
VCWC Memoir Contest Third Place - 2017 

1 

Money  

By Susan Jones 

The summer I was thirteen, I picked tomatoes in Sammy Blair's tomato field down on 

the flat rich land near the river. Sammy was a Scotsman with the legendary parsimonious 

nature of his countrymen. He was a hunting and fishing crony of my father, who mentioned 

that his friend was hiring young pickers. I begged to be allowed to work for Mr. Blair. There 

weren't a lot of employment opportunities for thirteen-year-old girls, and I was desperate 

to earn some money. 

My parents could not, or at least certainly would not, buy the clothes I absolutely had 

to have when school started. I had to have at least one pleated skirt, and I had to have 

cashmere sweaters. Some items, such as Ship 'n Shore white cotton blouses, were in a price 

range that I could convince my mother to buy, but cashmere sweaters were completely out 

of the question unless I could somehow earn the money myself. 

My father tried to discourage me by pointing out how difficult the work was, how 

pickers had to bend over, and how hot it would be, and how few rest breaks there would 

be, and how I wouldn't be shown any favoritism because he was Mr. Blair's friend, but I 

wouldn't give up insisting that I could do the work. Finally, my father gave in, under one 

condition: "If you start," he said, "you have to finish. There'll be no quitting when you get 

tired of it." 

And so I began a most curious three weeks in August. My father got me up at 5:00 a.m., 

and I got into my work clothes, jeans and boots and a ragged shirt, took the lunch my 

mother had packed in an old tin lunchbox, and was standing out on the corner by 5:30 
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when the truck picked me up. The other pickers were from the west end of town, so I was 

the last one picked up and we were in the field by 6:00. 

There were only six or seven pickers, not the same ones every day since many quit, 

some without making it through even one day. Sammy's employees were for the most part 

not experienced field workers, who would have asked higher wages than he offered. One of 

my colleagues was there every day, however, an older German woman who spoke only 

broken English and not much of that. She must have been at least in her late fifties, and 

maybe over sixty, and she never stopped working. No matter how hard I tried, I couldn't 

keep up with her. 

The days had the oddly timeless quality of nightmares in which one struggles against 

some unsolvable dilemma, a monster that has one trapped, a pit with slippery sides that 

lean in,  

a row of tomatoes that stretches endlessly into blinding, burning sunlight while sweat 

runs in itchy rivulets down the back and under the arms and the pain in the back grows 

gradually worse. And all through those days the only indication of time passing at all was 

the sight of the German woman's broad rump moving gradually farther and farther ahead 

of me as we both picked tomatoes, filling flats that were left in the rows for the foreman to 

mark with our initials and stack for the tractor to pick up. 

On the second day three high school boys gave it up after our lunch break and started a 

tomato fight, pelting each other and shouting and jumping across the rows. That was the 

last we saw of them. They didn't even get a ride home in the truck but had to hitchhike back 

to town. Without even stopping to watch the altercation between boys and foreman, the 

German woman kept picking and got even farther ahead of me. Three times each day I got 
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to start even with her: at 6:00 in the morning, at 9:00 after our fifteen-minute morning 

break, and at noon after lunch. My preoccupation with the German woman was a kind of 

rope that pulled me on through the days. There was no question of quitting, of course, no 

agony of heat and pain that could cause me the shame of breaking a promise made to my 

father. And I didn't quit. 

The three weeks of picking ended at last and Mr. Blair confessed his surprise that I had 

lasted the entire time. I made $50 and started ninth grade with an acceptable wardrobe. 

That fall a movie, Rock Island Trail, had its premiere in the Quad Cities. Movie 

premieres were not frequently celebrated in these mid-western cities; I suspect this was an 

isolated instance. The film combined the format of a western shoot-‘em-up with the history 

of the Rock Island Lines railroad, or so the reviews indicated. The movie was not 

particularly successful, and I never saw it. 

The premiere was of interest to the students of Sudlow Junior High School because the 

celebration included a window painting contest, and the participants would get an 

afternoon out of classes to decorate store windows downtown with scenes that we 

imagined might be in the movie. In art class we drew lots to determine which store window 

each participant would paint. 

I drew the side window of Abrahams Women's Clothing Store on the corner of 3rd and 

Gaines Street downtown. The afternoon that we had for painting was a cool October day, 

and since I was painting on the side window, the wind from the river blew in gusts up 

Gaines. I took frequent breaks to walk along 3rd Street to see what others were painting, 

join the small groups that were gathering to critique paintings, take breaks with others to 
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have cokes at the lunch counter in Woolworth's. Nonetheless most of us got a window 

painting more or less completed. 

My painting was of a cowboy on a rearing pinto horse, with railroad tracks running 

along in the background and a train coming in the distance. The horse wasn't bad. I was 

crazy about horses and spent a lot of time sketching horses rather than taking notes in 

classes. The train wasn't good. If it hadn't been for the tracks and the steam coming out it 

would have been hard to identify as a train rather than, perhaps, a wall, or a line of low 

buildings. But the painting was finished after a couple of hours of alternately painting and 

enjoying downtown Davenport, and we were all herded onto the bus to go back to the 

school. 

A week later the prizes for window painting were announced in The Daily Times. I won 

first prize. The prize was $50. 

I had not yet studied logical fallacies, so I did not recognize the trap of hasty 

generalization that my thinking fell into. And I don't know that it would have made any 

difference. The fact that these two very different experiences resulted in exactly the same 

amount of money, that the three weeks of suffering from heat and sweat and dirt and 

aching back while picking tomatoes yielded $50, and two hours of play with paints yielded 

$50, seemed to be an important message about work and money and time. The message 

was about the advisability of doing what is fun to do and letting the practical details take 

care of themselves. I never changed my mind about that basic precept.  

 


