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The 1970's has seen the growth of experiments, of\en 
with government backing, to .. enrich" work or to in-
crease "industrial democracy.,, It is our belief that in the 
long if not the short run, the purpose behind them is to 
increase production. 11ie question of work and how it 
could be made more fulfilling by the people who actual-
ly 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 almost none of it has been 
written by those who spend over half their waiting lives 
doing it. 

We 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 represented &irly 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 6nd any ooe of these media and 
fiction characters involved in the actual work of their oc-
cupation. Thus, the value of the contribution made by a 
majority of the citizenry is robbed of visibility and rec-
ognition. 

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 who have dooe 
it. And, to writin~ which are designed to provide ideas 
which working 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 evidence that there are places where they can 
publish befor 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. 
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The term singl,ejack originated with the hardrock 
miners of the American west. The drilling of holes 
for the insertion of dynamite was a tough and 
dangerous job. The miners worked in pairs, with 
one kneeling to hold erect the steel drill, which he 
would turn slowly as his partner drove it into the 
rock with blows from a sledge (or single jack) 
hammer. They would switch tasks now and then, 
and since the job demanded as much mutual trust as 
skill, many lasting friendships were formed. 

Around the tum of the Century, on-the-job 
organizers fro the Western Federation of Miners 
and the Industrial Workers 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 ex-
tracted from this rich historical term. We like t0 
apply it to that private bond which ideally is sparked 
between a reader and a book. We hope you agree. 

Miles &: Weir, Ltd. 
Singlejack Books 

Box 1906 
San Pedro, California 90733 
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Times change. We all know and accept that 
fact. On occasion we even applaud it because 
no one wants to live in a static world. Work 
changes, too. Work, being central to civilized 
man's existence, provides for change, makes it 
possible. But, on evidence, work over the 
years seems to have changed more slowly than 
any other of man's activities. There is on 
exhibit somewhere an ancient vase-painting of 
an Egyptian sailing vessel taking on cargo. A 
gang of longshoremen are marching across a 
plank stretched from shore to the deck of the 
ship, carrying sacks on their shoulders. Until 
very recently, bananas were still loaded that 
way· in Central America, and discharged that 
way in Louisiana. One hundred, twenty-five 
years ago in England, longshoremen scamper-
ed around inside huge cages, like squirrels, to 
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provide power to raise cargo from the lower 
hold. No"' we have large cranes and electric 
winches. Men who resist change are thought 
foolish for it. Sometimes, however, they have 
their reasons. 

For the past sixteen years n1y work has been 
that of a longshoreman in the Port of San Fran-
cisco. More accurately, I work on the water-
front of the San Francisco Bay Area, which in-
cludes the Port of Oakland and a half-dozen 
smaller placed where ships tie-up, including 
Crockett, thirty miles up the river where the 
sugar comes in from Hawaii. 

Ten years ago my job, like that of longshore-
men all over the world, consisted mostly of 
loading or discharging cargo from the hold of a 
ship. After we had rigged the gear and got the 
booms places correctly, we would open the 
hatch, uncovering the main deck, the shelter 
deck, and perhaps the upper and lower 'tween 
decks if the ship had them, until we were all 
the way down to the lower hold - if the ship 
was e1npty you started at the bottom, natural-
ly. The first thing the winch driver brought in 
was a low, sturdy four-wheel cart. After that 
came the cargo, usually on pallet-boards. 
Landing the loaded pallet-board squarely on 
the four-wheeler , we would push the canned-
goods, rice, mail, or whatever it was we were 
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working, back under the coaming to the 
farthest recess of the hold and start throwing 
cargo, usually beginning against the bulkhead 
in tiers and working our way back out to the 
square of the hatch. 

Ten years ago and now, before alongshore-
man boards a ship, a number of other events 
and possibilities call for his attention. First, 
getting his job. Although we do not start work 
until eight, we get our jobs in the Hiring Hall 
earlier, at 6:30 am. There is also a night shift 
which is dispatched at five in the evening for a 
7 :00 p. m. start. Jobs are dispatched on a low-
man-out system, meaning that the man who 
has worked least gets first chance at the new 
work. If you have worked more than anyone 
else, and there are not enough jobs to go 
around, you will not work that day. Everyone 
else who does work that day will gain eight or 
ten hours on you. If they pass you in hours 
worked, you will get a chance at a job before 
them the next morning. Even Steven. 

A longshoreman gets his job from a Dis-
patcher who is another longshoreman elected 
to that position. A Dispatcher does not work 
on the waterfront; he passes out jobs to other 
longshoremen who do. Once a year, everyone 
votes for him, or someone else. Any longshore-
man who chooses to do so may run for 
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Dispatcher. The top half-dozen vote-getters 
win the posts. 

Starting with the men with the lowest hours 
in the port, the Dispatchers call out their work
numbers and the men go up to the window and 
get their jobs until all the work is filled. If you 
have low hours and are among the first called, 
you have a greater choice of piers, and conse
quently cargo, from which to choose your job 
for that day. If, during the dispatch, a Dis
patcher holds back or hides good jobs and then 
gives you one of them when your face appears 
at his window, you may profit from his action 
because you are on his friendly list. However, 
all of the men who get bad jobs will probably 
vote for someone else at the end of the year 
and your friendly Dispatcher will find himself 
once more packing a hook for a living again. 
Then, when your face appears at the dispatch 
window, looking friendly, the new Dispatcher 
may wonder what the hell you are smiling 
about because he is handing you. a ticket that 
says you are going to work at discharging coffee 
for three days, the worst job on .the waterfront. 
Honest elections make for honest office 
holders. 

But say, for instance, that you are·about half
way down the list of longshoremen seeking 
work and there are still plenty of jobs left when 
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you get up to the window. The job tickets are 
in two piles. The longshoremen who live in 
Oakland usually like to WQrk in Oakland, but 
you live in Frisco. Sometimes, when the jobs 
in one place run out, the Oakland men are 
compelled to work in San Francisco, and vice-
versa. 

"What have you got on this side of the Bay?" 
you ask the Dispatcher. 

"Pier 32." 
"What else?" 
Twenty-nine and 50." 
"Gimme two at Pier 29." Every longshore-

man has a work-number. You give yours and 
your partner's number to the Dispatcher and 
he writes them down on a job ticket, stamps 
the time-of-dispatch on the slip of paper and 
passes it through to you. Then you go 
telephone your partner to tell him where he is 
working that day. 

When you wake them up, partners frequent-
ly respond like you are their worst enemy. 
Since you take turns going to the Hiring Hall, 
you might expect equal treatment and to hear 
the phone answered promptly in a cheerful 
voice, but it-never happens. Usually the phone 
rings and rings until finally a sleepy voice says, 
"Huh?" Sometimes, the phone isn't answered 
at all. Sometimes, the previous night a man 
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might decide he is not going to work the 
following day (this decision can be made at a 
party, in a bar, or practically anywhere) and 
before he goes to bed he stuffs the telephone 
under a pile of blankets or places it out on the 
back porch. But if you let it ring long enough 
you usually get your man. 

"Yeah?" 
"Pier 29 at eight o'clock. Bailey's gang. 

What took you so long to answer .the phone? I 
was about to hang-up and tum your job back . ,, 1n. 

"You know better. Don't I always meet the 
h k?" 00. 

"Are you kidding?" 
"At least I don't put the telephone in the 

refrigerator like you do." 
"Pier 29," you repeat, in case he was too 

sleepy to remember. 
"What else did they have?" 
"Pier 32 and Fifty." 
"Why d'ja get Twenty-nine for? Why didn't 

you get Pier 50?" Some partners, expecting 
the worst, are already hostile before they 
answer the telephone, perhaps with son1e jus-
tification. I once had a partner who liked to 
pick-up the jobs and telephone me the news. I 
would get the message in one word and usually 
it was a lie. "Bananas. Heh, heh, heh, heh," he 
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would screech into my sleepy ear. Or, 
"Coffee." Or, "Cotton, nails, and barbedwire." 

"It's too early for jokes," I would mutter. 
"Where are we really working?" 

"Pier Thirty-two. Coffee. Heh, heh, heh, 
heh." 

"Come on, now. Where are we really 
working?" 

"Pier thirty-two. Coffee. No shit. Bring your 
sack-hook." As partners go, he was a pretty 
good man to work with. On coffee we worked 
well together, anticipating each other's moves 
and making it as easy as possible to throw the 
sacks. Di5charging coffee can be brutal, but he 
did his share of the work and more, setting-up 
at least half of the sacks and lifting with you in 
an even, steady swing. He was a good man in a 
beef, too; if you got in an argument with a 
Walking Boss, he was right there with you and 
not hiding-out somewhere out of sight. 

"Coffee, huh? Oh, God." You always try not 
to shudder, but one hundred and fifty-four 
pounds all day long ... "Okay. Pier Thirty-two. 
I'll meet you there. Goodbye." 

"Wait a minute! Hold on. Don't hang up." 
I knew the bastard so well. When he did 

this, it was possible I had been given a 
reprieve . . Probably I was not going to work 
coffee, after all. "What is it? You lying to me?" 
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"It ain't coffee. Would I get you a crummy 
job like that, Old Buddy?" 

"Where are we working, then?" I would ask, 
casually, trying to keep my temper. If I blew 
my top, it would just tum him on. 

"Pier Forty-five. Hides and cotton. It's a 
long job. We'll be there a week." He was that 
kind of a son-of-a-bitch. 

But what if he was telling the truth? Cotton 
was okay. Baled cotton was hard work, but we 
could handle it. Raw hides, however, were 
something else. Hides come from the hide-
house folded into a bundle with the hair in and 
the slimy side out, sort of loosely tied 
together with a flimsy string. Frequently they 
are crawling with maggots. To protect the hide 
from the maggots, a scoop of steer manure is 
shoveled onto the center of the skin before it is 
folded and tied. On the voyage overseas the 
maggots eat the manure and not the hides. It 
saves the leather, but it does not make them 
much fun to pick up. You grab a hide, give it a 
boost, and then POP! and you have got manure 
all over you. Or, if the string breaks at a certain 
point in your swing, you will drape shit all over 
your partner. Ifhe picked up the job, he won't 
say a word, but if you were in the Hiring Hall 
that morning, and this happens, sometimes it 
is a good idea to run like hell. On the other 
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hand, I used to know a longshoreman, an 
old-timer, who did not mind hides. Not at all. I 
once saw him volunteer for the job. He was in 
front of me in line one morning and when he 
got up to the window he actually asked the Dis-
patcher for a hide job. I could not believe it, 
and I pestered the old man until he told me 
why. It turned out he did not drive a car, and 
he had to take public transportation to and 
from work. When you work hides, even if it is 
for only an hour or two, you undeniably stink. 
People actually flee from you. When the old 
man went home at night, tired out, he never 
had any trouble getting a seat on the streetcar. 

And now my partner was telling me he had 
got us hides. "Okay. Hides. Eight o'clock at 
Pier 45. I'll meet you there. Goodbye." But 
naturally I would not hang-up the telephone. 

"Wait! Wait a minute. Waaaiii. . .. " 
"Partner, where the hell are we working 

tod ?" ay. 
"Pier Thirty-five. We're loading ship's stores 

an easy day. But that ain't the good news." 
"It isn't?" I was helpless. Putty in his hands. 

He could p lay me like a piano. 
"No sireeee. The good news is that the ship 

isn't due in until nine o'clock and then, guess 
what? She's sailing at four, so we 're going to 
get done early." 
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"Oh, God bless you." 
"How's that for a job, huh? Your old partner 

did all right by you today, didn't he? Huh? 
Didn't he?" 

"You sure did," I would have to admit, and 
then I would praise him, genuinely relieved 
that the earlier horror stories were untrue. 
"For once you showed some smarts around the 
dispatch window." 

"Proud of me?" 
"I'll tell the world. You are a partner to be 

proud of, a real ... " But there was always that 
suspicion. He could be treacherous. "Wait a 
minute, you son-of-a-bitch. Are you telling me 
the truth?" 

"It's the straight dope, so help me. Pier 
Thirty-five. Nine o'clock. See you there." 
Then, if I was lucky, he might hang -up. When 
he hung up the phone I knew he was telling 
the truth. On a rare and truly beautiful 
occasion such as a nine o'clock start, this long-
shoreman would jump back into bed and sleep 
for another hour, thanking, before I slumbered 
off, God, and, yes, my partner, too, and The 
Great Dispatcher in the Sky, from whom all 
blessings flow. 

On other occasions, however, the news 
would make you cry. The phone would ring. 
Maybe you had been drinking the night 
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before, so you woke up with a hangover. Or 
maybe you had just been up all night, cuddling 
with your wife and watching the late late 
movie on TV. You stagger around and find the 
phone, as welcome as death, pick up the black 
instrument, and hear, 'ihe copra dock. Pick-
and-shovel. Eight o'clock." And you would 
wait. "Okay," he would add, 'I'll see you 
there. Goodbye." . 

"Hey, wait a minute!" I would scream. 
"What is it?" 
"What did you say?" I would demand. 
"The copra dock. Eight o'clock." 

. "You' re lying," I would accuse him hope-
fully. 

"Not this time, Old Partner." Click. 
Copra. The copra dock. Copra is dried 

coconut meat. It is rendered into oil that is 
made into a 'butter substitute." Discharging 
copra is all pick-and-shovel work. You pick 
while your partner shovels. For spice and 
variety you can always trade jobs. When you 

r got this kind of a message on the telephone you 
might find yourself, sometimes twenty min-
utes later, sitting on the edge of the bed with a 
sock d~gling from one hand, staring at your 
own dim reflection in the mirror on the closet 
door. Condemned, with no hope left, you 
would curse everyone in America who ate 
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oleomargarine, and then get dressed. 
But after the dispatch everything improves. 

You may have as much as an hour before you 
tum-to and go to work, so you gravitate to one 
of the coffee joints or restaurants near your 
pier. There, over steaming coffee, you can 
read the morning paper, doze, or exchange 
lies about your remarkable physical, mental, 
or sexual prowess with whoever will listen. As 
eight o'clock approaches, you ali begin drifting 
toward the pier-head. 

All ships are different. Even those vessels 
that were built using the same set of blue-
prints start getting changed from the minute 
they come out of the shipyard. Flanges get 
ripped off here and welded on there. Ladders 
get moved from the center to the end of the 
hatch because of cargo requirements. Modifi-
cations of all sorts take place, but each ship also 
has a different feel. It is like two ten-year-old 
cars of the same make and model. Jump into 
one and go for a drive, and then try out the 
other one. The first car may pull to the left and 
have no side-view mirror, while the second 
will have a clutch that grabs and a trunk rattle. 
Also, they are probably painted different 
colors. 

Crews are different, too, of course, and vary 
just about as much as do the maritime nations 
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of the world. But any country can turn out 
good seamen, and on occasion bad ones, too. I 
and many other longshoremen used to have 
mixed feelings about working Philippine ships. 
The cargo was invariably good, meaning easy 
to work, and the jobs usually lasted several 
days, which we liked, but the decks and 
passageways were always jammed with old 
stoves and refrigerators, making it difficult to 
move around. Furthermore, the entire ship, 
from one end to the other, wherever there 
were no stoves or refrigerators, was taken up 
with barking, yapping, tied-up dogs. The old 
stoves and refrigerators were explained by the 
fact that, up until a few years ago, anyway, 
Philippine crews were paid very low wages. 
When we came aboard they would sell us 
~s of scotch and cognac for five dollars that 

----they had purchased in a free port somewhere 
for two. Here in the States they would invest 
their profits from liquor in used kitchen appli-
ances and double their money again when they 
got back home in the Philippines. The master 
of the vessel let them -do it as compensation for 
their low pay. The dogs were there, of course, 
because they ate them. 

Starting at eight o'clock in the morning on 
the first day of work on Philippine ships, we 
longshoremen would fill up the holds of the 
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vessel and the crew would fill up the deck. All 
day long little brown men would be carrying 
huge refrigerators up a narrow gang -plank. Or 
dragging some dog, usually resisting and 
snarling, down the pier toward the ship. By 
sailing day the passageways were so crammed 
with used appliances that you had to turn 
sideways to squeeze by, and every time you 
turned around you stepped in dog shit. We 
never knew whether to laugh or swear. The 
official response by Walking Bosses and 
Stevedore Company executives to this deck 
cargo was non-existent. There was none. It was 
ignored. The only time I ever saw the bosses 
take notice was once when some unknown 
longshoreman took a knife and cut all the 
leashes. The Superintendent was pushed out 
of shape because twenty minutes was lost from 
work; the ship was in turmoil while the crew 
scampered about recapturing their darting, 
snarling livestock. Although all that dog 
manure probably constituted a safety violation 
- a hatch-tender occasionally took a nasty fall 
when he stepped in it and his feet sailed out 
from under him - no longshoreman I ever 
heard of complained to the Union in an 
attempt to curb the dogs. Most longshoremen 
have a live-and-let .. live attitude, and a working 
class reluctance to intrude into the area where 

" - " 
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another man makes his living. I once, in a 
joking way, tried to bring up the subject with 
the Union Business Agent, a sour, grim-
seeming person until I got to know him better, 
who had the thankless job of making the 
Companies live up to the contract. I en-
countered the man at the foot of the gangplank 
as I was leaving the ship. It just so happened 
that--at that very moment one of the crew was 
approaching with two well-groomed poodles 
- obviously the man had been foraging up on 
Nob Hill. 

"Say, about these dogs?" I said to the 
Business Agent. 

"Yes?" the Business Agent replied, eyeing 
me quizzically. "I guess you know what they 
do with those dogs, don't you, son? They eat 
th 

,, 
em. 
"Yes, I've heard that," I said. "It's really 

true, then?" 
"Y . , ,, es, 1t s true. 
"Well, that's the nature of my complaint," I 

threw at him. 
"Oh?" he said. "You have a complaint?" 
"Yes. If they eat them, then those dogs are 

ship's stores. Am I right?" 
"Yes, I guess you could say that," he ac-

knowledged. "I guess you could say those dogs 
are ship's stores. Although I understand they 
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take most of them back to the Islands and that 
they are consumed there." 

"Okay," I continued, "wherever they eat 
them, the dogs are cargo, right?" 

"Yes. Yes, you might say the dogs are ,, 
cargo. 

"Okay. The dogs are cargo. But we long-
shoremen aren't loading those dogs. The 
Filipinos are. Now, why are you, our Business 
Agent, letting the crewmen get away with 
doing our work?'' 

He stared at me for a moment, expression-
less, and then, without taking his eyes from 
me, reached out and stopped the crew 
member, who had just arrived at the foot of 
the gangplank. The two poodles were trying to 
go in all directions. One, between escape at-
tempts, would dart back and sink his teeth in 
the crewman's pants-leg, savagely shaking his 
head from side to side trying to jerk something 
loose. nte other dog appeared to be trying to 
jump into the bay. Taking the leashes from the 
startled crewman, the Business Agent placed 
them firmly in my hand. 

"Okay, Son," he said. "You' re a longshore-
man. You take these dogs up this gangplank." 

Ten years ago this was my work. Quite often 
it was very hard work. But you set your own 
pace and, since in those days all longshoremen 
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worked together in gangs, you had someone to 
talk with while you heaved the cargo around. 
In between loads, while waiting for the hook, 
you might even have a can of beer, if they 
were loading it somewhere on the ship. In 
those days the holdmen and gang dockmen 
numbered 14 and there would be five to eight 
gangs to a ship. If you counted Gang Bosses, 
winch-drivers, car-men, and clerks, there 
would be close to 150 men working a pier. An 
average gang would tum out 120 to 150 ton a 
shift. The Stevedore Companies always liked 
the higher figure, but they were careful not to 
push you too hard because if they did they 
might end up with the lower. Gang Bosses 
rarely got on the men for more production, 
unless they were bucking for promotion to 
Walking Boss, the next higher step in the 
order. Ten years ago if a Gang Boss spent a lot 
of time down in the hold of the ship it was 
usually because that was where the action was 
and he preferred being there to standing 
around up on deck. If a Walking Boss came 
down the ladder and got on your back once too 
often, you could always tell him to go to hell, 
collect your gloves and your hook, and go back 
to the Hiring Hall for another job. 

Starting with my first day on the waterfront I 
used to look forward to going to work (if I . 
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take most of them back to the Islands and that 
they are consumed there." 

"Okay," I continued, "wherever they eat 
them, the dogs are cargo, right?" 

"Yes. Yes, you might say the dogs are 
,, 

cargo. 
"Okay. The dogs are cargo. But we long-

shoremen aren't loading those dogs. The 
Filipinos are. Now, why are you, our Business 
Agent, letting the crewmen get away with 
doing our work?" 

He stared at me for a moment, expression-
less, and then, without taking his eyes from 
me, reached out and stopped the crew 
member, who had just arrived at the foot of 
the gangplank. The two poodles were trying to 
go in all directions. One, between escape at-
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man. You take these dogs up this gangplank. " 
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pace and, since in those days all longshoremen 
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worked together in gangs, you had someone to 
talk with while you heaved the cargo around. 
In between loads, while waiting for the hook, 
you might even have a can of beer, if they 
were loading it somewhere on the ship. In 
those days the holdmen and gang dockmen 
numbered 14 and there would be five to eight 
gangs to a ship. If you counted Gang Bosses, 
winch-drivers, car-men, and clerks, there 
would be close to 150 men working a pier. An 
average gang would turn out 120 to 150 ton a 
shift. The Stevedore Companies always liked 
the higher figure, but they were careful not to 
push you too hard because if they did they 
might end up with the lower. Gang Bosses 
rarely got on the men for more production, 
unless they were bucking for promotion to 
Walking Boss, the next higher step in the 
order. Ten years ago if a Gang Boss spent a lot 
of time down in the hold of the ship it was 
usually because that was where the action was 
and he preferred being there to standing 
around up on deck. If a Walking Boss came 
down the ladder and got on your back once too 
often, you could always tell him to go to hell, 
collect your gloves and your hook, and go back 
to the Hiring Hall for another job. 

Starting with my first day on the waterfront I 
used to look forward to going to work (if I 
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didn't have a hangover). Most of the men I 
worked with did, too. Although most of them 
were reluctant to admit it, and would do so 
only in private. Not even coffee, bananas, 
or hides were i ·; that bad if you caught a good 
gang. 

Last night I worked a container ship, loading 
vans in the Port of Oakland. 1nere are no holds 
or hatches on a container ship; they are called 
"cells," and nobody goes down in them, just 
forty-foot container-vans. The Portainer crane 
picks up the container, usually weighing about 
twenty tons, off the bed of a truck on the dock, 
swoops it way up over the side of the ship, and 
drops it down into a slot. The crane driver 
lowers the container all the way down the slot 
to the bottom of the ship, releases the van by 
pushing a button, and comes back out. He puts 
six vans, one on top of the other, in each slot 
before he reaches deck level. There are ten 
slots, reaching from rail to rail across the 
vessel, in each cell of the ship. 1ne ship I 
worked last on last night had fourteen cells. 
After all the slots in one cell are full the crane-
?river lowers a huge, one-piece ste~l cellcover 
1~ place and then starts loading containers four 
high on deck. Due to the contours of the ship, 
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however, not all cells can hold the same 
amount of vans. This ship could carry a few 
over 800 containers. It is a medium-sized 
container ship. 

When a crane-driver drops his first van into 
a slot, his work is only half done. Before going 
back out on the dock he moves over to the 
adjoining slot and picks up a van on incoming 
cargo. He deposits that container back out on 
the now empty bed of the truck from which he 
took the previous container, which he loaded 
aboard ship. What you have on the dock are 
two parallel lines of moving flat-bed trucks. A 
truck moves up, the crane takes a van in, and 
brings a van out. The truck moves out and 
then another one moves up to take its place. 
In and out. In and out. Beautiful, if that sort of 
thing turns you on. 

The only lashing (tying-down of vans) on a 
container ship is done above deck. Those vans 
below deck are held secure enough in their 
slots so that no damage is done to them during 
the voyage. Above deck, however, the vans, 
exposed to the weather and stacked, unsup-
ported, one on top of the other four high, have 
to be securely lashed down. This is done with 
three-quarter-inch wire cable and large, heavy 
tum-buckles. The lashers, two men on top of 
the vans and anywhere from four to eight on 
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deck below, attach the wires to all four comers 
of the top vans. Then they hook the turn-
buckle into the deck and start tightening 
down. There can be no slack. When you are 
through with the turn-buckle and you whack 
the wire, it has to sing. 

Sometimes you get breaks during lashing, 
but usually you do not. When the crane is 
loading vans below deck, the lashers have to 
get the wire and turn-buckles ready for use. 
When the first deckload of vans is in place 
across the width of the ship, you begin lashing 
while the crane moves on to the next cell. The 
two top men lower a light manila line with a 
small steel hook attached to the end of it. If 
you are working below, you hook-on a cable 
and stand back out of the way while the 
top-men pull it up. After the wire is in place 
above, you rig a turn-buckle into a pad-eye 
fastened to the deck, slip the knot at the end 
of the cable into the tum-buckle, and begin 
cranking away. It is hard work. The turnbuckle 
w~ighs 85 pounds; you have to hold it in place 
With one hand while you rig the cable with the 
other. In between the rows of vans it is 
cramped, and also slippery from the grease 
that_ unavoidably falls to the deck from the 
equipment. There is only about a three-foot 
passageway between the rows of vans, and the 
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more lashings you put up means the more 
lashings that are in your way. Moving about 
while you work means picking your way over 
rigid turn-buckles or squeezing through the 
thin triangles that the wire makes with the 
ends of the vans. Hard hats are mandatory. If a 
lashing falls, pray that it hits your hat, and that 
you do not get caught on the side of the head 
with the knob at the end of the cable. When 
the knob falls, it snaps, like at the end of a 
whip. 

That is the work of lashing vans on the deck 
of a container ship. When you finish one row of 
vans, there is usually another row waiting for 
you to begin again. It takes a really fast crew of 
lashers to get ahead of a crane. There are still 
freighters around, and a lot of combination 
ships that load containers on deck and general 
break-bulk cargo below, but these ships are 
gradually being eliminated. Container ships 
are also getting larger. Just as the first 
container ships eliminated a dozen freighters 
because of the quickness of turn-around time 
due to the speed of loading and discharging 
cargo, so does a big container ship eliminate 
two smaller ones. Ships carrying eleven 
hundred vans are now coming into port, and 
on the drawing boards are plans for vessels that 
will carry 1800. If the natural progression 
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toward bigness continues, the combined mari-
time fleets of the world will eventually total 
about six ships. One for each ocean. 

Other than those eight or ten lashers, and 
the truck drivers and the crane operator, there 
are only two other longshoremen working the 
ship. These are the dock men. They position 
themselves on either side of the traffic lane 
beneath the crane. When the truck pulls 
between them, they release clamps on the bed 
of the rig, freeing the van so that the crane can 
lift it away. When the crane comes back out 
and sets down the van being discharged, they 
clamp it back down so the driver does not lose 
his load when he drives off. · Lashing down 
vans aboard ship is considered a bad job by 
most longshoremen, but it is infinitely prefer-
able to working on the dock. Alternating back 
and forth between two rows of moving trucks, 
the dock men have their hands full as they 
move down either side of the container, 
releasing latches. Occasionally when they 
meet at the tailgate of the truck they might say 
hello, but as sootl as the last latch is released 
they have to move over to the next traffic lane 
and quickly begin all over again while the 
crane snatches the first van up and swings it 
away. Nobody likes to have twenty tons sailing 
over their heads, so at the beginning of a shift 
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you usually get the hell out of the way between 
loads, retreating to one end or the other of the 
crane. No one can move that fast , that often, 
all night long; so sooner or later you just give 
up, remaining where you are and taking your 
chances. Hard hats are required on the dock, 
too. For protection in case a van falls, I 
suppose. . 

Some companies use straddle-trucks instead 
of tractor-trailers to bring their vans under the 
hook. Although straddle-trucks move slower, 
they are more dangerous because the driver, 
perched on top of his rig high above the van, 
cannot always see what is below him. For this 
reason straddle-trucks are equipped with a 
warning device, a little bell that goes beep, 
beep, beep, to let you know that they are 
coming, or going. The only trouble with this is 
that the crane has the same warning device, 
and if the crane driver moves to make a small 
lateral correction, he goes beep, beep, beep, 
too. Then you have beep-beeps coming, 
beep-beeps going, and beep-beeps over your 
head. The trick is to not let yourself get 
hypnotized by all the beeps, but to tune-in so 
that you do not get run over, or crushed and 
end up the meat in a container sandwich. 
Except that now and then someone revs-up his 
motor with a roar, and then you cannot hear 
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anything. 
Occasionally through the work shift one does 

get a respite. Every now and then, for some 
inexplicable reason, a truck will pull out and 
no other pulls in to take its place. The 
aluminum wall of the van gliding past your 
nose is suddenly no longer there and you and 
your partner, separated by the width of a 
truck, find yourselves alone in the quiet, 
standing there staring at each other. When this 
happens it is always debatable whether or not 
to walk over and speak. If a truck comes in 
while you are together, one of you will have to 
run all the way around the forty-foot van to get 
back to his work You walk over anyway. He 
asks you what time it is. 

"Nine-thirty," you tell him. 
"Good. Here comes the coffee wagon." 
If you are working nights you get a fifteen 

minute break mid-way through the evening, 
an hour for your meal period, usually at eleven 
o'clock, and fifteen minutes again along toward 
morning. 1ne coffee truck is usually there 
early in the evening. Sometimes it comes at 
eleven or midnight. But you never see it again 
after that. And for good reason. Why should 
anyone get up at two o'clock in the morning to 
sell ten or fifteen men a cup of coffee? There 
is no profit in that. Coffee trucks are usually 
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driven and serviced by women, usually mid-
dle-aged and usually obese. Not much there . 
After you get your coffee you can stand around 
and talk to each other or go inside and try to 
find a seat in a small, very old and no longer 
used equipment shack that the Stevedore 
Company dragged-up for the men. If the shack 
seems an affront, it can be explained when you 
understand that it is only the $18 million ship 
and the $4 million crane that can be purchased 
at public expense. Once inside the shack, most 
of the men immediately full into that half-
trance, half-sleep state that workingmen in 
later years seem to have acquired the ability to 
slip into when they have a minute or two of 
free time on the job. A few men talk, usually 
about their cars, and there is still that 
inevitable foursome that will try to play a hand 
or two of cards. 

During the meal break it is the shack again 
for the men who pack their own lunch, or a 
cold sandwich, if the coffee truck is there. 
Most men jump into their cars and take off for 
a restaurant. On nights, the nearest place to 
eat is four miles away. ff you work days, the 
nearest caf e is three miles away. Ten years ago 
in both Frisco and Oakland there was a small 
workingman's restaurant at the head of just 
about every pier. Although the Port of 

27 



Oakland is now pushing N 
Rotterdam as the largest contai::r Yor~ and 
world, the incredible fact is th t dport 1n the 

d a , ue to th 
automate nature of the work th e . h ' ere are n t enoug men employed in the several . 0 

. th . container 
operations ere to support one eati 1 

0 th ng pace. 
. n e West Coast, longshoremen have an 

eight-hour guarantee. This means that when 
we tum-to, if the ship gets its cargo loaded in 
five or six hours and then sails, we get paid for 
a full shift, even if we go home early. When we 
showed up on the job last night the first thing 
we heard was that we were going to get done 
early. The Walking Boss crune up to our little 
group standing by the shack and told us this in 
the manner of someone relating very good 
news. After he left, two of the other longshore-
men turned to me. 

"'What do you think?" they asked. 
"Bullshit," I said. 
"They say they only have a hundred and 

eighty-six moves to go," one of them insisted. 
"They say we can be out of here by two 

' 1 k " OC OC . 
"Bullshit. You know they' re just trying t~, 

jack you up. Get you to work faster · 
One thing that has not changed over the 

years on the San Francisco waterfront is that if 
you do not want to work you do not have to 
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work. I can still tell a Walking Boss to go to 
hell, and nothing much will happen. I can call 
the night Business Agent for a replacement, 
and that is the end of it. Except that I'll lose a 
night's pay. On the way back to the ship from 
the meal break last night all four of us in the 
car expressed a desire to call it quits. But none 
of us did. The undeniable fact of automation is 
that there are fewer jobs, which in tum means 
that there is more competition for the jobs that 
remain. On nights, we are all ~orking an 
average of about three shifts a week. Neither I 
nor any of the other men lashing containers 
last night could afford to lose the work. Never-
the less, when we returned from the meal 
break last night, I and the man working with 
me on the dock chose to slow-down the 
operation. Very soon the crane was waiting on 
us, the carriage hanging over our heads as we 
slowly walked down the side of the container, 
flipping latches. Soon after that the Walking 
Boss was beside me, standing on first one leg, 
and then the other. 

"Hey! For Christ's sake, hurry up!" he 
shouted in my ear. 

"What did you say?" I demanded, turning on 
him. He knows the rules as well as I. The 
night, like every other night, had started off 
fast. Then it had accelerated. The trucks were 
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tearing-ass up and down the pier faster than 
ever. The crane was going beep-beep, and 
twenty tons of shit was zooming-off over our 
heads. 

"What did you s2.y ?" I demanded again. 
He immediately became defensive. '1esus 

Christ,,, he almost pleaded, "le{ s hurry up. 
Lef s hurry up so we can get the hell out of 
he 

,,, 
re. 

30 



Reg Theriault was born in Seattle, Washing-
ton, in 1924 and grew up mostly in California. 
His people were fruit tramps, packinghouse 
workers, and he went to a succession of several 
dozen schools, one after another, wherever the 
family followed the crops. Since 1959 he has 
been a longshoreman on the San Francisco 
waterfront 

Longshoring on the San Francisco Water-
front is part of a chapter of a book on work and 
working that he hopes to complete in the near 
future. 
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Reg Theriault tells a story of what it 
means to be a member of an occupation 
which undergoes an automation and 
mechanization revolution. It is a chron-
icle spanning the period from the 1950' s 
to the 1970' s. Readers from other occu-
pations will find parallels in their own 
experience. 
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