-range tossing, basketball-
type hook shots and other unapproved packing 
techniques that we begin to indulge in. 

But even Lucy knows that horsing around a 
little is necessary relief from this crummy job. 
The odor is strong, and so is the noise: an over-
head conveyor moving fresh stock to another 
line sends down a keen whine along with a 
steady, slow rain of rinsewater. And of course 
the physical sensations are lousy. No one tells 
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us to wear gloves, so. most of us are 
barehanded, printing the outbound pickles 
with our puckering fingers. Bandaids for two 
cuts I got cleaning up glass on the spear lines 
are soon gone. The iodine beneath them then 
washes slowly away. 

Hygiene is not dominant on the other side of 
the conveyor either. The brine for filling the 
pails of pickles is in an open tub, and is dipped 
out with a spare packing pail. There is no clean 
place to set the pail between dippings except 
to float it in the brine. Sometimes it gets set on 
the muddy floor by accident, and then goes 
back in the brine. 

And labelling contributes some 
unauthorized crud to the pails, too. The labels 
are stencilled on with an ink-brush, and hand-
held, card-paper stencils. These stencils have 
worn down so small that labellers' hands un-
avoidably get inked up along with the code 
letters. Then the inky hands have to get new 
pails out of the supply stack, which requires a 
firm grip on the inside of the fresh pails' rims. 
Result: frequent marking of pail interiors with 
big black thumbprints of stencil ink. Quality 
control supervisors come up periodically and 
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complain about these prints. Finally one of 
them yells, "Would you eat something that 
came out of this [ink smeared] pail?" 

"Would you eat shit?" shouts Mandrake, 
who is dipping out brine. But Blondie, who is 
labelling, simply says "Get me a better stencil 
if you want them clean." 

Quality Control goes away. New stencils are 
apparently beyond the fiscal reach of the 
factory owners. 

*** 
Another night of squeezing. Or could this be 

a dream? 

*** 
The shipment of process dills is all packed, 

thank God. Over to line number two. But this 
is not a normal shift: it is hurricane night, and 
also the night when Stovetop the Supervisor 
reveals himself as a certified asshole. 

We come to work after a day of weather re-
ports saying the hurricane is going to ,come up 
the valley, maybe blow everything away. It's 
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supposed to get here at (a) midnight, (b) 10:30 
P . M ., (c) 3:00 A . M. Everyone wonders what 
management will do. 

The announcement comes. The shift will 
end at 8 :30. But until then, our crew is 
assigned to hand-pack fresh dill halves. A big, 
tilted metal shelf, like a twenty-foot-long 
music stand, runs above and behind the 
conveyor, and it is piled deep in raw half 
cucumbers. Jars come along the conveyor, 
empty except for a dose of spices powdering 
the bottom. We insert the pickles, facing them 
carefully with cut sides out around the 
circumference (as instructed), then filling the 
remaining center space any which way. We are 
meant to use only pieces as tall as the shoulder 
of the jar. If shorter, they float and dance 
inside, and look cheap and crummy. 

The trouble is that most of the pieces on the 
tray are too short. If you take the time to look 
for good ones, you get behind. Jars pile up at 
your station. Both searching and stuffing 
become frantic. 

Stovetop has our crew tonight, and soon he 
is coming back from the quality control in-
spection area. He comes to each of us, display-
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ing a jar of dancing pickles. He explains again 
about the proper length of piece to use . He has 
to shout his instructions through ear cotton: 
the main packing line is behind us, and the two 
lines together are very loud. 

Twenty minutes later, here comes Stovetop 
again. He is walking faster. He speaks to us 
more urgently. We nod . Some of us make 
conscientious efforts to find better lengths, 
increasing our work pace. Some could care 
less. A new delivery of stock from the slicer 
brings some longer pieces, but soon they are 
used up. And then we see Stovetop coming 
again, very fast this time, waving jars at us in 
each hand. He slams into the back tray and 
shoves the culprit jars at our faces, causing 
those of us nearest him to recoil. Pickles dance 
within the jars. "I want to know who packed 
these motherfucking things," he screams. 
"Who did it?" _ 

We stare at him. Does he really believe 
someone is going to confess? Finally he gives 
up the eye contest and leaves. As he stalks 
away, we see that his shirtsleeves are slob bed 
up from rubbing in the cucumbers while 
shoving the jars in our faces. Laughs and 
derisive cries follow him. 
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But he strikes back. Eight o'clock passes, 
and we see the other lines stop work and begin 
to clean up. For all we know, the hurricane 
could even now be destroying nearby towns . 
No one comes to tell us to quit. We worry . But 
if we just stop, they might tell us not to come 
back. So we pack on, slowly and resentfully. 
Many are the- jars of dancing pickles we pack. 

Finally, Stovetop comes back and tells us to 
knock off. As we finish the last jars, he leans-
more carefully this time-on the back of the 
tray and admonishes us. "You know why 
you're packing late?" he says. "Because you 
kept on packing bad stuff, that's why." There's 
a good future in management for this boy. 

Waiting to punch out, Johnson T., Carl and I 
are discussing S tovetop, attaching bad words 
to his name. The woman who clerks in the 
office hears us and says, "Yeah, something 
ought to be done about that creep. He's the 
one that offers you a ride on the forklift, and 
then drives way down into the warehouse end 
and says 'how about a little ass?'" 

On the way home, I keep expecting giant 
winds to come and blow me into the cucumber 
fields. But the hurricane decides to stay in 
the next state. 
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*** 
It's oddball work again : tonight I am 

pounding pickles. Who will believe me when I 
try to explain these callouses? The crew is 
packing small cucumbers into big jars with 
(why?) narrow necks . The packing machine 
can 't fill them well, and hand-packers are 
assigned to rectify that. The jars come past the 
hand-packers at about 60 a minute, and they 
stuff in more cucumbers. The ends of these 
additions stick up out of the jars, and have to 
be knocked down in . The tool for this is a 
cylinder of wood about eight inches long, two 
inches in diameter. You hold it like a can of 
soup and hit the pickles with the flat end. 
Mandrake and I have been equipped with 
these super-dowels and set to pounding. 

The work is harder than it looks, partirularly 
the pounding. Sometimes you really have to 
beat the little bastards to get them in . 
(Cucumbers can take a surprising amount of 
whacks before their ends mush-an outcome 
we are told to avoid .) And the repeti tive 
striking, once or twice every second, tells on 
the hand and wrist after a while. 

32 



-

It gets harder still after the break. Bigfoot, a 
new worker wearing enormous red tennis 
shoes , has come to do hand-stuffing. He is 
urgently compulsive. He is in a stuffing frenzy. 
Both hands holding cucumbers, he is attempt-
ing to fill every visible crevice in every jar. 
They are coming on Mandrake and me so 
tightly jammeq, with so many ends sticking 
up, that only sustained high-speed pounding 
gets the pickles in. We are following jars down 
the line, pounding as we go, constantly on the 
verge of falling behind. Many cucumber ends 
are being pulped. Eventually Quality Control 
appears, waving a jar: "Would you eat 
something that looks like that?" 

"What?" I yell. "What?" cupping my hand 
around my cotton-stuffed ear. Behind me, 
Mandrake laughs and shouts, "I wouldn't eat 
any of this shit!" 

Quality Control retreats, but we have to put 
up with Bigfoot until dinner break. Then 
Mandrake persuades Lucy to shift Bigfoot to 
the pounding job. For the rest of the night I 
hear him grunting away behind me, pounding 
on everything that passes and exhausting him-
self totally. I wonder how long it will take him 
to complete his new-guy adjustment. 
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*** 
Tonight our crew moves to the big time: 

we're running the main packing line. But my 
job - I'm mixing the spices - is mostly re-
moved from the conveyor and is less noisy, 
less hectic than the rest, though it has its own 
drawbacks to make up for it. 

What I do is measure out mustard seed 
(beautiful stuff, but icy on the wet floor), celery 
seed and dried onion into paperboard drums, 
and mix. Simple, except (a) no tools to open 
powerfully sealed containers of new spices, (b) 
no measuring scoop, (c) no mixing paddle, (d) 
no mixing platform. So I take an empty can 
from line two to use as a scoop, bend double 
over the barrels and grovel the stuff around 
with my hands. Nose fills with spice dust. 
Celery seeds work under my fingernails; sting 
and hurt. Finally I go and get gloves (rubber, 
elbow length) from the office. No more hurt 
fingernails, but sweat collects under the gloves 
and runs out into the spices when I lift my 
arms. Sorry, consumers, but what can I do? 

The other part of my job is refilling the spice 
dispenser, a hopper which drops the doses of 
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spices into the jars as they head for the packing 
machine. When the line is running well, the 
hopper needs refilling about every 12 minutes. 
I have a supply drum located near the 
conveyor from which I load the hopper (with 
another can snitched from line two). To keep 
up, I have to refill this supply drum every 45 
minutes or so. And that means moving a full 
barrel from my mixing area - by means of 
either a walking bear-hug or a slow rim roll-
across the forklift aisle, over a particularly 
perilous stretch of floor (sporting a mixture of 
spices, cucumber slices, glass and water) to the 
supply drum, into which I dump my delivery. 

It is during this tedious transport process 
that I discover that many of the forklifts are 
driving blind, bringing pallet-loads of fresh jars 
so large that the drivers cannot see over nor 
around them. So I also discover what it feels 
like to have propellor legs, like in the cotnic 
strips, while trying to keep myself and my 
barrel from being run down. 

And to top it off, the spice-mixer somehow 
falls under Stovetop' s jurisdiction. He is 
always going by and checking on me. Finally, 
he stops. "Lookit," he says, "you've only done 
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the se three little barre ls. There's a woman 011 
day shift keeps the hopper full and stiJI leaves 
me with three big barrelfuls extra at the end of 
the shift , that 's how far ahead she gets.·· 

. H e is t rying to _give me in<:entive: surely I 
will not le t myself be outdone by a wonian. 

"She must be crazy ," I te ll him. 

*** 
The absolute absence of appropriate tools on 

the spice-mixing job has made me curious: 
tonight, during break times, I make a survey of 
the tool situation on other jobs . I have already 
noticed that on the main packing line there is 
no clipper with which to cut the twine laced 
around the pallet-loads of fresh jars. People 
have to get sharp-edged pieces of glass from 
the floor instead. 

Fulminator tells me that to clean broken 
glass from his brine-injecting machine, some-
thing which (as I am soon to find out) has to be 
done frequently, he is provided with a bent 
coat-hanger and a roll of paper towels. 

I decide , too, that the safety shield by the 
main-line packing machine has to go on my 
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list. This shield is a sheet of heavy Plexiglas, 
about five by three feet, that rides in vertical 
rails like a guillotine. When the packer is run-
ning, the shield is kept down so no one can get 
caught in the machine's revolving drum. But to 
clear the packer when it jams-which it does 
fairly often- the shield has to be run up like a 
storm window to a height of about eight feet, 
where there are holes in the rails for holding-
pins to slip through and keep it suspended. 

The shield has a hoisting rope-and-pulley 
apparatus, but this is broken, and has been for 
some time (since long before I came, in fact) . 
So, to raise the thing, two workers-standing 
in very slippery cucumber scrap and glass-
must pry it up enough to get their wet fingers 
in under the bottom edge, then muscle it up to 
the right height (standing on tiptoes if they are 
short), and maneuver the holding pins through 
while in that posture. Getting it dow~ repeats 
the performance. 

And there is the overhead box conveyor that 
regularly jams at a tum. The tool for clearing 
these jam-ups is a broomstick-the length of 
which requires its user to stand in one precise 
spot in order to be effective, and this is a spot 
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subjected to an unending drip of hot water 
leaking from the steam system. 

Finally, on my list of things we haven't got 
that we need, I put stools. Even for jobs such 
as hand-packing, where the work is perfectly 
suited to sitting, there are no stools. Besides 
finding it hateful to be forced to stand still in 
one place for hours at a time, I have been told 
that it injures legs and feet and helps cause . . varicose veins. 

So, since I am generally pissed off by the re-
sults of my survey, I nab the production 
manager as we are all heading out to go home, 
and I ask him how come no stools? He tells me 
that if some workers had stools to sit on, all 
would want them! It is on the tip of my tongue 
to tell him-angrily-that out on the pro-
duction line we are not so dumb as to be un-
aware of the difference between stationary 
work and work that requires movement. But I 
keep my mouth shut, not wanting to get on his 
list, and merely file a request for further con-
sidel·:tt1on of stools . He promises nothing. 

Meanwhile, workers all over the cannery 
have adopted the use of overturned slop 
buckets for seats. They' re low, so in most jobs 
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you can't work from them, and they are wet, 
and they have sharp edges on the bottom. But 
using them beats the alternative, which is 
nothing, by about 75%. The line bosses warn 
us that if any HIMOs catch us sitting down we 
will be disciplined (and the pails will be taken 
from us), but people simply ignore that advice. 
I think we all know, on both sides of the issue, 
that there would be trouble if someone came 
and kicked us off our buckets. 

*** 
A letter on the bulletin board reveals that 

someone is very steamed about finding glass in 
their jar of relish. The letter urges "workers on 
the line" to be "more careful." 

But the responsibility really lies 
elsewhere-in the casual trash-collection 
procedures that ensure that at least some glass 
will reach the relish stock, . and in 
management's unjustifiable dependence on 
the vibrator table to shake it out. 

Actually, the problem starts with the floors. 
The deep slops of cucumber scrap that form 
underneath each conveyor mix constaptly with 
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glass shards and dirt. This delightful blend 
spreads as it piles, or gets kicked by feet and 
then travels on the water that flows e;ery-
where in the factory. Walking in this mush is 
always bad: wet cucumbers are worse than any 
banana peel for the feet, particularly on the 
worn, rippling brick surfaces underfoot in most 
of the work areas. These slick floors slpe into 
watersheds that feed big drains, and there the 
floating garbage gathers and clogs and makes 
revolting pools. 

We clean up the stuff with squeegees and 
shovels and pails. Whenever the line stops 
for more than two are three minutes, we do 
cleanup ("We aren't paying you people to just 
hang around here"), but there is always plenty 
left to collect at shift's end. And because of the 
factory's kindergarten system for em placing 
trash receptacles-again, the big, forkliftable 
"totes"-it is guaranted that a fair amount of 
this slop will go directly to the relish stock. 

The mimeographed "Employee Guide-
lines," handed out at time of hiring, say (if you 
have the time and bother to read them) that 
Red Totes are for Rubbish Only. But no one 
ever explained to me or the others that the 
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green totes, such as we used for rejects on the 
dill spears line, are reserved for clean scrap or 
fresh stock only. So I shovel floor slops into a 
few conveniently placed green totes with a 
clear conscience until caught and instructed. I 
see several others learn the rule this w-ay, too. 

And then, sometimes green totes are used 
for trash anyway. It seems to depend on how 
rushed the forklift drivers are. Also, there turn 
out to be tan totes in the game, same size, 
same shape, which can be used-without prior 
announcement-in place of either green or 
red. (Once I saw two tan totes set near each 
other, one replacing a red, one replacing a 
green.) At a particularly crucial location, a 
trash tote and a clean scrap tote sit edge to 
edge with no barrier between. Workers 
scooping slop from the floor and up over the 
high trash-tote rim cannot help occasionally 
sending shovelfuls into the clean scrap. Some 
may be color blind, who knows? Others do it 
on purpose, thinking to ruin the stuff and 
thereby cut profits. They do not succeed. 

A quality control supervisor tells me all 
scrap is washed and picked over even before 
processing on the vibrator table-which is a 
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sort of super-active magic fingers machine that 
bounces the relish stock around before final 
grinding and mixing. But he admits there is no 
way to assure that embedded glass is all out of 
the cucumbers before grinding. "I've told 
them for years to straighten this out, " he says. 
The complaining letter on the bulletin board 
underlines his worry. (By comparison, when a 
jar breaks on a packing conveyor, everything 
stops for cleaning, and all jars anywhere near 
the break are thrown away.) 

I think about answering the glass complaint 
with a letter of explanation, but I am too tired 
to worry about the consumer's misplaced 
blame. Most of the crew simply shrug, looking 
at the letter. What else? It is hard to strike a 
balance between protecting ourselves against 
exploitations of the work, and protecting the 
interests of people who buy and eat what we 
make . It is an odd split to begin with, because 
for the most part, we and they are really the 
same people. But making the wage and then 
spending it really have become so separated by 
what 's called "popular culture ." In turn , 
advertising has drawn such a slick screen in 
front of production methods , that most 
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working people treat buying as an act totally 
divorced from producing. If the jars go out 
underfilled, or with scurvy brown pieces in 
them, well, we'll know better than to buy it. 
But we go and buy stuff from other factories 
whose workers have the same sort of feelings, 
and never ask them-nor they us-what the 
hell is going on here? 

It all becomes cynical after a while from the 
way the situation is qrganized, anyway. The 
stuff we make is the owner's stuff, not ours. 
We can't make it better even if we want to: we 
are basically part of the machinery. Our 
feelings add up to a condition more or less 
de_scribed by the classical concept of 
alienation. It is illustrated to me very clearly 
this second night on the main packing line. 

-Again I am mixing spices, and filling and 
tending the spice dispenser hopper; Heat and 
humidity total about 500°, and after a while the 
spices clog in the hopper. The jars are going 
'through at 148 per minute, and by the time 
that I spot the trouble and loosen the blockage, 
a couple of hundred have escaped unspiced 
( the jar checker, stoned out of his mind, 
watched them dreamily as they passed). So I 
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go to the packing machine operator, who has 
line control switches that can stop everything 
before the spiceless jars get to the pasteurizer. 

"Hey," I shout, "there's a bunch going down 
there without any spices!" 

"Who cares," she says, her machine 
thundering on. "Who gives a leaping shit. " We 
exchange tired smiles, and I go back to work. 

*** 
Another crew boss is short two bodies 

tonight, so I am sent to work in the zoo. Am I 
being punished? This is a wild, dimly-lit area 
of torment at the head of the warehouse, 
where the product emerges from the pasteur-
izers to be labelled, boxed and stacked. The 
main line pasteurizer emits slow but unstop-
pable waves of jars, in rows of up to 24 wide, 
which funnel down into a high-speed stream 
through the labeller to a pair of desperate 
women who have to get them into boxes. 

These are an unmatched pair of people: one 
tall, sleek and powerful, the other short and 
compact but very quick. But they are working 
well together. In fact, they are working harder 
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than anyone else in the cannery, although they 
are standing still. Their arms make a kind of 
blur in the poor light. Their bodies from the 
hips up bend forward and back, foiward and 
back - sometime in sync, sometimes not -
like cammed parts of an engine. Both have 
adopted pony tails (no hair nets needed out 
here) to let the air get to their necks. Sweat 
streams down their faces, drips from their 
noses and chins. They do not bother to wipe it 
off. And except where lifted by breasts, their 
T-shirts are soaked with sweat also. Each has a 
jar of water (refilled by the forklift drivers) 
stashed on nearby stacks of boxes, and they 
grab drinks on the fly whenever they can-
which isn't often. 

The thing is that in order to keep up with the 
conveyor these two women have to snatch four 
jars ( two in each hand) every three seconds and 
fit them into compartmented boxes. If they 
don't keep up, the oncoming product quickly 
overwhelms their work table. 

So they work with a kind of exuberant in-
tensity - which is the only real alternative to 
an anger that would force them to quit. They 
have no time for talk. The tall woman particu-
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larly shows the strain. It's in her face, eyes 
wide and blank, lips pulled back in an un-
changing expression like a slight grin (when 
she goes for break I see her slump by stages as 
she walks away). The short woman, by con-
trast, keeps her head down with a frowning 
face, arms mechanically moving in and out, 
hands smacking down onto the jar tops with a 
sharp, persistent sound that I can hear even 
through the insistent background clatter of the 
conveyor. 

Periodically, though, the frustration of the 
job gets to them. One or the other will throw 
back her head and whoop or shriek to vent the 
pressure of the sustained work speed. And 
these cries set off a sort of chain reaction: 
the tail-off crew - three men stackin g all 
the boxes that the two women fill-tend to 
echo the women's yells with bellows and 
shouts of sympathy and shared strain . And the 
cries of the tail-off crew, in tum, trigger rebel 
ye~ls or cracked-voice yodels from the forklift 
?nvers who shuttle the pallets of stacked cases 
into the warehouse . 

Listening . to this clamor-which echoes in 
the rafters hke sounds in a Monkey House-I 
sense that I am among people who are on the 
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edge of unbridled action of some sort. And it 
comes when the two women, after difficulty 
with a collapsing box-divider insert, fall 
seriously behind. As the jars swarm in, they 
suddenly begin to slash through the 
accumulating pack with their forearms, 
uttering fierce karate yells as the glass smashes 
to the floor. They will repeat this performance 
several times during the shift-with their line 
boss standing nearby in each instance, afraid 
even to speak to them. Watching, I get a rush 
of satisfaction. 

In awe and respect, I perform my tas~-
passing the women their boxes to fill and hope 
this will not be my continuing assignment. 

*** 
Tonight I'm back to the spices-and thankful 

for it. But in mid-shift, Fulminator' s will to 
work disinteg~ates. He storms out at the 
break, carrying a boldly snatched gallon jar of 
relish (mystifying choice), shouting, "Break a 
pallet-full for me!" Lucy calls me away from 
the spices to take over Fulminator' s machin~ 
the brine injector, called the briner. 
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I soon find out what bothered Fulminat 
ab?ut th_e briner. It sprays brine, for one thin;~ 
a fine mist that slowly coats me with stickiness. 
And when even minor variations occur in line 
speed, steadiness of conveyor flow, or synchro-
nization of the machine's own parts , it seizes 
jars in its feed sprockets and pops them in 
spectacular fountains of pickles and glass. 
(When this happens, the whole line has to be 
shut down until the machine can be cleaned 
off.) 

Worse, about 15 feet back up the line is a 
45-degree jog in the conveyor, called the 
Elbow. The jars often jam there, cutting off the 
flow to the briner. They pile up behind the jam 
at the rate of about five more every two 
seconds, grinding like pack ice. The briner 
operator has to clear the jam in order to keep 
the briner going: if this is not done quickly 
enough, the machine will start exploding jars. 
And shutting the line down, which is the next 
step, requires wild screaming through the loud 
clatter and ear cotton to alert Johnson T. at the 
capper (next machine in line) who has the 
nearest start-stop switches. It all tends to 
wrack the nerves. 
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My dislike for the briner ripens fully when 
an overhead hose from a storage tank lets go 
(its connection was repaired with twine) and 
pisses brine down upon me as from a giant 
dog. 

*** 
An appropriate sort of follow-up to my brine 

drenching comes the following night as we are 
setting up to start again after dinner break. A 
woman from quality control brings out-with 
some embarassment-a case of special jars to 
be brined and run through the pasteurizer. 
They are jars with narr~w necks, and inside 
each is a single, huge pickle which-like a ship 
in a bottle--is far too large to have gone in 
there through the opening. It seems they are 
the factory owners' special joke stock for 
presents to friends. The cucumbers are pushed 
into the bottles while tiny, still attached to 
their vines, and grow right in there. At the 
appropriate moment someone detaches the 
vines, and then the factory crew finishes them 
up, complete with fancy labels, for the big 
bosses to hand out. 
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As those bottles go down the lin e , the 
expressions on the other workers ' faces tell me 
that they too are feeling, for the moment, like 
servants. 

*** 
Surprise! Maintenance workers come 

tonight and jack up the line speed-from 148 
to 165 jars per minute. It seems that 
production has been unsatisfactory, and word 
has come down from corporate headquarters: 
fix . 

The wall thermometer near the briner reads 
93°. At the new speed, the machine puffs its 
brine mist even farther . I am becoming a 
sweaty, sticky mess. Also, the maintenance 
adjustment left the machines on the line 
slightly out of sync, and by briner is running 
a shade slower than the packer. The flow of jars 
is backing up all the way to the Elbow, then 
beyond. Horrible jams are frequent . I am 
stopping the line so often that production is 
falling behind the old rate. 

Finally, Lucy send Arletta to tend the 
Elbow so I can mind the machine. I'm glad 
about this. I have never talked to Arletta, but J 
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want to. I have been admiring her, naming her 
in my head the Queen of Competence. She can 
run any machine, and Lucy is always sending 
her from job to job to straighten things out. 
Arletta does it without sucking up to Lucy, or 
acting big. People like her: they are always 
hanging around her, trying to talk. 

I have to add, also, that she is beautiful in a 
casual kind of way. At least I think so. She 
gives off a kind of force, a combination of 
tension and good humor and femininity. She is 
slender, although she rounds out her T-shirts 
agreeably. Graceful. Not tall, but looking taller 
than she is because of her long hair coiled up. 
She smiles a lot (not so many laughs, though), 
and every time she does it shows a missing 
tooth on one side. But her eyes are what I 
really watch when I get anywhere close-
they' re big, friendly, but somehow guarded 
too, or weary. In fact she has that fragile, look of 
early aging just beneath her pale young skin. 
She can't be more than 25, but she adds years 
to her appearance when she coughs, which she 
does often during the breaks-smokes her long 
cigarettes and coughs, and goes on smoking. 

Watching Arletta with other people, I know 
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spend the rest of the night studying flow 
fluctuations in the endless, fast stream of 
pickle jars (it is bread-and-butter slices 
tonight). 

I notice Arletta' s eyes beginning to glaze 
over with boredom. I want to talk with her, ask 
her questions, but the noise of the line plus the 
ear cotton make anything more than short 
phrases a real strain both to utter and to hear. 
So I am satisfying my curiosity with long 
glances at her, which she sometimes returns. 

Now I see that she has begun to rub her 
forearms with slices of cucumber. Just as .I am 
beginning to wonder whether this is some sort 
of weird beauty treatment, she lags the slic·e in 
her hand at the clock, which is on the wall 
above and down the way from us. Then she 
lags more. (Unbelievably apt, a sign urging 
caution and safety has slipped from its nail 
above the clock and is now mostly obscured 
behind it.) 

Arletta manages to make a slice stick to the 
clock face. I cheer. She bows. Up the line, a 
couple of the hand-packers take some long 
shots at it. Arletta watches them, then picks up 
another slice and impales it on one of the many 
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turning axle ends that stick out from the 
conveyor. The slice begins to rotate in a limp, 
eccentric way. Arletta watches it turning for a 
moment, then shifts her gaze to me. Arms 
crossed, she stares at me gravely. She makes a 
slight sideways nod of her head toward her 
creation. 

I get a slice of my own and stick it on another 
axle. 

The effect is fine. We keep decorating, 
between flurries of work effort, until we have 
one or more slices on every reachable 
projection. Some tum, some just hang. It is a 
truly slobby work of art. We vie to locate 
still bare spikes and bolt ends, trading shouts 
of discovery, racing to hang the first slice on 
each new find. 

Arletta becomes so captivated with the 
process that several times she misses pu1ling 
the crucial jars, and the line begins to jam. 
Imitating the women in the zoo, we deal glee-
~ully with these crises, pushing the clogged 
Jars off onto the floor to smash or sink in the 
piles of cucumber mush beneath the conveyor. 

When the line shuts down for break we go 
out together. Our arms brush once, just a little 
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touch, but ifs nice. Looking down from the 
corner of my eye I see her looking up the same 
way. It would be good to talk now, but I can't 
think of the right thing to say, and she is silent, 
too. And as we get into the crowd heading for 
the washrooms, Arletta starts being distracted 
by people coming up to pass a word with her. 
In the end we have time for only one 
exchange, the standard question that everyone 
asks everyone else around this place: What are 
you going to do after the layoff? 

"Are you going to try for day shift?" I ask. 
"No," she says, "my old man's in construc-

tion, and I guess we're going up to the new 
power plant, over the line." 

The site she refers to is in the area of very 
small towns in the next state. What will she do 
there? 

"I don't know," she says. "I'll find some-
thing. Waitress, or something." 

"Sore," I say, and it comes out sounding like 
"maybe." I surprise myself. I'm trying to find 
reasons why she shouldn't go. "Sounds like 
maybe it's going to be trailers to live in up 
there?" I say. 

"Probably," she says. "But we got a van fixed 
up, and maybe we'll live in that for a while." 

55 



"Cro\vded," I say. 
"That's life ," she says , and shrugs, and with 

a parting smile goes off to wash up. 
Goodbye , Arletta. vVhen I come back from 

break the decorations are gone and so is she. 
Lucy looks thoroughly stoked up, giving me 
the fisheye several times. She has sent Arletta 
somewhere else, possibly the zoo, and I do not 
see her again, except far off down the line. 

In her honor, I hang up a few more slice 
decorations. But the new Elbow Tender 
doesn 't want to play. She is a scared young 
woman, just hired, who cannot easily calculate 
which jars to pull. We begin a dreary, seesaw 
battle with the line. To top it off, I notice that 
more and more jars are displaying slices with 
brown-edged holes in the center, obviously 
from fairly aged cucumbers. I grab out as many 
as I can as the jars pass, but as the night wears 
on it becomes apparent that the sliced antiques 
are blended through the entire batch of stock: 
every jar has some. I am fairly forced to ignore 
them. Later, Motormouth tells me the offend-
ing vegetables are from a big bargain shipment 
trucked up from farther South-not really un-
healthful when brined and pasteurized, just 
ugly and cheap. 
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*** 
The speedup rate set last night is still on: it 

is the new rate. Our wages, of course, remain 
the same. At dinner break, the veterans group 
makes its first reprisal. We are at-Oxie' s, a bar 
about three minutes' walk from the factory 
(featuring air conditioning and free popcorn)-
Alfred, Carl, Johnson T. and I, sharing a table 
as we have lately come to do. Others in the 
shift crew are at other tables. There is a 
general air of lament and exhaustion in the 
room. 

A moment of crucial realization comes as the 
clock moves to 8:20, seven minutes before we 
have to leave if we want to punch in on time. 
We are staring at an empty beer pitcher and 
feeling still thirsty. Carl sudd~nly says, "What 
happens if we just don't go back on time? They 
can dock us, but I bet they wouldn't fire us 
all." 

"Couldn't even start the line," Alfred says. 
"We got the briner, the capper, and the pas-
teurizer all right here. Right?" 

Carl then points out that he is assigned as 
backup to all three machines. We think about 
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it for a moment. Then Johnson T. turns and 
yells, "Hey, at the bar - send us another 

h ,, 
pitc er. . 

It is the best beer I will drink all year. We sit 
beaming self-consciously as the rest of the 
crew droops out to go back. And to break the 
nervousness that swells up in the suddenly 
empty room, Johnson T. leans back and talks, 
continuing his tales of Frank the Frag, fabled 
trooper on Nam who would blow up any com-
mander for his friends. 

In this first effort, we hold out for only five 
minutes past clock-in time. But the 
supervisors look at us angrily, warily as we 
come in. They know something is up, and we 
confirm it on several nights thereafter. We 
push the limit a little more each time, feeling 
for the point where discipline will begin to 
con1e down. 
. I. seem to be the most mathematically 
inclined among us, so I work out the figures 
that_ we set ou_r sights against: the speedup is 
addm[. ( under ideal conditions) about 300 cases 
fer s ift. _But every minute we keep the line 
irom moving knock 

• ht' . s out seven cases from the 
nig s potential. We add on more minutes 

' 
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subtract more units of seven cases. Finally we 
reach a record of 11 minutes. It is a fine nfght: 
one-quarter of the speedup has been offset by 
our delay. 

"We keep this up," Carl says, "and they're 
going to come after us. There's going to be a 
searchlight in the window, and Lucy out there 
on a bullhorn yelling 'Come out! We know 
you're in there!' " 

"Lucy don't need a bullhorn," says Alfred, 
and we drink to that. 

But it is Ted, the night production overseer, 
who we meet as we head back through the dark 
alleys to work. He has indeed come to get us. 

"Ted!" says Johnson T., spying the anxious 
Boss. "Whatcha say, man? Want to come on 
back for a beer with us?" 

"Very funny," says Ted. "Let's just get back 
to work, shall we?" But he makes no threats. 
As we have guessed by now, the number of 
people quitting (the speedup, plus knowledge 
that the layoff is coming close) has left 
management unwilling to fire us unless we 
really do something drastic. 

"Ah, Ted," says Johnson T., "what's a few 
pickles between friends?" 
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We laugh. Ted tries to smile. He is pulling 
steadily ahead of us, looking back over his 
shoulder, obviously using all his brain power 
to try to wish us along faster as we amble 
through the night toward the noise, the heat, 
the smell, the machines. 

*** 
Mathematical analysis, once begun, seems 

hard to stop. This time I have multiplied store 
prices for pickles times the production totals 
posted on the wall. At the first break I am able 
to reveal that our line is making an average 
$4,500 per hour in product value-while our 
total wages for the same period, including an 
estimate for supervisors, come to about $100. 
The sense of a bad ripoff festers in the gap 
between. 

"But you got to count for glass and pickles, 
and like that," says Motormouth. 

Hell, give them $2,000 an hour for that, I 
say, and they still make $25,000 extra from this 
crew every shift. The slower work on the other 
lines yields less, but there are three crews 
minimum working both shifts while the 
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harvest lasts. Take out all the rest of the 
overhead, there's still a big bundle left for the 
owners to play with. Our work pays for every-
thing in the end, but it pays us least of all. 

There is a short silence. Then Mandrake 
savs, "Ain't that some shit?" 

"Cream's gonna rise unless you homogen-
. " 1ze, someone says. 

We sit there with the sweat cooling, watch-
ing the evening come on. 

"It's not right, this way of doing things," 
Alfred says. And I think by this point everyone 
on the shift would second that, even though 
there are different opinions about what ought 
to happen instead. It's just that there isn't 
anyone among us who doesn't resent how the 
factory is operated so fast and sloppy, because 
there's no way to respect what we' re doing and 
what we're making. 

In fact, most people here like it best when 
things don't work right and production goes to 
hell, and I'm right along with them. And that's 
a crummy way to waste your working time. 

We' re told there is a union organizing now 
among the full-timers on the day shift, and that 
ought to balance the situation up a little, 
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maybe a lot. We don't know: the organizers are 
leaving us seasonals alone, since we won't be 
around for the long battle the perrnanent 
people are going to have with this 
management. We can feel good for the day 
shift while we feel bad for ourselves. 

But not liking the place hasn't meant 
disliking the experience. I'm still getting the 
good feeling of linked-up strength when I 
trade glances with Johnson T. at the next 
machine, or when I just take a moment to look 
up and down the line when we're going at full 
speed. Our crew is operating a great deal of 
fast running metal that can't do anything 
without us. We' re turning out the goods, and 
that's an importance that ties us together. 
We' re in a situation that offers some very 
satisfying moments of kinship of spirit: in the 
zoo, for instance, when the women slashed 
back a~ the line that was swamping them. In 
Arletta s artwork (and goodbye again, Arletta), 
and Mandrake's refusal to kowtow. And in the 
gratification _we felt in the veterans' group for 
even that minor resistance to the speedup. 
an~ nt;:rtunately' however' the good people 

e good moments here aren't quite 
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enough to make up for all that is unlikable-at 
least not when the final layoff is drawing so 
near. I'm fed up with the place, in fact, and 
with the end--of-season layoff just days away 
I've begun to think of cashing in early just for 
the satisfaction of quitting. I figure I have less 
than no chance to get a day shift job, let alone _a 
permanent spot - even if I wanted one. And 
the unemployment money I'd get by waiting 
for the layoff is hardly worth waiting in line for 
anyway (minimum wage!). 

And so it is that an incident with Lucy be-
comes one straw too many for me to bear. 

It is the dog hours of the shift, after the 
second break, and I am sitting down on an 
overturned bucket. The packing machine is 
stopped for something minor. It will be back 
on soon: Lucy is diddling with it. Everyone is 
waiting, not enough of a delay to start cleaning 
the floor. 

The machine starts. Jars come out as Lucy 
returns control to the operator. I remain sit-
ting because it takes about one minute for the 
jars to get down to me, and a minute's a extra 
sitting is important when you spend the night 
on your feet. 
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But Lucy sees me resting there, with th 
line already moving, and her resentment ove; 
the dinner-break delay tactics and who knows 
what else boil right out. She jerks her thumb at 
me and screams, "UP!" 

"What?" I say, honestly disbelieving she can 
have said that to me in that way. 

"UP!" she shouts again, and again her thumb 
jerks. "UP FOR THE JARS!" 

I should have risen then and walked out of 
the factory. But I didn't. I merely sat, staring 
at her enraged eyes, until the jars arrived at 
the briner. Then I got up, switched on, and 
finished the shift. 

But when I punched out, I wrote a big note 
on my card: Mail my check, I quit. I said my 
goodbyes as we all split for our cars. And you 
won't find me packing pickles up at Brogan's 
anymore. 

*** 
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Steve Turner was born in 1937, in Frederick, Mary-
land. He is now a freelance journalist living in the 
state of Massachusetts, an occupation he got into 
after harvest labor, cannery work, truck driving, 
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long years in the Army. 
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