HUCKLEBERRIES

Ramon Z.

session/transport permit.” You have to fill this
out and it goes to the assessor’s office, signdd/ild Huckleberry Harvester,
off by the sheriff, signed off by the landowner\jedicinal Herb Farmworker
It's $5 in Mason County Everywhere else it's
free.
At the beginning of this year, 1999, Latino
harvesters were going into the Forest Service I'm from Guadalajara, Jalisco, Mexico. | left
office to get legal permits to harvest legally onhere in April of 1991. My three children, my
public land. They walk in the front door and getwife, and | all left together. We had never been
their permit, walk out that door and get buste¢b the United States before. | decided to leave
by the INS and deported. That has created vefyr economic reasons. When | got married and
bad public relations, to say the least. had my first and second child we were living
I know two of the Latino harvesters who werewith my mother-in-law. After the third child it
deported. One of them, it took $1900 and twevas more difficult because the house was too
or three weeks to get back home to his wife angiall and we had to rent a house for the firg§rs choose what they want. If they don’t want
children. Their families are here. What happenegime because | don’t have my own house. Aftethem there, you can go to a store or a gas station
to the families while the bread-winner gone? Ithat it wasn’t the same. where they also buy them. There are various
was just bad. And it's still really fresh on My sister had been here since 1980. She tolgteas and each person has their price.
people’s minds, even though it's been a yeame to come here and check things out. My wife There is a lot of competition in this because
I’'m not sure what's going to happen with peoplevas afraid | would leave her and not send anaithough it’s only two months, if you go to work
and permits—which leaves the situation opemoney home. We decided to all go together. in the harvest you can earn up to $100 or $130
to “illegal harvesting.” I've been working in agriculture mostly. In or $160 per day. There are people who have other
Harvesters in general are low-income. | mythe fruit orchards, vegetable farms and right nowyork and leave to harvest as soon as they finish
self didn’t graduate high school. So this was onem working with medicinal plants on a ranch.work. The people who dedicate themselves to
way for me as an under-educated person to dthere are about fifty or sixty of us working inonly harvesting earn more. Harvesting each year
something to make money. Many people carthe fields. All of us are Latinos, including thehelps the whole family, and because of this a lot
not speak English or even read their own larerew manager. The owner is American. In thef people go.
guage of origin, which creates another barrierfield it is all Latinos. In the office, Americans.  There are a lot of activities in the forest and it
Hopefully through the Alliance, harvestersMechanics are Americans. would be good to provide some training so
will be writing up our own papers, our own view- -~ Around here, many also go and pick hucklepeople could continue to come. If the Forest
points. Harvesters want a place in the decisiomerry [fruit]. | don’t usually go to harvest huck- Service gives more importance to the harvest,
making process. Harvesters in general, they fellberry except on Sundays. But my wife and kidand puts more protections on the harvest, we'll
like they are powerless. They are “just” harvestgo. Also, there is work planting pines which lhave to stop harvesting. The huckleberry is a
ers. You get dirty and wet and low-paid and alhave worked in. | planted, | burned piles, and hatural part of the forest. They are plants that
this. But | think we need public education, s@ollected piles of brush. | also worked in angrow wild. They aren’t managed, so why can't
when people go to the florist and you look abther area where we planted Christmas treestHey be free? Except the Indian lands. You
that baby’s breath—look past the roses—Ilookut them and packed them to sell. There areshouldn't pick there because that's their area—
at the background, the sword fern or the brackeot of people who work in the woods here. Ther¢m not sure what the agreement is. Their land
fern or the salal or the other products inside thalre some who pick mushrooms, too. The othés more cared for. They also sell the berries, and
bunch of flowers. Look at that. Who harvestedhing they do is to cut branches to do things fathey care for their plants.
that? The people who harvest that baby’s breatthristmas. As you go farther into the woods, that's where
are the invisible workforce. Families do the huckleberry harvest. It is easghe potential for danger exists, like the rape of
What I'd like to see are options all up ando do except that it takes a long time to get ugomen working alone, or children getting lost
down the spectrum of the issues that affect thato the mountains to harvest. My wife harvestsr falling, or animal bites. Various accidents can
communities and people who work with andthree gallons a day, sometimes four. She is goegcur because it's a dangerous zone. People
harvest NTFPs. I'd like to see if a coop workst it. My oldest kid can harvest about one gakwork alone. The risks are your own responsibil-
or doesn’t work. I'd like to see people becoméon. | harvest about three. All of us might geity. If | go deep into the forest there is the possi-
involved in the legislative process. I'd like toseven to eight gallons, which are selling, at theility that | get hurt. Each person is in charge of
see more people getting involved in expressingheapest, for $10 per gallon. You go down thhis family. Each person knows the risk they take.
their concerns in their own language. I'd like tchighway and you'll see areas where it says, “We There are some things that are missing, but
see an equal, open dialogue for everyone.  buy huckleberries.” You go there and the buyyou also have to think that if we have them the
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Forest Service is going to have more control. In | arrived here in 1984 and started working In reality this town is small. The people who
the case they charge more for the permits, {mporarily with a vegetable farm. In between tome, come to work in the seasonal work like
would be good for them to provide insuranceyorked in whatever | could. | got the work per-the majority of us. What's missing is an orienta-
either individual or for the family. But also if it in 1986. About nine years ago | started coltion for the people so they can work in the moun-
they provide insurance they are going to havRcting forest products. For many years | did ndains. There is a lot of huckleberry. The farther
more laws and rules. know about the huckleberry harvest. | went wittone walks, the more you find. But there are

There was one year when we could not hagome friends to harvest off of Forest Servicgeople who don't know the area and don’t know
vest because the year had been so bad with algig. we've been doing that for many yearsiow to work in forests. They don’t know how
of snow and the crop was ruined. That yeafjong with neighbors and many people. to figure out what area they are in. It's not a
hardly anyone went to harvest. Last year it was | haq a friend who was harvesting mushroomiight thing to get lost in the mountains. It is very
hot and was one of the best years. There Waaq he invited me to go along. But | don't goserious.
high production. Another thing the Forest Sefyery often to do that. They pay us per pound. When | go to cut firewood they charge me
vice COU|d.d0 IS not charge us the same, becaugghen the mid-season comes, out of eight or nirk20, $25 to get a permit. So, since we have to
each year is different. People aren’t going to stapyshrooms they only buy one pound. So whepay, there should be some type of insurance.
coming. They are going to come each year ange season starts we have to work as much &hat happens if you get hit by a branch and get
the risks are going to all fall on them each dayggsiple to get some money to cover the costso injured that you can no longer work? We are

Sometimes we don't even get enough to pay foeft with nothing, not even help from unemploy-

. the gas it takes to get our trucks up there to thment. This example is about firewood but it ap-
RogehO S mountains. Sometimes as the quality lowers amlies to forest work like huckleberry, mush-
wild Huckleberry Harvester, the price lowers, you don’'t make any money. rooms, and evgrything glse. My suggest.ion is

There have been a lot of changes since | firghat we all continue working together and in the
Farmworker arrived. Somewhere around 1993 the Forest Sduture we can organize something like insurance
vice started to ask for permits. There are sigrie be a little more protected. With more protec-
on the highways that said permits are requiretibn we'll be happy to work and they can charge
to pick anything. what they charge for the permits.

I wanted what everyone wants, to come and Also, when | arrived there weren’t many One change we would like is to receive more
help our families, our parents, and like alway$ atinos in the area. The community has growmformation on how to live with more security,
to buy a home for when we get married. I'mg |ot. All are very good workers in all areas. Nowto know what is happening so we can avoid
from Jalisco, Mexico. | left Jalisco in 1980 towe are listened to more. There are people whealking into something that could cause prob-
live and to work, to be paid enough to be able tge to listen to us and support us. The suppokems. Currently, if you are Mexican or look His-
have a family. | was 17 when I left. | left with angf others working in the forest makes the worlpanic, the INS will investigate you and deport
aunt, not knowing anything. We had never lefpetter. You don't feel exploited nor exploit oth-you. A change could be that if we are going to
Jalisco. It was a new adventure. We hid in trucksrs. You can just work and give what you can tbe seasonal harvesters of mushrooms and huck-
and arrived to Chicago. It was a long trip thayour work. leberries or whatever, it could be possible to have
lasted a week. | worked in Chicago until 1983. someone talk to us about creating laws
It was an office that they called whe that would protect us with a simple card
ever someone needed a job done. saying you are a forest worker and it pro-

Later | moved to California for a tects you.
few months to work in agriculture bu In reality | don’t have many goals in
I didn't like it. There they exploit you my work, just work, receive my pay. My
without trying to hide it. The work is | hopes are that we can live a little better,
work like any other, but | didn’t like be more united, and that all are better lis-
how they treated us. There were a | tened to. For these reasons it's very im-
of coincidences where the INS at portant to attend meetings. | don’t want
rived. You have to start to wonde anyone to stop us or block us from doing
why they don’t come during the regu the work we’ve done each year. So we
lar work time instead of always ont are gathering information to be prepared
or two days before payday. So m for all this. To be able to continue work-
cousin came through and told me t ing and to be able to work with the For-
go to harvest in Oregon. And that’ est Service and have some protections.
how | came to this area and | haven Z-3 That would be good for all the commu-
left. It is a lot of work and very tiring nities, Latinos and others who work in
but that's why we came, to work. ‘. the brush, huckleberry, and mushrooms.
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