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PRAISE FOR WORKING IN THE SHADOWS

“The lettuce and poultry work has a gonzo edge to it—the sort of undertaking Gabriel’s namesake, Hunter S. Thompson, might have ventured into in his younger days or hallucinated in his later period. It’s an underbelly excursion that invites comparisons with Barbara Ehrenreich, with Joe Bageant, author of the 2007 book Deer Hunting with Jesus, or with early 20th-century muckrakers such as Upton Sinclair.”

—American Prospect


 



“[A] compelling case for reform.”—Bloomberg News


 



“[Working in the Shadows] is packed with interesting information—Guatemalans are the new Mexicans in the immigrant pecking order; many workers in North Carolina who pick tobacco suffer from green tobacco sickness, an illness contracted as nicotine enters the skin—and [Thompson] can be funny. Sharp, too, and determined.”

—Chicago Sun-Times


 



“Thompson doesn’t preach; he presents the facts and explains clearly what doing these menial jobs entails. His precise descriptions of the work, the machines, and the body movements the workers make to complete the task are masterly. Not only does [Thompson] make the reader understand but also tacitly ‘feel’ what the workers experience as they perform the work. . . . It is not often that you can enjoy a well-written book and, at the same time, learn about the reality of the job market and our dependency on immigrant labor.”

—San Antonio Express-News


 



“[Working in the Shadows] reads like a journal or an intelligent, empathetic conversation, and effortlessly weaves together various themes and accomplishes multiple goals.”—In These Times


 



“In the course of picking lettuce in the fields of Yuma, Arizona, and hauling chicken parts around a processing facility in Russellville, Alabama (among other occupations), Thompson explores this segment of American labor like a latter-day E. P. Thompson, relating their lives and working conditions with a minimum of editorial intrusion.”

—Powells.com


 




“[Working in the Shadows] strikes a loud beat for the nobility of work, whether it is done by an American citizen or someone else. One cannot read this work without considering the countless people working hard to support themselves by seeing that we have iceberg wedges and chicken nuggets at home.” —Biloxi Sun Herald


 



“Working in the Shadows makes clear that it’s far easier to debate immigration and social welfare over a dinner of chicken salad than it is to consider the lives of the individuals who made that dinner possible.”

—Conference Board Review


 



“[A] fine work of immersion journalism. . . . As the debate over how to solve our immigration problem ramps up perhaps this year or the next, look for Working in the Shadows to be cited by political types on both sides as proof positive that the United States needs comprehensive immigration reform.”—Roll Call


 



“This is great immersion journalism that debunks myths about immigrants taking American jobs and living off American largesse.”

—Booklist


 



“Thompson excels at putting a human face on individuals and situations alternately ignored and vilified.”—Publishers Weekly


 



“This is a big-hearted American book, audacious and bold. Gabriel Thompson goes the distance, and should help silence the nativist nabobs and peddlers of racial propaganda who clog the immigration discourse today. In the spirit of Upton Sinclair, it’s an ode to the working human—whether that worker comes from Iowa or Michoacan.”

—Luis Alberto Urrea, author of The Devil’s Highway


 



“In the shadows of the US economy—places where underpaid, often undocumented workers toil in hellish conditions—Gabriel Thompson does more than just observe and document. Showing deep solidarity as well as a commitment to exposing the injustices endured by low-paid laborers in America, Thompson spent a year working alongside this largely immigrant and rural workforce—cutting lettuce, dumping tubs of chicken parts, and huffing through the streets of Manhattan to deliver food. In writing this remarkable book, Thompson brings attention to the resilience of the workers who are the backbone of this country’s economy, appreciates the great contributions of undocumented workers to making our lives better by holding up the economy and the backlash they so often face. For anyone who has fought for dignity in the workplace, Working in the Shadows is a triumph—and a call to arms.”

—Dolores Huerta, co-founder of the United Farm Workers
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ALSO BY GABRIEL THOMPSON


There’s No José Here 
Calling All Radicals







For Daniella, who was with me every step of the way






AUTHOR’S NOTE

For privacy reasons, the names of workers and supervisors have been changed, and in the case of one worker I altered identifying characteristics. To deal with the challenge of reporting while undercover, I took detailed notes upon arriving home after each shift. During shifts, I used the breaks to disappear whenever possible to jot down scenes or bits of dialogue in a small notebook. I should clarify: Those were the good days. Often, the notebook remained stuffed in my pocket throughout the entire shift. On those days, during breaks, I rested.






INTRODUCTION

I wake up staring into the bluest blue I’ve ever seen. I must have fallen into a deep sleep during the short break because I need several seconds to realize that I’m looking at the sky, that the pillow beneath my head is a large clump of dirt, and that Manuel is standing over me and smiling. I pull myself to a sitting position. To my left, in the distance, a Border Patrol helicopter is hovering. To my right is Mexico, separated by only a few fields of lettuce.

“Buenos días.”

“How much time left?”

Manuel checks his watch. “Four minutes.”

I stand up gingerly. It’s only my third day in the fields, but already my thirty-year-old body is failing me. I feel like someone has dropped a log on my back. And then piled that log onto a truck with many other logs, and driven that truck over my thighs. I reach down and grab two 32-ounce bottles of Gatorade, both empty. This is nothing new: Yesterday I finished four bottles. A few people on the crew have already suggested that I see a doctor about my sweating problem.

“Let’s go,” I say to Manuel, trying to sound energetic. I fall in line behind him, stumbling across rows of lettuce and thinking about the five-day rule. The five-day rule, according to Manuel, is simple: Survive the first five days and you’ll be fine. He’s been a farmworker for almost two decades, so he should know. I’m on day three of five—the goal is within sight. Of course, another way to look at my situation is that I’m on day three of what I promised myself would be a two-month job. Or that this is only the first in a series of jobs that I hope to survive over the course of the year. But that kind of thinking doesn’t benefit anyone. Day three of five.

“I’ve been thinking,” Manuel calls over his shoulder. “When you showed up, I could tell right away that you had money.” On the first day I was wearing jeans and a hooded sweatshirt I’ve had since high school, but I know what he means. I’m white, the only white person on the crew and the only white person in the fields. “So I thought maybe you were a supervisor. But you don’t know what you’re doing with the lettuce.” He laughs. “Candelario thinks you’re with immigration.” He makes a dismissive gesture with his right hand and turns around, waiting for me to catch up. “But why would you be working in the fields and not stopping people at the border?”

We’ve nearly reached the lettuce machine, where two dozen crewmembers are putting on gloves and sharpening knives. A radio is blasting a Spanish love song and a few men and women are laughing at something; it sounds like a party.

We’re late, but Manuel remains stopped in his tracks. “You’re an American. But you’re not a supervisor and you’re not with immigration. So what are you doing?”

I shrug my shoulders. “I don’t know, I just—”

“Manuel! Gabriel! Let’s go!” The foreman is impatient and the question is quickly forgotten. “¡Vámonos!” We hustle our butts to  the machine, grab our knives from a box of chlorinated water, and set up in neighboring rows, just as the machine starts moving slowly down another endless field.

 




“WHAT ARE YOU doing here?” Over the course of the year I would hear Manuel’s question dozens of times. I’d ask it myself when things weren’t going well—which was often. But because I was undercover, I couldn’t explain that I was writing a book. Instead I made up a variety of responses: I was traveling and needed money to continue my journey; I enjoyed learning new skills; or, later in the year, with the economy collapsing, I needed whatever work I could find. At other times, in the middle of a shift so draining that I didn’t have the energy to make something up, I would simply say, “I don’t know.” At those moments the answer felt honest enough.

I do know what gave me the idea for this book. In the fall of 2007 the New Υork Times published an article entitled “Crackdown Upends Slaughterhouse’s Workforce.” Written by labor correspondent Steven Greenhouse, the piece documented the difficulty that Smithfield Foods was having in securing a stable workforce at its massive hog slaughterhouse in North Carolina after a series of raids by immigration agents. Although the crackdown resulted in the arrest of only twenty-one undocumented immigrants, more than 1,100 Latino workers subsequently quit, leaving the 5,200-employee plant severely short staffed. Some of the workers were no doubt working without proper papers, while others simply wanted to avoid a situation in which government agents could come barging into their trailers in the middle of the night.

In response to the exodus of immigrants, Smithfield stepped up efforts to recruit U.S. citizens. Based on wages alone, this shouldn’t have been overly difficult: Most of the local jobs paid  minimum wage and positions at the plant averaged $12 an hour. Still, as Greenhouse reported, “The turnover rate for new workers—many find the work grueling and the smell awful—is twice what it was when Hispanics dominated the workforce . . . At the end of the shifts, many workers complain that their muscles are sore and their minds are numb.”1


As a teenager, I relished George Orwell’s accounts of going into dangerous coal mines in The Road to Wigan Pier and washing dishes in Down and Out in Paris and London, and was likewise moved by Barbara Ehrenreich’s adventures scrubbing floors and waiting tables in Nickel and Dimed. I’ve always been drawn to chronicles of immersion journalism; they have a unique ability to explore fascinating and sometimes brutal worlds that are usually kept out of sight. I thought it would be exciting to try this type of reporting myself, and immediately upon finishing the Times article, a project formed in my head. I would enter the low-wage immigrant workforce for a year and write about it.

In many ways, this project was a natural outgrowth of my previous work. I had reported on immigrants for the past three years—mostly Latino because I speak Spanish—and I have always been interested in documenting what life looks like through the eyes of my subjects, transforming them from statistics to real people. The notion of going undercover to work alongside immigrants in the factories and fields—assuming I could actually get hired—held an immense appeal. In 2008, the Pew Hispanic Center estimated that there were 8.3 million undocumented workers in the United States, making up 5.4 percent of the workforce. The role that these low-wage workers play in our economy is, of course, a matter of much debate. But whether one believes they are a threat or a boon to the economy, the fact remains that very few of us nonimmigrants know what it’s like to do the jobs they do. I wanted to find out.

 




I ULTIMATELY DECIDED to seek employment in three industries that depend heavily on Latino immigrants: agriculture, poultry processing, and back-of-the-house restaurant work (this refers to the people who work in the kitchen and do not interact with customers). While I could just as easily have elected to slaughter cows, work in construction, do landscaping, or clean offices, I chose farmwork, chicken factories, and restaurants mostly out of sheer curiosity; they were industries I wanted to know more about. (I’ve been a vegetarian since grade school, so my curiosity was tinged with apprehension when it came to poultry.) Having decided on the three jobs, it quickly became clear that my year of work would also be a year of travel. The poultry industry is concentrated in the American South, and there are few fields in need of harvesting near my apartment in Brooklyn. I planned to go west for farmwork, south in search of a chicken plant, and return home to New York to find a restaurant job. Heading to the southern states where the Latino population is growing fastest would also grant me the opportunity to report on how the region is adapting to its newest arrivals.

The neat little itinerary that I drew up in my apartment left a critical question unanswered: How in God’s name would I get hired? It seemed likely that I would face skeptical looks from hiring managers, perhaps even be laughed out of an office or two. I figured that the increase in immigration enforcement might make it easier to find work—and that the sorts of jobs I was looking for would have openings due to high turnover. But ultimately, from the moment I left Brooklyn, I was operating on little more than blind faith.

 




I SET SEVERAL parameters for the year. When discussing my project, I learned that a fair number of Americans had some experience with farmwork. Many were similar to my father’s time  spent hoeing beet fields in the Red River Valley of North Dakota. As a youth he had planned to spend a summer in the fields; after just a few days—perhaps a week—he had had enough. So I set myself a goal: No matter how unpleasant, I would stay with each job for two months.

The second guideline was that while I was away from New York, I would live among the immigrants that I worked alongside. This would be the most cost-effective arrangement and would allow me to get to know my coworkers better.

 




STRICTLY SPEAKING, THERE is no such a thing as an “immigrant” job. There are many industries that rely heavily on Latino immigrants, but many of these also employ at least a handful of U.S.-born citizens (though not in the lettuce fields, as I discovered). Often, when workplaces offer a variety of jobs—restaurants are a good example—immigrants tend to be assigned the most strenuous, dangerous, and worst-paid positions (e.g., washing dishes and delivering food). So a book about the world of immigrant work is also one about the very poor Americans who labor with them. As I would discover, these Americans had much in common with undocumented immigrants—for one thing, they are ignored equally in the stump speeches of politicians—and despite the lack of a shared language, the drudgery of the workplace can contribute to a sense of solidarity.

 




SOME FINAL WORDS on what this book is and is not. It is not my attempt to get by on the wages an immigrant earns or to “walk in their shoes.” Wages figure into this story, but unlike Ehrenreich in Nickel and Dimed, it is not an experiment to see if I can survive financially. My challenge is to keep showing up for the next shift.

Nor will I be walking in anyone’s shoes but my own. In Alabama, for instance, I worked the graveyard shift at a poultry plant, often next to a man named Jesús. Many nights we spent eight hours doing identical work, tearing thousands of frigid chicken breasts in half and tossing them onto a conveyor belt. Although we both suffered frozen hands, our identities did not blend together. I was still a middle-class American citizen who spoke English and graduated from college. Jesús had fled a civil war in Guatemala at the age of fifteen and spent the majority of his life picking tomatoes in Florida and processing chickens in Alabama. I eventually left the plant behind and fill my days with reading and writing; tonight, Jesús will probably spend another eight hours tearing up chicken parts. This book was an exhausting learning experience for me; for my coworkers, it is life.

The learning began in early 2008, when I traveled to my first stop, the state of Arizona. I packed several empty notebooks, a laptop, a bottle of painkillers, and a collection of books about immigrants and labor. By the time I left, I’d read them all, but my real education was just about to begin.
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Part One

SALAD DAYS

January–March, Υuma, Arizona

 



 



 



GETTING THE JOB

Wedged into the corner of southwestern Arizona, the city of Yuma sits at a crossroads. Mexico is twenty miles to the south, California a stone’s throw to the west, the cities of Phoenix and Tucson about a three-hour drive to the east. Yuma is a place to eat and perhaps spend an evening en route to somewhere more interesting, or at least less oppressively hot. One of the sunniest places on earth, the city receives less than four inches of rainfall a year and temperatures in July frequently exceed 107 degrees. A soldier back from Iraq—Yuma is home to a Marine Corps air base—observed that it wasn’t so hard to adjust to the Arabian Desert after surviving a Yuma summer.

I relocate to Yuma on a balmy January day during the first week of 2008. Each winter Yuma’s warmth attracts 90,000 retirees from Canada and the northern states, doubling the city’s population and filling the local malls, restaurants, and movie theaters. Nearing  Yuma I pass a number of RV campgrounds—really just expansive slabs of black asphalt with water and electricity hookups—packed with some of the largest land vehicles I’ve ever seen. I pull over and take photos of what seems a distinctly American scene: the desert wilderness paved over, with folks sitting on lawn chairs under the shade created by their gas guzzlers, angled so that they can watch the cars zoom past on the highway.

By the time I enter the city limits, green fields of lettuce stretch from either side of the highway to the horizon, irrigated with water from the nearby Colorado River. Buses are parked among the fields, and I can see groups of farmworkers in the distance to my right. A California native, I’ve seen this scene many times while driving up and down the West Coast, a glimpse of a workforce that seems to belong to another universe entirely. This time I pull over to the shoulder and park. It’s hard to see much detail—the workers are too far away—but I watch the figures for a few minutes, letting the idea sink in that in a few days, with some luck, I’ll join them.

 




WHY BEGIN IN Yuma? It’s mostly a question of timing: While doing research I learned that Yuma has been the “winter lettuce capital” of America since the early 1980s, when companies moved to the area from California’s Imperial Valley. Today, there are about one hundred growers—individual contractors who are responsible for the crop until two weeks before harvest, overseeing aspects like irrigation and pest and weed management. These growers can be in charge of anywhere from 500 to 5,000 acres, and sign contracts with companies like Dole, Fresh Express, and Tamimura & Antle, who supply the laborers to harvest and pack the crop. At the height of the winter growing season, Yuma farmworkers are harvesting an astounding 12 million heads of lettuce a day.

Along with a ready supply of water from the Colorado River, Yuma’s climate is a key reason the winter lettuce industry is centered in the area. When the weather turns cold in Salinas, California— the heart of the nation’s lettuce industry from the spring to the fall—temperatures in Yuma are still in the seventies and eighties. Each winter, Yuma produces virtually all of the iceberg lettuce and 90 percent of the leafy green vegetables consumed in the United States and Canada. Yuma lettuce is slapped between the buns of Big Macs, topped with anchovies in Caesar salads at posh Italian restaurants, and packed into ready-mixed bags that line grocery aisles from Monterey to Montreal. Still, the area’s contribution goes unrecognized: it’s a billion-dollar-a-year industry that most people outside of Arizona don’t even know exists. “Companies think that customers associate quality lettuce with Salinas and California, so that is what you’ll see on the labels,” explains Kurt Nolte, an agriculture specialist at the University of Arizona Cooperative Extension in Yuma.

The second reason I chose Yuma is that the industry needs people like me. I’ve come across several articles documenting a shortage of farmworkers. They cite an aging workforce (the median age of Yuma farmworkers is forty-five); immigration crackdowns; and long delays at the border implemented after 9/11, all of which discourage many workers who have green cards and live in Mexico from commuting to the fields. American-born workers can help fill the shortage, and wages have been rising somewhat in response to the demand for laborers. But Doug Mellon, a grower interviewed by the Arizona Republic, scoffed at the notion that U.S. citizens would ever flock to the fields. “I don’t care if you paid $40 [an hour], they’d do it about three hours and say, ‘That’s not for me.’”1


Senator John McCain, speaking to a group of union members in Washington, D.C., made the same controversial point. “I’ll offer anybody here $50 an hour if you’ll go pick lettuce in Yuma this season, and pick for the whole season,” he said. Amid jeers, he didn’t back down, telling the audience, “You can’t do it, my friends.” Although I don’t plan on staying the entire season, if I manage to land a job I certainly hope I last longer than three hours.

 




AFTER MILES OF lettuce fields, the terrain turns more generic: Like any number of fast-growing cities, Yuma seems well on its way to becoming one long commercial strip. I pass several huge shopping centers and a Burger King, whose sign makes the odd boast that it has the largest indoor play area in the state. Checking into a nondescript motel, I tell the manager that I’m looking for work in the fields. She pulls out a photocopied map of the town and marks an intersection. “Mostly Mexicans in the fields, you know. But here’s the Dole building—maybe you should go there. Sometimes people from Dole stay here, seem nice enough to me.”

For weeks I’ve been digesting everything I could find on farmworkers, from documentaries and novels to investigative exposés and government reports, but I haven’t given much thought to the particular company I want to work for. Dole sounds like as good a place to start as any: It’s large and well known. I unload some of my possessions and head over.

Dole Fresh Vegetables, part of the company that is the largest producer of fresh fruits and vegetables in the world, is located several miles from the motel, across the street from the Marine Corps air station and down the block from a windowless Adult XXX superstore, both of which are surrounded by fences topped with concertina wire. It’s an ugly area, but the narrow road leading into Dole’s headquarters is grassy and lined with palm trees, like the entrance to a small college. A large sign sits next to a beige one-story building, which reads Headquarters Office—Agriculture and Harvest.

Inside, a young Latina woman is seated behind a desk. “May I help you?”

“Yes, could you tell me where I should go to apply for a job picking lettuce?”

She directs me back outside and around the corner to human resources. That she doesn’t seem the least surprised by the request bolsters my confidence. I follow her directions, pushing open a  door to find myself in a small office where a man is holding a telephone conversation in Spanish. When he hangs up, I repeat my request, and he switches to English.

“The fields? You want to work outside in the fields?” He smiles, like I’ve cracked a joke. A long moment of silence follows. “You know, maybe it would be better if you worked inside, in the plant. You could make more money and it wouldn’t be so hard. That might be a better fit.”

“No, I think I want to try working outside.”

“Have you ever worked in the fields before?” I shake my head.

“Well, I can tell you one thing: It’s not easy out there. Every year a few people come in who look like you. They last only two days, sometimes only a few hours. They get out there and realize it’s not for them.”

“Yeah, I know it’s hard. But I’m looking for a job that I can start right away. I don’t want to have to wait weeks for an interview—I just want to get started.”

“You want to get started,” he repeats. I fill the silence with vigorous nods. “You want to work in the fields.”

“I want to work in the fields,” I insist. “Are there any openings?”

He chuckles. “We can put you in the fields right away. That’s not a problem.” He tells me to stop by tomorrow—Friday—and fill out an application.

 




THE FOLLOWING AFTERNOON the skeptical man has been replaced by a middle-aged woman wearing heavy makeup and standing behind the front desk chatting in Spanish to several teenagers. I take a seat next to a cubicle wall that is covered with a poster reading We Use E-Verify. E-verify is a voluntary federal program that checks Social Security numbers against given names. Dole is using the program—which has been shown to be error prone—because three days earlier a new law went into effect. The state policy, known as the employer sanctions law, can permanently revoke  the business licenses of companies that knowingly hire undocumented workers, and was pushed by anti-immigrant forces and signed into law in July 2007 by Democratic governor Janet Napolitano (who is now the secretary of homeland security under President Obama). Using E-verify will protect Dole from legal action. It will also protect lettuce-picking jobs for Americans like me.

After the teenagers leave she turns to me. “May I help you?”

“I hope so. I’d like a job picking lettuce.” Her penciled eyebrows rise.

“Lettuce?” She makes the word sound ridiculously out of place.

“Yes.”

“You want to cut lettuce?”a


“Yes. Are you by any chance hiring?”

“This time of year, there is always work in lettuce. But have you done this kind of work before? Do you know what it’s like in the fields?”

“No, but I’ve worked construction. I like learning new things.”

She nods politely and hands me an application. I imagine she has seen this before: eager (or, more likely, financially desperate) gringos, not knowing what they’re signing up for.

“Fill this out and come back Monday morning. We’ll do an orientation and you can start Tuesday, if you really want to do this.”

I quickly fill out my personal information but pause when asked to give employer references. I’ve spent the last three years writing about Mexican immigrants, but this isn’t something I’d like Dole to know. They also probably don’t need to know that I’ve completed an internship with a union, or just published a book about community organizing. Instead, I put down the Fifth Avenue Committee, a nonprofit organization in Brooklyn where I have done part-time work; more importantly, I am good friends with  Artemio Guerra, the director of organizing, and I list him as a reference. I note that I did translation.

“So you speak Spanish,” she says when I hand over the application. “Do you happen to know how to drive a forklift?”

“No, no idea. But anyway, I think I want to try working in the fields.”

“You could even get training,” she insists. “I know they’ve been looking for a bilingual driver. The money is much better.”

I’ve been in this office twice and both times have been offered promotions on the spot. I have a hard time picturing myself writing an entertaining book about driving a forklift. Trying to underscore my desire to harvest lettuce and nothing else, I say, “I’m just looking for something a little simpler.”

On hearing these words her posture straightens. “Oh no, cutting lettuce is not simple. I worked in the fields all my life, since I was sixteen. That’s all I did before moving here to the office. Let me tell you, there is nothing simple about it.”

I immediately regret my choice of words, but she seems more amused than insulted by my ignorance. “We don’t get many Americans around here. There was one guy who came earlier this year. He was from Colorado, I think.”

“Is he still around?”

“No, but he lasted two weeks. I felt really bad for him because he didn’t speak Spanish and he said he got lonely in the fields. It can be very hard work. You’ll learn.”

“Two weeks isn’t very long, is it?”

She flashes a knowing smile. “To tell you the truth, it was longer than I expected.”

 




I USE THE weekend to search for a place to stay. I have an idea of what I should be looking for in farmworker housing: ramshackle trailer parks, or long one-story complexes, filled with bunk beds and tucked away behind corners or down dusty roads. But during  hours of searching—in Yuma and the nearby towns of Somerton and San Luis—the closest thing I find to migrant housing are RV parks filled with retirees. Out of curiosity I tail a bus carrying farmworkers from the field, but after twenty minutes it pulls into a large parking lot near the border and the workers file into Mexico.

On Sunday afternoon I move into a room I found on Craigslist. The owner of the house is a gregarious elementary school teacher named Janice who lives in the western section of Yuma, just blocks from a long series of lettuce and broccoli fields. She is initially skeptical about my source of income—“You are doing what, exactly?”—but after I explain the project she seems to get a kick out of it.

On Monday, I go through a short orientation with two other employees, both female.b They both live in the Mexican border city of San Luis Río Colorado. The older of the two worked in broccoli for Dole last year but had to stop midseason when she gave birth. The younger, Rosa, is in her twenties and has harvested lettuce for other companies; we will be placed on the same crew. We are all given a thick packet of papers, covering items such as the number to call if we’re going to be absent, how to file sexual harassment claims, and general safety rules. There is also, to my surprise, a section of papers that includes a collective bargaining agreement and membership application for Teamsters Local 890, based out of Salinas. The only thing I know about the Teamsters in the fields is that they undercut a number of United Farm Worker union drives in the 1960s and ’70s by signing sweetheart deals with growers, but I will later learn that it was another Teamsters local (unions are divided into locals that can pursue different agendas) that fought with the UFW. I decide to pay a $50 initiation fee and have the $24 dues taken out of my paycheck. The two women decline this option. (Because Arizona is a “right to work” state, employees who work for a union company can elect to withhold their union dues, which makes building a powerful union difficult.)

Once we’ve finished signing papers, our last stop is with the company nurse, for what an overweight security guard calls the “whiz quiz.” I’m not worried—I’ll be clean—but I’m amused to think that the first time I take a pre-employment drug test is for a job cutting lettuce. A supervisor wearing yellow gaiters and a bib drives us to and from the nurse’s office; as I’m waiting for the others to take the test, I read more carefully through the wages section of the packet.

On the short drive back to human resources, I say, “The packet says that lettuce cutters make $8.37 an hour, but broccoli cutters only get $7.69. Why is that?”

“Broccoli grows higher up,” the supervisor tells me. “So you can cut it higher. For lettuce you have to cut it near the ground, so you bend over more.” He rubs his back and grimaces. “That’s why you get paid more.”

“So lettuce is the hardest?” I ask, suddenly thinking that perhaps readers will find tales of cutting broccoli more interesting.

The driver considers the question. “Well, maybe a little harder. But trabajo es trabajo.” It’s all just work. “You have to do it and see. For people like you who haven’t worked in the fields, you never know if your body can take it or not until you try.”
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CHAPTER 1

At 6:45 a.m. the lot behind Dole’s office is empty. As instructed, I’m parked in my car waiting for bus no. 158 to pick me up. Though it is still dark, I can make out a row of portable toilets stacked on trailers to my left, and when I roll down the window a sharp smell of disinfectant seeps in.

A white truck turns into the lot at seven o’clock. It backs up to one of the restroom trailers and a man steps out, attaches it to his truck, and drives off. Over the next thirty minutes a dozen more trucks pick up toilets, but there is no sight of a bus. By now the sun is rising over the foothills, illuminating the sky: another cloud-free day in Yuma.

Just when I’m convinced that I misheard my directions, a sedan pulls up parallel to my car, driven by a woman whose face is swathed in several bandanas to protect against sun and dust. We make eye contact—using the only part of her face that’s exposed. I’ve seen photos of female farmworkers wearing bandanas, but in person it is an intimidating sight: I half expect her to pop her  trunk and toss me a rifle, ready to expand the Zapatista rebellion to U.S. soil.

Instead, she gets out of her car and pulls a pair of rubber galoshes from the backseat. “Hola, mi hijo,” she says in a high-pitched voice, erasing my insurrection imaginings. As she pulls on her boots we exchange good-mornings, after which she asks the inevitable question: “What are you doing here?”

I should have a stock answer prepared; instead, I give a rambling and incoherent explanation. I’m from New York. Some of my Mexican friends in New York have parents who worked in the fields. Right now I have a few free months, so I decided to try cutting lettuce. My parents live in San Jose. Most of the Mexicans in New York are from the state of Puebla. That’s a long ways away. I’m thirty years old. It’s hot in Yuma, isn’t it?

The woman, Dalia, listens as she places various items in her backpack. “Well, this is hard work, but I enjoy it,” she says when I finish my monologue. The first bus of the morning drives by and stops to pick her up; like the others I’ve seen around Yuma, the vehicle is an old American school bus that’s received a fresh coat of white paint. After a brief phone conversation, the driver informs me that my bus, which has picked up workers at the border, will be arriving in ten minutes. “If you’re here tomorrow,” Dalia tells me as she boards her bus, “I’ll have an extra taco for you.”

Minutes later my bus roars into the lot. The driver dashes down the steps, nods at me, and jogs back to attach the portable toilets. I’ve been excited about this project for months, yet I am suddenly overwhelmed by a severe lack of confidence, that first-day-at-anew-school sinking feeling. Inside the bus most of the people are asleep, their legs sprawled in the aisles and heads wedged against bundled sweatshirts. I don’t see an open space but then notice Rosa from orientation seated to my right. She moves over and I sit down, scrunching my knees up against the back of the seat,  which has clearly been designed for kids who have yet to hit their growth spurt.

As we drive west on the highway, I sneak glances at Rosa, who is assembling her face mask. She first pulls down a fabric that fits like a hood, followed by a bandana wrapped around the top part of her head. Another wrap—what I come to call the ninja bandana—is wound tightly above her nose and then knotted in the back. It looks like it must get awfully hot in there.

After twenty minutes we turn off the highway and head down a dirt path, parking in the middle of the same lettuce fields I stopped to observe on my initial drive into Yuma. A slender foreman greets us when we step off the bus, walking us to his truck for a field orientation. “Since you haven’t worked in the fields before,” he says to me, “I’ll do your orientation last.”

While he goes over safety issues with Rosa, I keep my eyes on the field. Men and women are rushing back and forth in front of a large contraption, which I will later learn is simply called la maqina—the machine. The machine has two waist-high wings jutting out to the left and the right—at least fifty feet long from one end to the other—connected to a number of extensions. Behind the wings is an eight-wheel flatbed. While the majority of the crew fiddles with the machine, two men stand on the flatbed, stacking wooden pallets and folding boxes. A third man is tying a yellow Dole flag to two poles above the wings.

“¡Ejercicios!” someone shouts. The crew gathers in a circle and begins doing coordinated stretches, swinging their arms and touching their toes. Who knew farmworkers have a formal warm-up routine?

The foreman is talking louder now, and it dawns on me that Rosa has departed. I turn away from the farmworkers, now doing a series of squats. “You’re switching crews,” he tells me. “A guy’s on his way to get you.”

I turn my attention back to the field. The calisthenics wind down and the crew divides into pairs, each pair taking a single row immediately behind the machine. A radio is switched on, flooding the field with the famous voice of Mexico’s Vicente Fernandez, as the tires of the machine start to slowly turn. In each row, the person farthest from the machine bends down, quickly cuts a head of lettuce with a knife, stuffs the lettuce into a bag from a packet hanging from his waist, and drops the lettuce on an extension. The second person in the row snatches the bag from the extension and packs it into a cardboard box that is resting on the machine.

I spend fifteen minutes watching the crew, made up of eighteen men and twelve women. As they move away from the road, it becomes difficult to make out the details of their activities, but one thing is quite obvious: They move fast. A dozen knives are stabbing and slicing and slashing, sending hundreds of leaves flying in all directions. As they march across the field they are military in their efficiency, leaving nothing behind except glistening white stumps and the occasional discarded head of rotten lettuce. The flatbed quickly fills with completed boxes, which are stacked on pallets by two barrel-chested men wearing flannel shirts. A third man, perched on a ledge of the machine directly above the rows, frantically assembles empty cardboard boxes and shoves them to his right and left to replenish the supplies. During the fifteen minutes that I observe the workers, they harvest more than 1,600 heads of lettuce.

On most crews, each cutter harvests six heads of lettuce each minute, or 360 an hour. At this pace, a farmworker earning an hourly wage of $8.37 is paid just over two cents per head; these heads are then sold in stores for about $1 apiece. Although total farm labor costs are less than one-third of grower revenue, companies argue that low wages are necessary in an industry forced to  deal with unpredictable weather and shifting market demands. But Philip L. Martin, professor of agricultural economics at the University of California–Davis, has shown that even a dramatic increase in labor costs—passed fully to the consumer—would have a very modest impact on the typical American household budget, which spent $322 on fresh fruits and vegetables in 2000. Martin’s detailed analysis of the agricultural industry found that a 40 percent increase in farmworker wages would increase a household’s annual spending on fruits and vegetables by only $8, to $330. A single head of iceberg lettuce, selling for $1, would increase by just two to three cents.2


“You sure you want to do this?” asks a deep voice. I turn around to find a bronze-faced man staring at me from beneath a cowboy hat, behind the wheel of a truck.

“I think so.”

“So get in. You’re going to be working in Somerton,” he says, referring to a town ten miles south of Yuma. On the drive over, I learn that the man has been with Dole for fifteen years. “During all those years I never saw a single white person. But this year you’re the second American we’ve had.”

“Why is that, do you think?”

“I don’t know. Maybe because people know we need workers.” He eases off the accelerator as a Border Patrol truck passes us on the left. “Things have become very tough here for Mexicans without papers. They can’t get jobs anymore in the fields, so they leave for California or Las Vegas. Too much Border Patrol, too many problems.” He points at the truck disappearing in the distance. “And so we have a lot of jobs that people like you could do, if they wanted.”

We drive through Somerton and make a left at Cesar Chavez Boulevard. (Chavez, the iconic founder of the United Farm Workers, was born in 1927 near his family’s farm in Yuma; he died in  San Luis, Arizona—just ten miles away—in 1993.) Turning down a dirt path, the tract homes open up into a wide field. “There’s your crew,” the driver tells me. “This is the first year for most of them, but you’ll see they learned quickly. They won’t think you’re going to last, I can tell you that right now. They had the other American, and he left right away. We put you both here because the mayordomo [foreman] speaks English.” I step out and thank him for the ride.

A chubby man—Pedro—ambles over to greet me. But when I take his outstretched hand, the soft white flesh of my palm is crunched between cement-hard calluses. This is a man made thick not from eating but from labor. And though he may speak more English than the other foremen, it’s still fairly basic, so he is relieved when I interrupt his halting introduction in Spanish.

“Don’t worry about anything,” Pedro tells me, assuming—correctly—that I’m nervous. “Right now you are beginning, but soon you’ll be cutting like a pro. The first thing you need is your equipment.” I follow him to his truck.

A lettuce cutter’s uniform consists of a surprising number of items, which I struggle to put on as he runs down the basic rules (no running, safety above all else, paychecks every Friday). Pedro introduces me to his assistant, Diego, who hands me large black galoshes to put over my shoes. Next comes the gancho (hook), a metal S-shaped bar that slips over my belt. The gancho has two metal prongs, and the packets of plastic bags have two holes at the top, so that they slide onto the gancho just like paper slides into a two-ring binder. A gray glove goes on my left hand, a white glove on my right; the gray glove, according to Pedro, offers protection from cuts. (I’m skeptical—it looks like a normal glove.) Over the cloth gloves I pull on a pair of latex gloves, then put on a black hairnet under my baseball cap, slide on a pair of protective sunglasses, and slip a leather sheath onto my belt: I’m good to go. I feel ridiculous.

“When you’re going to the machine, always walk along the camino,” Pedro explains as we head toward the crew down a narrow dirt path. Rows to our right have just been harvested and are littered with thickets of lettuce leaves.

He stops when we reach the machine, which is identical to the one I observed earlier. “This is Manuel,” he says, motioning to the nearest cutter, an attractive and wiry man with brown hair, a trimmed mustache, and fair skin. Manuel pauses from his work and waves, a knife in his hand. I notice, too, that every other member of the crew has turned to stare at me. “Manuel has been cutting for many years, so watch him to see how it’s done.” Pedro walks away, my field instruction apparently complete.

Manuel resumes cutting. Every several seconds he bends down with the knife in his right hand, grabs the head of iceberg lettuce with his left hand as if palming a basketball, and makes a quick cut, separating the lettuce from its roots. Next, he lifts the head of lettuce in front of his stomach and makes a second cut, trimming the trunk. He shakes the lettuce to the left and right, and the outer leaves fall to the ground; the lettuce has been reduced to half its original size. With the blade still in his right hand, he brings the clean, white-and-green head of lettuce toward his stomach and the bags hanging from his gancho, and with a flick of the wrist the lettuce is bagged and on the extension. A woman standing in front of him grabs the bag, tapes it shut, and packs it in a box that sits about waist high on the machine. When the box is full she shoves it forward onto a conveyor belt, which takes it to the middle of the machine, where a tall man stacks it on the flatbed.

Manuel does this over and over again, looking bored as he explains each movement. I watch and give my assessment. “You make it look easy, but I know it’s not.”

“It’s not so hard,” he argues, and takes me through the entire movement again. “That’s all it is, right there.”

I watch for five more minutes, walking forward with the crew to keep up with the machine. Pedro reappears. “Gabriel, now it’s your turn—come get your knife.” I follow him to the end of the machine, where a metal case of chlorinated water is affixed, and reach in and grab the handle of a knife and begin walking back to Manuel’s row.

“No, Gabriel,” Pedro says. “Anytime you are walking with the knife, it has to be put in its sheath.” I do as told, putting the eighteen-inch knife away. Lesson number one.

“Try this one.” Manuel points at a head of lettuce to my right.

I bend over, noticing that most of the crew has turned to watch. I take my knife and make a tentative sawing motion where I assume the trunk to be, though I’m really just guessing, as the head is overflowing with outer leaves. Next, I secure the head with my left hand and raise it up as I straighten my back, doing my best to imitate Manuel. Only the head doesn’t move; it’s still securely connected to the soil—so now I’m standing up with nothing to bag.

Pedro steps in. “When you make the first cut, it is like you are stabbing the lettuce.” He takes my knife and makes a quick jabbing action, then lifts the large head and turns it upside down. “You want to aim for the center of the lettuce, where the trunk is, with the front section of the blade. Then, when it’s cut, you turn it and with the side of the blade you make another cut on the trunk, higher up.” I watch him do as he describes, and again it looks effortless. Someone calls for Pedro, and he hands me back the knife. Manuel points out another head.

This time the lettuce comes up. I cradle the head against my chest, as if hugging it, and look for a good place to make the second cut. I make a second slice through the trunk, trying to shake the lettuce, but I lose my grip and send it to the ground. When I pick it up, it’s covered in dirt.

“Make another cut,” Manuel says. “There are still too many leaves.” I hold the lettuce upside down and make another trim,  and the dirty leaves fall. Now it’s starting to look like the iceberg lettuce in the produce section of grocery stores.

“That’s good, right there. Now you bag it.” Manuel does another slow demonstration of bagging, which I do my best to follow. His right hand holds the lettuce and the knife. He inserts his left hand into the outermost bag hanging from the gancho, spreading his fingers to open the bag as wide as possible, and lifts it from the packet. With the bag fully open, he passes the lettuce from his right to his left hand—thereby encircling the lettuce in the bag—and with both hands grabs the top corners of the bag and twists the head over, so that it swings around. The bag is then separated from the packet and is ready to be placed on the extension. It is a complicated process, but done correctly it takes less than a second and looks quite graceful.

I need about a minute to figure out how to get the damn lettuce in the bag. The first bag rips in half. The second bag somehow expels the lettuce, which flops to the ground. On the third attempt I am finally able to massage the lettuce into the bag, flip it over correctly, and tear the bag from the gancho. Only I have somehow managed to pull the entire packet of bags off the gancho, so I’m holding a head of properly cut and bagged lettuce that is attached to another hundred bags.

“I know what’s wrong,” Manuel says. He takes off a plastic glove and folds it twice, lengthwise, then pulls it taut in front of me. “Make a cut over here by the end.” Confused, I do as told, slicing off a section. He takes the section I have cut and opens it; it’s now a wrist-sized rubber band. He slides the bags back onto my gancho and winds the band around the prongs, and now I get it: This will prevent more than one bag from tearing off at a time. I look at Manuel’s gancho and see that he too has this custom-made rubber band. Lesson number two.

Ten minutes later, Pedro comes over to see how I’m progressing. I’ve probably cut twenty heads of lettuce so far and feel pretty  accomplished. With the first stab I sometimes cut the stem correctly, though when my back tightens up, I don’t stoop far enough, and my stab—instead of landing an inch above the ground—goes right through the head of lettuce, ruining it entirely. The greatest difficulty, though, is in the trimming. I had no idea that a head of lettuce was so humongous. In order to get it into a shape that can be bagged, I trim and I trim and I trim, but it’s taking me upwards of a minute to do what Manuel does in several seconds.

Pedro watches me cut several heads and go about my endless trimming routine. “Act like the lettuce is a bomb,” he suggests. He goes through the motions of cutting and bagging with his hands, pretending to drop the lettuce on the machine’s arm before it explodes. “Imagine you’ve only got five seconds to get rid of it.”

Surprisingly, I find that I’m able to greatly increase my speed when I keep the phrase like a bomb in my head. I vigorously shove the lettuce into bags, then drop the bags on the extension before they can harm anyone. “Look at me!” I want to shout at Pedro, who is several rows over, talking on his cell phone. For a minute or two I feel euphoric; I’m in the zone.

The woman packing the lettuce swivels around to face me. “Look, this lettuce is no good.” I study the contents of the bag I’ve just handed over. She’s right: I’ve cut the trunk too high, breaking off dozens of good leaves, which will quickly turn brown. I’ve also jammed the lettuce in sideways—you’re supposed to bag so that the trunk sticks up toward the bag’s opening—and there are a bunch of outer leaves, connected to nothing and that don’t belong. I look at the three other bags I’ve placed on the extension. None looks very appetizing.

“Okay, sorry,” I say. With her left hand she holds the bag up, and with her right she smashes it violently, making a loud pop. She turns the bag over and the massacred lettuce falls to the  ground. She does the same for the three other bags I’ve placed on the extension.

“It’s his first day,” Manuel tells her. Then to me: “It’s okay. She’s not feeling well. You shouldn’t try to go too fast when you’re beginning. Take it slow.” Pedro passes by, catching Manuel’s comments.

“That’s right,” he tells me, seconding Manuel. “Make sure the cuts are precise and that you don’t rush.” So I am to be very careful and precise, while also treating the lettuce like a bomb that must be tossed aside after five seconds.

An hour later, when I am just starting to notice the slightest signs of improvement, the female packer stands up and walks around the wing of the machine. As I continue to cut, I can see her through the slits in the metal. She is doubled over and looks on the verge of vomiting. Manuel walks around to join her and they talk briefly before returning.

“Are you feeling okay?” I ask.

“I have a stomachache,” she says, pulling her gloves back on.

“Sorry about my lettuce.” She doesn’t respond. “I’m impressed you come to work when you’re sick,” I continue, wanting to make amends. “When I’m sick I become such a baby. Even when I just have a cold, I don’t get out of bed.”

She turns around to face me. “Some things you do out of necessity—you don’t have a choice. You, are you here for the money, or just to see what it’s like?” It’s not exactly a hostile question, but her tone sounds more aggressive than merely curious.

I’m a terrible liar, and I decide to abandon any prior notions of passing myself off as a down-on-my-luck, possibly alcoholic guy doing whatever he can to earn some quick cash. “I can always use the money,” I say, as any struggling freelance writer can attest. “But mostly, I want to know what the work is like.”

She turns around and doesn’t say anything else.

 




DURING THE THIRTY-MINUTE lunch break, a number of people ask me why I’m there, and I give them what will become my standard response: I had a few months off and thought it would be interesting to see what farmwork was like. They ask how long I’ll be staying, and I tell them until March. They don’t argue, but it’s obvious they don’t expect me to last.

After lunch I take up my spot next to Manuel. We have a new packer, a man people call Nacho, who looks like a Vietnamese rice farmer under his giant conical straw hat.

“What happened to the other woman?” I ask Manuel as we begin to cut.

“That’s my wife, Maria. She went to see the nurse. She isn’t feeling well.”

The rest of the day goes smoothly. I continue to cut slowly but am picking up techniques, like how to bag the lettuce. Resisting the impulse to stuff the lettuce in forcefully, I learn from watching Manuel that it requires a gentle motion: the less effort, the better. He deftly places his left hand into the bag to open it wide, uses his right hand to push the lettuce into the opening, lets it go, and with a flick of his wrists uses the momentum of the head to do the work. I even succeed in emulating the motion several times before the day is over.

It’s nearly six o’clock when we finish. Following Manuel’s lead, I drop my knife in the box of chlorinated water and place my remaining packet of bags in a box. Pedro gives me a ride to the office, telling me that from now on I should drive my own car. We’ll be working the same field tomorrow, starting at 8:00 a.m.

As I drive home I take an inventory of my body. The most noticeable pain is in my swollen feet, but it isn’t too terrible: It reminds me, if anything, of how I feel when forced to spend a day wandering in a museum. My thighs are a bit rubbery and my hands have that early-morning weakness, though they don’t feel  sore. By far the most remarkable development is that after completing my first day in the fields, my back doesn’t ache.
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