SATURDAY, DECEMBER 1, 1979....

4-A  The Allanis Bournal and CONSTITUTION
il

StaH” Prote—Calvin Cruce

Qscar ‘Junior’ Sears, 33 Was Bom Into The ‘Turpentine Induslry

Contimned From¥Page 1-A

mrpenhne still — a conglomeration of
large metal vats used to distill the gumn
from the trees here and around neigh-
bor‘mg communities.

Along the other side of the road are
two service stations, the white people’s
Bouses and a church. Behind them, hid-
den from the main street, is a cluster of
faded, ramshackle dark-red clapboard
ghacks, a tin-roofed outhouse behind each
one. These are the turpentine quarters.

Clifford Giles lives in the shacks along
with 15 other black men and their fami-
lies. Early this morning — the sun not
.yet risen — a truck has driven through'
the quarters, a beep coming from the
horn as it. stops in front of each of the
shacks. One at a time, the men emerge
from the structures. A few of them are
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young men, but most are ‘men it their

of workers and their bosses both tied to
the land (or, more precisely, to the pine
forests) and following patterns of life
handed down through generations. There
were, of course, intermittent reminders
worker’s shack, a photograph of Martin
Luther King Jr., and here and there an
automobile puned up in front of a shack.
The turpentine industry -has experi-. .
enced numerous ups and downs over the
decade, and the way of life in the turpen-
tine camps faces an uncertain future: Al-
though the industry has survived in the
woods of the Southeast since about 1600,
producers and workers alike report that
the new generations: are-hesitant to do
this work — it is too hard.and pays too
little.
In fact, it is easy to make the case
e’ihkaj the turpentine mdustry is a pr\me

of. thel

TaUie years, vet Tirpe
They are’ shadowy figures in the
dawn's fog, wearing caps and carrying
feed sachks over their shoulders — the
. sacks contain personal supplies and
lunch — and jugs of water in their.
‘Rands. One by one, they crowd onto the
back of the truck for the ride to the edge
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rule. carts which will carry them fur-
ther inta the woods for the day'’s work.
By late morning on this late July day,
“the temperature has crept above 90 and
Clifford " Giles has changed from high
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style boots. The boots have holes cut in
the sides to let .the swamp water flow
cut. His. clot!nng ieavy;: Jaden. with .
‘sweat and spouzd “with” gum. He-w
mova and_holds in his right hand a “dip-
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to remove the thick, sticky gur collect-
ing in metal cups attached to the trees.

Nearby there is a rustling noise. One
of the mules is moving forward a few
feet to munch on some weeds, at the
same time ‘swishing its tail to drivé
away the flies. Giles walks slowly to the:
mule cart, lugging a full bucket at his
side. By the end of this day, the cart will
carry two large barrels of gum he has
collected, each: barrel wexghmg more
than 400 pounds.

For his work this day, Giles-earns §16.

To earn that, he had left his‘shack be-
fore 6:30 in the morning and was in the
 wogds by 7 am. He worked steadily in
the hot, swampy environment, taking one
brealk, at noon. He is an honest worker.
When he notices some water mixed with
the gum, he carefully pours it out. About
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 out of the woods, Then he feeds
the w:mals and settles them for the
night. After the truck ride back to the
quarters, it is past 5 p.m.
Clifford Giles does not try to fxgure
.+ the nurnber of hours he works. He thinks
> only in terms of the number of barrels -
= he bas dipped, knowing he will be paid
. §8 for each barrel. He knows also that at
the end of the week the boss will make
appropriate deductions from his total —
for'water and electricity, for monies ad-
vanced, perhaps, or for other services

- Gﬂas does not worry about the total
‘The boss adds.it up,” he says... ..
A powerfil man, and one clear}y not
afraid of hard labor, Giles could get
L -other jobs. But this is the work he knows.
Ee likes it. And, here af least, the boss
mian is a good map, Still, Jeaning against
"«the mule cart after completing his sec-
-.ond barrel, smokxng 2 band-rolled ciga-
e wm Giles is exhausted. And looking out
over the seckion of woods where he
he will work nexst, Giles com-
ments to no one in particular: “Tomor-
pow be hell.
““There ain’t much gum in them
m he says. “Tomorrow gon' be a
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of“the woods. There théy pick up the -

rubber boots to a pair of old combat- _

ping iron,” a metal blade which he uses -

he.climbs.into the mule cart for

can problem of underpaxd labor — work-
ers doing society’s hardest jobs while
often making wages below the rmm
mums set by federal law.

* The men who run turpentine busi-
nesses and those who help regulate the
industry agreed that'woods work is hard
labor. “It's:a nasty, dirty job. I don't
know. of any other way to describe 'it,”
‘said Cash Harper, assistant director of
the Georgia Forestry Commission.

But the turpentine bosses and industry
officials also insisted that workers'in the
industry do make the minimum wage,
now $2.90 an hour. “If a Jaborer will go
out and work, he can' make $300 a
week,” said Ralph Clements of the US.
Forest? Service, one of the nation’s fore-
most experts on -turpentining.. Clements
and others maintained that if workers
earned small amounts, it was because
they are®unmotivated, lazy or given to
drunkenness — characteristics which one
top industry “official described as “the
nature of the black.”

Testing these industry claims was part
of May's assignment. Although ir good
enough physical - condition to run 30

miles a week, he was nearly'fﬁrced to -

quit after his first day in the woods — it
was the hardest work he had ever at-
tempted.

May hunself was {0 earn less than $1
an hour for his work. As & povice, his
performaiice canaot be used to measure
an entire industry. There were, however,
May discovered, some veteran workers

“who did little better. And the turpentine

camps are full of men like Clifford
Giles, who in many ways embodies an
old-fashioned ‘American. work ethic but
who often earns less than $100 for a long
hard week, and that before deductions.
As for the laborers themselves, they

) complam .about immediate ‘work condi-

tions‘in a manner that:is not entirely dif-
ferent from workers in a big-city office.
‘At the same time, there is’ little talk
-abroad in the turpentine camp; or in the
‘woods, about the system under which the

harvesters work. There is an occa-
sional bitter comment, or a worker who
complains. For the most. part, Fowever,
this remains, simply, the way of life they
know. ExE

Lee May, the newcomer to Hoboken
et a

ventional manner — through a pews- -

. paper advertisement, employment office’
or anything so formal. He takes the first
step at a local service station. A red
pickup truck rolls into the station, a fur-
pentine barrel sitting in back, The new-
comer asks the driver of the truck — a
stout, bald black man of about 60 — if
the barrel is-a sign he knows about mr-
pentine work in the area. .

“You're right about that, ‘cause that's
all I've done aﬁ my life,” the driver

¥ .
He says his name ‘is the Rev. Artis
Lee Gaskins. He is known simply .as
“Rev " He is foreman of the woods crew

Turpen&m@

Like the méri “who Work for him gath-
ering gum from' the pine trees around
Hoboken, Osc¢ar “Junior” Sears was born
into_the turpentine “industry. He noted
with some pride that his daddy, as a tur-

rent laborers. For -more than a decade,
Sears leased turpentine rights to 80,000
trees around Hoboken from. C.S. Varn,
. one of the area’s most pmmment land-
holders. At 38, Sears is 2 man of medium
height with tbmmﬂg red-blond bair.and a
build that is now tending toward .the
portly. ‘The father of three children,
Sears lives on the northwest side of Way-
.€ross in a- pine-shaded, - middle-class

style houses and-two-car garagae On a
recent afternoon; Sears sat on the ' steps
of his colonnaded front porch, lit a ciga-
rette-and talked abouz m.s years m zbe
business: . .
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“My daddy was a farmer fifst, bm‘. he
used to work for other people. Mr. Alex
Townley, he started-off working for him
)ust as'a boss man. They had a big iam
1 imagine ‘they had -about a.thousand
acres that they farmed. Daddy seen after
that and he seen after the turpentine.
When Mr. Townley got killed, then daddy
bought half. of. hxs piace up m “Homer-
ville:

“T believe. 1 started o helpm daddy
when l'was 16. My job was to see that
they done their work. That was my. job. I
used-to go uut dzpp in the evenmgs 1

ﬁmnmr §@r§@ A
- was brought_up, in ll It aio’t too bad a -

~job-once you get out there and’ get‘wmu :

pentine boSs,’ “raised” some of the cur- . ¥

neighborhood full of comfortable ranch-

- kin'. A lot of it is getting out there. You
gotta get tough to do-it, but you gotta
get tough before you can do anythmg

“The man that used to own this place
down there where I'm at.in Hoboken, he
got killed. That ‘was Mr. Frank Dukes.
He was huntin’ or something, I under-
stand. I been down. there about 12 years
now.

: ‘Now last year I’d have to’ look back
t0 make siire, but it seems like fast year

‘we made about 1,200 ‘or" 1,300 barrels.
That's a.bad year, Now, we really-have- . ..
n't had good seasons for'the last thiee.or

four years. Really, the only reason I.stay
with it, I reckon, is because ¥like those
fellas that work for me. You know, two

or -three of them:my daddy raised. They;

the kmd of labor 1 had Your younger
-people, ‘they just don’t want to do that
type of wm-k 1 rechon is one thmg

B “Now if they work = you Know how
they siork, Most of mine knock off about
_2.0r-3 o'clock. You know, some of them
dip two or three barrels a day. Sammy, I

believe he_ dipped’ about 15, to 17 last’

“week. It seemed Clifford d:ppea about
13. Now' those other two dippers they
can dip, but they knock off earlier than
* Clifford.. About 1 or 2 o'clock every day.

‘work

ot of white people: 1’ worted
,’te peop\ea year or mo back. o

ness we're in is really during the winter.
There are five or six months you don't
make anything, and I irnagine it's dif-

"x'vg v orked white people, too. I've

,,'What hurts you in- the type of busi-

I don’t have any machines. ’&’hey’ve tried -
to come up with different things, gas-
operated chippers. They've tried all
kinds of things, but they just didn't work
out. And they've rigged up little carts to
go out4nto the woods, you }mow but that
didn't seem to work out, Idon't think.

“Really, if 1 could keep it gamg, I
would have to go out and build me some
~houses for those laborers to start. And if
I had my own land and houses; and
wouldn't have to pay a lease on that — [
think ‘you can lease ‘timber from the
state for.about 22 cents or 23 cents (an
acre).”

" “There's lots of expenses. As high as
gas is and everything, by the time you
pay your Social Security and all the
other taxes. Everything just gets so high.’

was on his place But it's going down. It

‘wouldn't surprise me-if. in about another
three years n wont pmbabiy be over
with, .
We ﬁaven’t t'10"or 11 men;, I
reckon, ‘workin’-I can’ remember here a
few years ago, 1 worked as high as 40 or
'50 men myself.. One time me -and my
brother” worked; : - ‘imagine both of us
“worked about 300,000: trees. There ‘were
a lot of people K- then worked more
than'that: . .-

2 ‘Now you mlght say, T just cant ge&
no_help. That's ‘what I was Lellmg you
thns mommg Ihad to k p cuttin’ dawn

other ‘man has: to pay hxm off for you
The new man, he' d “call'up ‘the old-boss
and say, ‘I got one of your men
here. .

The newcomer answers: -Rev's questmn
simply. “A httle " Could
out?

“Well, yeah Once you make the
_move.” Rev says. -

A few hours 1ater “the _call cornes
from Oscar Sedrs -Jr, “Junior” Sears,
Rev's boss. Sears, says all the regular
shacks . in the: guarters are’ “filled right
now, but he might . be abte w use a-man
wxllmg to work. ,

Soon. after, Rev. caﬂs 'l‘he newcomer

morning, Thursday i

same - red pxckup‘Rev drove- into{the
.service ‘station 'the day-before. Rev. has
?een up several hours this morning, driv-

shacks, now umnlw itable. By 6:30°a.m.,
the truck has completed its roun
16 men have. c'lunbed alioard; two'in:the

open truck bed -

A féw minutes’ lat:er, ‘the trucl& clatlers
up to the first drop point in the woods.
Several men. jump mwme ground. 'I'he

small cleanng
three mules g
wire corral a

atifie WoTkers Wwith

“Constitution edmmat writer, May ob-
tained a job as a woods laborer as part’
" of an extensive exammaélgn of the t}l{'
Zpentine industry by the nstitution. He
worked under bis }1:eal pame — his full -
i game, Eddie Lée May — but his boss
P fellow workers remained unaware

~(Tas 8 WOter antil after he left the
m Then -they were told, interviewed
-and photographed.. - i
—Qer—asiw-month period, “reporters
interviewed dozens of present and for-
mer turpentine laborers, bosses, govern-
ment officials and scientists who have
$pent decades in thé Tndustry.

The picture that emerged was of a
way of life from America’s dislant past,

peegpr e

in the town, and he needs help.

“We need somebody out there who can
pull” Rev says. “Can you do the work?"!,

“Yeah,” says the newcomer. - :

- Rev scribbles the newcomer's  fame.
on a piece of paper along with the tele-
phone number of the home nearby where
the _newcomer -has rented a room. Rev
says he will consult with Junior Sears,
. the, white man running - the. turpentine
operation at the moment. - ’

Before- he leaves, Rev has orie rore
qu‘;e:txon ““Do you owe anythmg?", he

1t is a question that must be asked of
any wandering turpentine laborer. As
one retired worker explained it: “Any-
time you work for a turpentine man; you
can wind up jif debt. If you want to leave
him and g

s o
o,

b

work for analher man, that'“

is to be ready to report early the'next--

pull.”
When, at theu' £u‘st meeu:xg Rev had

ad thougm ‘that  meant
b Bt

wére “chippin, 3
wound in the trees, scraping off the ‘bark
and thppmg, scoopmg out .the

5 the newcomer is Sent off witl

he new worker dces not know how to

said: “I need a man who can pull, " the

of the year

"One time about: four or ﬁve years
ago, the; price jnmped up. o about what
ow. One time it jumped up ‘there

for, § rt time, I think it was bringing,

well, maithemtodmeuwasbnngu

- ing & hundred dollars a barrel. The high-
est'I ever got was $98 a barrel It run
like that for about six months to'a year,
and. it dropped: back .down tb $50°a bar-
rel. About §78 is-¥hat T'm getting now.
“““F've had’ hardships -all through' the

years. We've always had labor problems.”

pers, Clifford Giles: Giles” -
0 of the mules to one of the -

, shouts “Get itp, red mule!" and
tbey head off into the woods. They ide
inthe ‘mule cart for more than'. 20
fes - before reaching the
~woods in which they will: dxp

ile a Iarge man, abont 6 feel iall
muscu}ar -with salt-and-pepper: haar cut‘
almost to the ‘scalp. He says
years old and ‘has done this wo
the:last 24, He says he was born
Myers, Fla., ‘but' started turpennmng
near-Tifton. He is makﬂed and, the father
of five. o :

assurance,- Asing thev meta ‘dxppmg iron‘
to scoop t.he heavy gum from ‘the cups

- downone day and that tar damn near
—drowned eIt -got-everywhere ‘ot me
" -but right in ‘my eyelids. I had me a time

‘brother, soon to be 91.

The ‘Rev’ Supervtses Turpemme Workers At Hoboken l'arm

: a!tached to the tall; thm pine trees. The

‘-bucket into which he transfers the gum
has one flat side, so it can be supported
against a man's leg. .

- The-heaviness of the bucket as it fills

~contributes to the grueling nature of the

;wqu, that, comhmed mth the heat as <"

]zm Palmer.,

Jim Palmen ‘who vanously gives his
age as 75, 77, and 78, spendshxsdays
how sitting .in the sun on' his sagging
front porch in the turpentitie quarters of

his 'first day in the woods, retired.
Pa)merisajmlarsorz — he talks with
lidence-of.

re s

resent, with thinly veiled references to

amomus pmszbtx'm By his own' count,

been married seven times and has
dren. A

son. wurl-s Lor-Junior.Sears,-the.turpen
tine boss. Palmer has bright, inquiSitive

-.eyes, a stubble of gray whiskers and

Imdsasmr)edandleatbayasatme
NN

. “When 1 was 13 years old, 1 began :
working in the turpentine business;" said

pentined five years and then I quit — I
it tired of that thing. I dldn‘t like' it.
First thing about it, I couldn’t learn like
1 thought I ought to learn. Out of five
years, I learned to chip and I learned to
serape trees-and 1 learned to pull, but I
cotildn't do ne’r one of ‘em to suit me. I-

ficult to’ operate any business where. yon.
*onlY have income for seven nwntha out

‘Hoboken. He is, 60 years or more after

~dnd"'cause” the ‘people wouldn't take” e

b * when I was 19. I was a man then.
. Palmer in an interview recently. “ ‘tur-

make "3 living — don't get me

Cy bought a farm a few years ago, and
T sold it. That's one reason I could come
up with my house here,

. “I've always worked hard myself. 1
was raised up hard myself. I was raised
up hard, and I've always farmed. It's
Just kinda what you get used to, in my
opinion.

“I'd like to stay in it. You know, like
say, I been in it all my life. You know-
when you been in somethin’ all your life
and you just change off, everything's
new to you.”

Statl P!wm-——{:alvm Cruce

the bucket is carried from tree to tree.
This is relatively solitary work. Chip-
pers and pullers go off to assigned sec-
tions of woods to prepare the trees. Dip-
pers work alone or in pairs. With 80, 000

Contmued on next page

He Recalls

know what they was payin'? Fifty cents.
They was payin' 50 cents a barrel. We
worked in a squad. Seventeen in a squad.
Cluppm 17,000 boxes.

‘The bosses- treated you mean back
then If you didn’t do it, you wouldn't get
nothin', and if you did do it, you'd only
get half- of what you did. They used to
beat ‘em, used to kill ‘em, they used to
do everythmg to colored. I was on a job
once in Blue -Creek, Florida. Ain’t no
- timber there now. Well the ‘skeeters
was so.bad, people. jus’. wouldo't work,

'skeeters, the man would go to the house
and beat ’em up, jump on their wives,
wouldn’t allow them to come back. If the
nigger leave, they'd go and catch him,
‘kill him and all kinds of things. This was

“When I was 16 or 17 years old, it was
dangerous for Negroes to walk that- thing
(he points in the direction of the road)
because the goddamn crackers run over-
- yo' butt. Only thing out there.in that
road was a green spot or a black spot or
a.hloody. spot. . That's all you'd find. | =

“There weren't no police then. When
turpentine started, that dog there was

tampla e d&YﬁYs’"p?ﬁ"é%—WhW urpen-

“Turpentive started around here about
.My daddy started to work tirpen-
tine, that’s the reason-1. worked-it,- be-
cause my daddy ‘worked it. When T “got
old enough, he put my butt out there.
rst thing [ ever done in turpentine was
1.had a dip bucket there, man, "béut-
the of ‘that ‘pee pot. And, skoot I
don’t know where totote it. I have that a
thing ~on~my “head,  sometime; i my
shoulder .sometime, ‘on my side. 1 fell

with that tar, "
“My brother, he learned fo cl\xp ‘He

" was older-than me. I'got a brother; he

ain't dead unless he died Iatéﬁr Tgota

“1 coum dxp 10 barrels a day And you

" you. They had detectives- and United

tining, there wasn’t even a road patgol,
there weren't nothing but what 1 told

States marshals. They been here ever -
since I been here,

“I been in turpentine camps- rigm “here
im-Georgia where 1 been in water this
high (ke reaches down and-touchs a spot
on his thigh) and worked through ice this

“thleks ‘”(bé“fp’ﬁéﬁdf“ﬁm‘?‘bgem B30 inck

apart), and 1 been in woods where boss
tman ridin’ on a horse come up an’ see a -
man- sittin’ down and ride -up-and-kill-- -
'im.

“One _boss (in Flonda) Killed 22 for
not workin’. Nobody done nothin’.

“There’s- two kind of White .men.
There’s one who will give you his pée pot
and there's one who will.take this pee
pot away from you s )




