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UST NORTH OF SACRAMENTOIS ATINY SETTLEMENT THAT RESIDENTS

call La Tijera, The Scissors, because two roads come together
there at a sharp angle. On the dusty triangle of ground be-
tween the blades sit more than a dozen dwellings: trailers,
flimsy clapboard cabins, micro duplexes. A mattress uhder a
mulberry tree lies amid broken-down cars and other castoffs.
Roosters crow. Traffic roars past. Heat ripples off the pave-
ment, areminder of California’s epic drought.

Martha, 51, emerges from one of the tiny duplexes to greet
me and Juanita Ontiveros, a farmworker organizer, who'd tele-

phoned ahead. Martha’s hair is slicked back and she wears

about work. Martha replies in a mixture of Spanish and En-
glish that she will soon begin a stint in a watermelon-packing
plant. The job will last two months, for $10.50 an hour.

Afterthat?

“Nothing”

Her husband, Arturo, does irrigation laborfor $9 per hour.
The state minimum wage is $10. “They won’t pay more than
$9,” she says. “You don’t want it? Eh. Plenty of other people
will take the job. ” Adding to their woes, his job is seasonal,
and after several months he’s laid off, a problem faced by
about a million farmworkers, according to the U.S. Depart-
ment of Agriculture.

Martha, originally from Tijuana, and Arturo, from Mex-
icali, are undocumented workers who have been in the
United States most of their lives. (Martha came at age 8.)

They are three months behind on the $460 rent. “Maybe T'll

marry Donald Trump,” she says, deadpan, then laughs. “I volunteer at the church. I bag food for families.” .

Because she volunteers, the church gives her extra food. “So I share,” she says of the goods she passes
along to neighbors. “Helping people, God helps you more.”
I went to The Scissors, driving by vast walnut groves and endless fields of saffiower, tomatoes and

rice, to report on a particular kind of poverty in the country right now, and I did so with an amazing,

strange American artwork in mind. It was 75 years ago that the writer James Agee and the photographer‘

Walker Evans published the most lyrical chronicle of the lives of poor Americans ever produced, Let Us
Now Praise Famous Men, and to consider even briefly some of the notions raised in that landmark book

seemed a useful thing to do, and a necessary one in this age of widening income disparity.
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freshly applied eye shadow. Yet she looks weary. I ask her

PHOTOGRAPHS BY MATT BLACK / MAGNUM PHOTOS

Agee moved in with cotton share-
croppers in rural, Depression-scarred
Alabamainthe summer 0f1936. Though
their project started out as a Fortune
assignment (which the magazine never
published), in the end it flouted all jour-
nalistic constraints and appeared as a
470-page book, a potent combination of
Evans’ indelible black-and-white pic-
tures and Agee’s operatic prose. Their
effort, Agee wrote, was to undertake “an

- independent inquiry into certain nor-

mal predicaments of human divinity”

The book tanked, despite its startling
originality—“the most realistic and
the most important moral effort of our
American generation,” the critic Lio-
nel Trilling wrote in 1942. Then, in the
1960s, as Agee’s reputation grew (his
posthumous novel A Death in the Family
won the 1958 Pulitzer Prize) and there
was renewed interest in America’s pov-
erty problem, Let Us Now Praise Farmous
Men experienced a rebirth, and is now
admired as a classic of literary reportage.

Thirty years ago, I went to Alabama

Martha, a farmworker in Califor-
nia, says a group of white locals
often harass her, yelling that
immigrants take U.S. jobs. “Why
do’t they work in the fields?”
she asked. Previous pages:
Cleveland’s Industrial Valley
(top) and a railroad track ata
closed mill in Millinocket, Maine.
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with ‘the photographer Michael S:
Williamson to follow up on the peo-
ple described by Agee and Evans. We
met with 128 survivors or descen-
dants, and in 1989 published a book,
And Their Children After Them. It
was, I wrote then, “about a group of

men and women who long ago told us.

something about Americathat we,asa
" society; donot readily wantto face, and
who today have something else to tell
us about ourselves” =
Tomarkthe 75th anniversary ofthe
Agee-Evans enterprise, the photogra-
pher Matt Black and Itraveled to Cal-
ifornia’s Central Valley, Cleveland and
northern Maine—places that, in their
own ways, are close to the bottom of

the nation’s stratified economy. Like

Agee and Evans, we generally focused
on people who can be described asthe
working poor. '

_ The official U.S. poverty level is an
annual income below $11,880 for a sin-
gle person or $24,300 for a household
of four. That yields a rate of 13.5 per-

cent of the population, or 43.1 million

people, according to the U.S. Census.
‘But because these figures don’t fully

account for the skyrocketing cost of
housing, among other things, they un-
derestimate the number of Americans
enduring hard times. “Low income”—
which I take as synonymous with
“working poor”—is $23,760 for a sin-
gle person, $48,600 for a four-person
household. At that cutoff, 317 percent
of the population is seriously strug-
gling. That's 101 million Americans.
~Undoubtedly the economic story of
ourtimeis the growing income gap: Be-
tween 2009 and 2015, the top 1 percent
nabbed 52 percent of the income gams

- in the so-called recovery, according to

Berkeley economist Emmanuel Saez T
found ample evidence for the troubling
decline in what experts call the “labor
share” of revenue, the amount devoted
to workers” pay rather than executive
salaries and corporate profits. '

But I encountered something else
that Agee didn’t find 75 years ago and
that I didn’t find even 30 years ago.
It came from a former drug dealer in
Cleveland who is now taking partina
kind of economic experiment. Tt was a
word I haven't heard in decades of re-
porting on poverty: “hope.”

It is for the clothmg, and for the food, and for the shelter,
by these to sustain their lives, that they work.

James Ages, Lot Us Now Praise Famous Men

ALIFORNIA'S CENTRAL
Valley covers some
20,000 square miles,
‘an area larger than
nine different states.
Some 250 different

Crops "are grown,:

one-quarter of Amer-

ica’s food: 2 billion

pounds of “shelled

.nuts annually, for

example, 30 billion

- pounds of tomatoes. Near the edges of
the farms and orchards, the illusion of
an eternal flat plain is broken-only by

~glimpses of the persimmon-colored

Coast Ranges or the Sierra foothills.
The official poverty rate in the val-
ley is stunning: one in five residents
in many of its counties. In Fresno, the
third-poorest U.S. city with a popu-
lation over 250,000; one out of three

- residents lives below the poverty line,

and of course far more than that qual-
ify as “working poor” Certainly the
seasonal nature of farm work has al-
ways been part of the struggle. But life
is'also growing harder for farmworkers
because of increasing mechanization;
according to Juanita Ontiveros, a vet-

in Fresno, economic hardship is accentuated by isolation, with unusually high levels
of Latinos, blacks and whites segregated in “high-poverty neighborhoods.”
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eran activist, who marched with Cesar
Chavez in the 1960s. It has long been
an American contradiction that those
who grow our food often go hungry. You
can see the desperation in the drawn
faces of farmworkers walking along the
roads, feel it when passing countless
dusty settlements like The Scissors.

In Cantua Creek, 200 miles south of
Sacramento, a taco wagon was parked
at a crossroads across from a cotton
field. The talk there, as it was every-
where I went in the valley, was about
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the cutbacks in planting and harvest-
ing brought on by the drought, now in
its sixth year. Maribel Aguiniga, the
owner, said business was down. “Peo-
ple are like the squirrels,” she said.
“They save up to get ready for winter.”

I thought about the poverty that
Agee saw in 1936, when Franklin D.
Roosevelt’s New Deal gave many poor
Americans alift. In fact, the three Ala-
bama families documented by Agee at
first assumed that he and Evans were
New Deal agents who had arrived to

help. Government was seen by many
as a savior. Fifty years later, when I
followed in Agee’s footsteps, the mood
in the country had changed, as epito-
mized by President Ronald Reagan’s
statement that “government is not
the solution to our problem; govern-
mentisthe problem.” The government
certainly wasn’t involved in the lives
of the 128 people we met connected
to the Agee-Evans book. None was
on welfare. They were on their own,
working in tough jobs for low pay.

‘What I found in my travels this year
is a stark contrast to the top-down ap-
proach of the 1930s and the go-it-alone
1980s. This time the energy is coming
not from the federal government but
from city governments, local philan-
thropies and a new generation of non-
profit organizations and for-profit busi-
nesses with social missions,

Inthe town of Parksdale, at a freshly
leveled former vineyard, ten fami-
lies, most who work in agriculture,
were helping each other build homes

through Self-Help Enterprises Inc.,
a nonprofit in Visalia that cobbles
low-interest loans with federal and
state funding. Since 1965, it has created
nearly 6,200 homes in the region. In-
stead of a down payment, participants
put in sweat equity, doing some 65
percent of the labor. Each family must
contribute 40 hours per week over the
roughly one-year construction period.

I volunteered for three days. On the
first, I took turns with Albino Rameriz,
43, operating a 70-pound Makita jack-

inside a house in The Scissors
(left), a farmworkers’® settlement
in California’s Central Valley.
Simon Salazar (right), 2 me-
chanic, works full time at a raisin
plant, then spendstwodays a
weelc building a home for his
family in Parksdale with a hand
from Self-Help Enterprises.
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California’s historic drought has swelled the ranks of homeless
people near the Central Valley town of Mendota; this desolate
camp was photographed in September. With thousands ,

of parched acres lying fallow, the unemployment rate in this
impoverished area, already known as the Appalachia of the
West, approaches 40 percent, the state’s highest. A young man

(above) inspeots a bicycle wheel. A h,omeless woman named
Ernestina Garocia (right) has been out of work for four years. On the
wall of a shack (below) someane wrote in Spanish, "God is good.”
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hammer to chisel holes into the con-
crete-like “soil” The sun burned down.,
It was 103 degrees, Rameriz outworked
me. Though he stands just over five feet,
he whipped the jackhammer around.
On abreak, he held up hishands.

“T've got blisters,” he said in Span-
ish, showing me his fingers. “It’'s asign
that we're working,. If you want a lit-
tle, you get a little. If you want more,
you work for it.”

Amazingly, he’d already put in a
shift harvesting tomatoes before com-
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ing here. Green stains marked his
pants. His fingernails were black at
the quicks from the acid in the jugo de
tomate. I was further amazed that the
house isn’t for him. He was donating
hours to help a friend.

1 was interested in getting to know
Simon Salazar, 40, who was building
with his wife, Luz, 42, and their three
children. His family now lives in a
three-bedroom house that faces the
Highway 99 freeway and its constant
thunder of passing cars and big rigs.

His rent, which is subsidized by the
county, is $1,300. They’ll move into a
four-bedroom house on this quiet cul-
de-sac. The mortgage: $720.

The group got to talking about the
cost of living, “I don’t think you strug-
gle like us,” Salazar said to me. This
wasn’t as dismissive as it might appear

‘in print. It was an honest observation.

1 felt the economic divide between
us. Salazar, who was born in nearby
Madera, had wanted to take part in this
program in 2015, but he earned too lit-

tle, less than $20,000, to qualify. This
year, because his job asamechanicina
raisin-processing plant went full time,
he cracked $30,000. He was working
12-hour shifts during the grape harvest.

On the second day, I helped wire to-
gether steel rebar in foundation forms.
1 asked Salazar: “Do you consider
yourself poor?” He paused. Rubbed
his beard. He pointed to a white 2005
Honda Odyssey parked on the street.
He saved two years before buying the
used minivan with cash. He said that

some people might appear to be rich,
but are they really wealthy if they owe
money on most of their possessions?
“There are alot of rich people that
are just like us. They have nothing.
Everything’s in debt.” Except for his
rent or mortgage, he said, “Everything
is mine. No debt to nobody. It’s bet-
ter to be healthy than to have money.
We're trying to make our house. To

‘have something for the kids. For us

when we get old, 'm poor. It’s OK. For
me it’s very rich having a house.”

At low tide in the tiny Maine town
of Perry (left) near the Canadi-
an border, Matthew Beale and
Eric Carson scratch out a living
digging clams. “About the only
time 'm not down here is when
it’s frozen,” said Carson {(above).
“I don’t think | could go back and
work for somebody else.”
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.. . the lamps are out. Every leaf drenches the touch; the

spider’s net is heavy. The roads lie theve, with nothing to
use them. The fields lie there, with nothing at work
in them, neither man nor beast.

James Agee, Lot Us Now Praise Famous Men

IN NORTHERN MAINE, ONE OUT
of five residents falls be-
low the poverty line. Maine
is the whitest state in the
union, at 94.9 percent. The
median age is 44, tied for
oldest. Paper mills, once
a key source of jobs, have
shuttered all over, but the
Millinocket area was espe-
cially hit hard by the closing
inthe last eight years of two
mills owned by the Great
Northern Paper Company. At their
peak the mills employed more than
4,000 people.

Roaming downtown Millinocket,
with its many vacant storefronts, I
found a song lyric scrawled on an
abandoned building:

Ihold

My own
deathasa
card in the
deck

" tobeplayed
when there
are no
other cards

left

A few blocks south was a vine-cov-
ered chain-link fence. Behind it were
the ruins of the mill that closed in
2008. Nearby, an insurance adjuster
was measuring a run-down house. I
asked him what people do for work.
He said he felt lucky to have a job. His
neighbors? “Up here, they’re starving.
Kids in high school, the first thing they
want to do is get out.”

I came across two young men,
seemingly in their late teens, carrying
fishing poles and a canoe, which they
were about to put into the river flow-
ing past the dead mill. I asked what
people here do, meaning, for work.
“Drugs,” one answered, “because
there’s nothing to do.” In fact, Maine
isonacourse toreach nearly 400.drug
overdose deaths this year, the major-
ity involving heroin—a 40 percent
increase over 2015, according to'the
state attorney general’s office. While
well-off people also use heroin, the
U.S. Centers for Disease Control says
the majority of deaths in Maine are
taking place in the poorest counties.

In the coastal city of Machias;
there’s a tradition of seasonal jobs:
hand-raking blueberries; “tipping,”
or cutting, fir branches for holiday
wreaths; fishing. But blueberryfields
are increasingly being mechanically
picked. Fishing is vastly diminished
because of overharvesting.

Katie Lee, 26, is a single mother of
three, and her life on this stony coast
is grist for a country and western
song: pregnant at 15, lived in a tent for
a while, survived on meager welfare.
Now she has an $11.70 per hour job at
acare home and puts in endless hours.
Each time solvency nears, though, an
unexpected bill hits. When we met,
her car had just broken down and she
faced a $550 repair. It might as well
have been $55,000.

She dreams of better pay and was
about to start taking college classes
through a program with Family Fu-
tures Downeast, a nonprofit commu-
nity organization. She’d also like to be

On the Passamaduoddy Pleasant Point Reservation in Maine, 42 percent of residents
live in poverty. Left: inside the one-room house of 68-year-old Allen Tomah.
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a role model for her children. “I want
to teach the kids that I never gave up,”
Lee said of her college ambition. Her
eyes were heavy—she’d been up for 26
hours straight because of a long shift
and her children, “I'm hoping by next
year that 'm going to be able to save
and not live paycheck to paycheck.”

Farther north, at a cove off the Bay
of Fundy some four miles from the
Canadian border, the tide was out,
exposing vast mud flats dotted with
a few tiny specks. The specks began
to move—people who dig steamer
clams for a living. I donned rubber
boots lent to me by Tim Sheehan, the
owner of Gulf of Maine Inc., which
buys from the clammers. “There’s no
other real work left here for some-
one without an education,” Sheehan
told me. Top diggers earn as much as
$20,000 per year.

Eric Carson, 38, was chopping the
mud with a short-handled fork that
had long steel prongs. With one blue
rubber-gloved hand, he moved aside
a clump of seaweed. Crabs skittered
away as the fork overturned mud.
With his other hand he grabbed le-
gal-size clams, at least two inches,
tossing them into a basket. “It’s an
extremely hard way to make aliving,”
he said with great understatement.

Hehad abeard the color of the tawny
mud flats and around his eyes he had
wrinkles formed by 20 years of squint-
ing in the sun. “I didn’t start making
any real money at it until after the first
five years.”

The price posted that morning at the
Guif of Maine was $3 per pound. But it
drops as low as $1.80 in winter. Har-
vesting is commonly closed because
of red tides orrain. The market some-
times suddenly shuts down. In Janu-
ary, the flats are often frozen.

Carson had an extra fork. I tried
digging. Perhaps I added eight ounces
of clams to his basket in a half-hour. I
broke about as many as I gathered, ru-
ining them, and my back started hurt-
ing, so I stopped. Carson paused only
to light a cigarette now and then.

When the tide rose, Carson took
his clams in. The price; dictated by
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the market, had dropped to $2.50. A
77-year-old man, who told me that he
dug “to pay the bills,” brought in ten
pounds, and was paid $25. Carson had
86 pounds, a $215 payday.

Other than some long-ago start-up
money that Sheehan got from Coastal
Enterprises Inc., a community devel-
opment corporation, the clammers
are pretty much on their own, amonga
dwindling fraction of Americans who
still manage to wrest aliving from the
land and sea.

I asked Carson ifhe thought of him-
self as poor. He said he didn’t think
so. In the aughts, Carson and his girl-
friend, Angela Francis, 34, lived in
Bangor. He “ran equipment” and Fran-
cis worked at a Texas Roadhouse. They
paid $750 a month rent. Francis got
sick and had to quit. He cleared some
$1,300, he said, “and if you take $750

from that, there’s not a whole lot left.”
Now they live on two acres of land he
inherited. When the couple moved
from Bangor six years ago he bought
an old 14- by 20-foot cabin for $500
and “loaded it on a flatbed and brought
it there.” He built on additions. They
grow a lot of food, canning tomatoes,
beans, squash. Potatoes are stored for
the winter. He cuts five cords of fire-
wood to heat the house,

“I don’t need or want for too much
else. My house is nothing lavish, but
it’s mine. Taxes are $300 per year.
I don’t have any credit cards. I don’t
have a bank account. If you don’t have
much overhead, you have nothing
to worry about. I've created my own
world. I don’t need anybody other than
the people who buy the clams. Other-
wise, it’s just us. It’s almost like a sov-
ereign nation. We govern ourselves.”

In every child who is born, under no matter what

circumstances, and no matter what parents, the

potentiality of the human race is born again; and

in him, too, once more, and of each of us, our terrific

responsibility towards human life; towards the utmost

idea of goodness, of the horror of error, and of God.

James Agee, Let Us Now Praise Famous Men

RIVING BACK ROADS
in Pennsylvania
and Ohio, through
former steel in-
dustry strong-
holds, including
Johnstown and
a string of rust-
ing cities in the
Monongahela Val-
ley, I saw the two
Americas, rich
and poor. Down-
town Pittsburgh, ballyhooed as hav-
ing “come back” since the mills shut-
tered, glistened. Even Youngstown,
emblematic of steel’s decline, has
trendy downtown lofts and the “Las

Vegas-style” Liquid Blu Nightclub. But
always nearby, often within blocks, 1
found ruin and desperation.

In Cleveland, where the Republican
National Convention had just been
held, some close-in neighborhoods are
being colonized by hipsters. Tymocs,
a shot-and-beer joint in Tremont that
my grandfather patronized after shifts
at the B&O Railroad, is now Lucky’s
Cafe, a brunch scene with pecan ba-
con and lemon waffles. But the over-
all picture is grim. Cleveland is the
second-poorest large American city,
census data show, with 39.2 percent of
residents in poverty, just one-tenth of
apointbehind Detroit. The city is 53.3
percent black, 37.3 percent white.

I headed to Glenville, a neighbor-
hood that began a long decline after
riots in 1968, and I ended up meeting
Chris Brown, 41, at Tuscora Avenue
and Lakeview Road.

Over 20 years earlier, Brown sold
crack cocaine at this corner. “It was
rough. In this neighborhood, if you
weren’t selling crack, people looked
at you funny.” He packed an Uzi. “T'd
shoot it in the air. Any problems was
gone, because [ would tell them, “You
might shoot me, but I'll kill yall’”

Brown shook his head. “Stupid,” he
said in judgment of himself,

His early life began with promise.
He'd gone off to college in 1993, and
shortly ‘after his girlfriend became
pregnant. T had a screaming, holler-
ing baby.” he recalled. “No market-
able skills. T got to feed this baby.” He
dropped out and began dealing drugs.
He knew he'd get busted someday.
That day came in 1999. He points to
the lawn where cops tackled him. He
spent three years in prisomn.

Katie Lee, of Machias, Maine,
was once so destitute that she
had to live in a tent. Now the
young mother of three putsin
long hours at a care home and,
with help from a local nonprofit,
hopes to earn a college degree.
“| go home and sleep if 'm
lucky,” she said.
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“I'm going to tell you the game
changer was going to prison,” he said.
He took college classes. “It set me up
tobe serious.”

Visiting this corner wasn’t easy for
Brown-his brow was furrowed and
he spoke gravely. He showed what
had been his “office” in an alley, now
gone. Trees grow where one apart-
ment building stood. The other’s roof
has caved in. Empty lots and houses
dot the area, which looks as if it was

abandoned half a century ago. “No,

man,” he said. “This is from 2000 on.”
He pointed to where there had been a

barbershop, hardware store, market,

bakexy. Crack, hesaid, “tore this neigh-
borhoodup.” .

A sudden burst of gunfire; six to
eight shots, interrupted our conversa-
tion. Close. BrOWn’s eyesdarted. ‘Let’s

get out of here. We're in the open. |

We're targets.”

We sped off in my rental car. “Ain’t

o crack anymore,” he said. “The

younger dudes, all they do is rob.”
' dropped Brown off at the Ever-
green Laundry, It's onte of three coop-
erative Evergreen companiesin Cleve-
land that employ a total of 125 people;
there’s also an energy business and a
hydroponic greenhouse. The Ever-
green Cooperative Corporation is for-
profit but owned by the workers. ‘(It’s
patterned after the Mondragon Cor-
potration in Spain, one of the world’s
largest cooperative businesses, with
some 75,000 worker-owners)) Fund-
ing in part came from the Cleveland
TFoundation. The companies are tied
to “anchor institutions” such as the
renowned -Cleveland - Clinic, which
buys lettuce; and University Hospitals;
which has millions of pounds’of laun=
dry for the co-op:

After prison; Brown worked: as a
roofer and then at a telemarketing
company. “Iwasn't really asalesman. I
was selling gold-dipped coins. Crack?
You didn’t have to talk nobody into
that” His previous job, as a janitor,
had lowpay and no benefits. The Ever-
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“I started sweeping the floor,”
Chris Brown (right) said of his
start at the Evergreen Coopera-
tive Laundry in Cleveland. “I'm
asupervisor now.” The worker-
owned company is a bright spot
in one of the neediest U.S. cities,
where nearly 40 percent of
residents live in poverty.

green Laundry paid him $10 anhourto
start; with benefits. Six months later;
he became plant supervisor

Italked with different workers at the

- Evergreen companies; which have an

average hourly wage of $13.94. Some
23 of them have purchased rehabili-
tated houses for $15,000 to $30,000

through an Evergreen program that

deducts the loan from their pay. A
worker owns the house free and clear
infiveyears.

One afternoon, I volunteered in the
three-and-a-quarter-acre hydropdnic

greenhouse. Cleveland Crisp and but-

ter lettuce grow on serving-tray-size
plastic foam “rafts” that float on 13
rectangular ,“ponds.” They begin as
sprouts on one side and 39 days later,

slowly pushed 330 feet, the rafts reach

the far shore ready for harvest.
Workers hustled. A man transplant-
ing lettuce “starts” was moving his
hands at nearly a blur, Others plucked
rafts and stacked them on giant carts.
Our job was to put the rafts on a con-
veyor belt. If lettuce wasn't fed into the
refrigera’ced packing room fastenough,
complaints camé from inside. Some

10,800 heads of lettuce were shipped

thatday. g
The harvest manager, Ernest Gra-
ham, and I talked as we worked. Imen-
tioned thefarmworkers in California:
He said thisis a better situation-“the
lettuce:is eaten locally, 1o workers get
abused and everyone is-a co-owner.
That really motivates workers, hesaid.
“This is the United States of Amer-
ica,” said Graham. “Greedis partof our
M.O” He mentioned-income inequal-
ity “We have-significant wage: gaps
now,” hesaid. If the cooperative move-
ment spreads and more people share
in the wealth, “that’s where youwant
society to be. If everybody was well off




‘it would be a better country. Can'you
imagine if every company was a co-op?
Everyone would be happy.”

Begun in 2009, the Evergreen Coop-
eratives enterprise hasbeen sosuccess-
fulit’s known as the “Cleveland Model,”
and it’s being embraced by eight U.S.
cities, including Albuquerque, New
Orleans, Richmond and Rochester,
New York. A half-dozen others are ac-
tively considering this co—op/social

This story was produced with support from the
Economic Hardship Reporting Project.
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enterprise business approach because
the “level of pain in many cities is so
high and continuing to grow,” said Ted
Howard, executive director of the De-
mocracy Collaborative, a community
development organization that helped
start the Evergreen program.

For Brown, his work at the laundry
was a fresh start. “This is my chance
to right some of those wrongs,” he
said of his past. “It’s like a shot at the
title when you don’t deserve it. This
makes my mother proud. My neigh-

-bors want to know about Evergreen.”

Brown earns less than hiswife, who
is an administrative assistant and
show coordinator for a software engi-
neering firm. On paper, he said, their
combined income might make it ap-
pear that they’re doing fine. But then
there are the bills.

The biggest ones?

“Mortgage and tuition,” Brown said,
which amount to some $17,000 per
year. “My stepson is in junior high
school,” Brown explained. “He’s in

a private school because our public
school is garbage. That costs $8,000.
You got to walk a fine line growing up
black and poor; An-educationis an im-
portant thing. If we want to break the
cycle, that’swhereit starts, right there.”

As for the other expenses, food
runs “threeto four hundred a month.”
The couple has one car, with a $350
monthly payment. Brown usually
takes the bus to the Evergreen Laun-
dry to-start his 4 am. to 2 p.m. shift.
They live paycheck to paycheck.

“Save? I'm using everything T got to
keep my head above water. Tt’s still
always a struggle. I still ain’t made it
where I don’t have to worry.”

I asked, Are you poor?

“T used to be poor. Poorness to'me is
you're inaposition to do things youdon’t
wantto do,” he said, such asselling crack.
“ITmight not make alot of money, butI've
gotajob, Igotafamily, and Idon’thaveto
belookin’ overmy shoulder. From where
Icome from, it’s night and day. What I've
gotthat T didn’t have is hope.”

Atthe Green City Growers, also
part of Cleveland’s Evergreen
Cooperatives, lettuces and herbs
are raised in a 83.25-acre hydro-
ponic greenhouse {left) on a once
blighted lot. The organization
put down roots in low-income
neighborhiocods to help “neglect-
ed post-industrial economies.”
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“T lay down at night. Sometimes it seems like there
wouldn’t never be no end to it, nor even a let-up. One year
it’ll look like things was going to be pretty good; but you
get a little bit of money saved, something always happens.
Itell you I won’t be sorry when I die. I wouldn’t be sorry
this minute if it wasn’t for Louise and Squinchy-here.”

James Agee, L6t Us Now Praise Famous Men

OUISE” WAS MARY LUCILLE,
then age 10—Agee had
given all his subjects
pseudonyms.  Agee
told her she could
become a nurse. or
teacher and escape
poverty. She didn’t.
She sharecropped into
the1960s, then worked
longhours at acafé.On
February 20, 1971, at
theage of 45, she drank

ter. “I've took all T can take.”

Tt was abrutal end to a brutally hard
life. I grew close to three out of four
of Lucille’s children—Patty, Sonny and
Detsy. Patty and Sonny died too young
inthe ensuing years, alcoholism a fac-
tor-for each. Last year, I visited Detsy
in Florida, 30 years after we first met.
She was now working a good job at a
nearby hotel.

T've been on that story long enough
to ‘know that as much as I admire
Agee’s work, I'm also painfully aware
ofthe limitations of a poetic approach
to writing about poverty. Many Ameri-
cans have embraced a mythology about
the Great Depression that there was
national unity and shared suffering.
The reality is the country was as di-
vided then as itis today, withliberalsor
progressives calling for more govern-
ment assistance and conservatives—
John Steinbeck called them “rabid,
hysterical Roosevelt hater(s)”—quick
to blame and even villainize the poor.

Sure, many things have changed
in the past 75 years. The vast major-
ity of working poor people, starkly
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arsenic. “I'wannadie,” she told her sis-

unlike the families Agee chronicled,
live in dwellings with plurflbing and
electricity and television. They drive
cars, not mule-drawn wagons. And just
about everyone has a cellphone. Con-
servatives argue that today’s poor are
“richer” because of these things, and
have choices in a market-based econ-
omy; there are tax credits.

Living standards today are better. But
the gap between rich and poor is still
large, and growing, which adds a psy-
chological dimension to poverty. More
and more; Americans are increasingly
either at the top or bottom. The middle
class “may no longer be the economic
majority inthe U.S.” according toaPew
Research Center study this year. The
middle class has “lost ground in nine
out of ten metropolitan areas.”

Poverty is not knowing if you'll be
able to pay the bills or feed your chil-

dren. Some one in eight Americans, -

or 42.2 million people, are “food inse-
cure,” which means they sometimes go
hungry because they cannot afford a
meal, according to Feeding America,
the nationwide food bank. I've visited
the homes of many working people
and seen that, at the end of the month,
before the next paycheck, the refriger-
ator is.empty.

Agee and Evans documented the
very peculiar system that was share-
cropping, a feudal order that was an
outgrowth of slavery. It was an ex-
treme. In some ways it’s unfair to con-
trast that system with poverty today,
other than in one important manner,
told by way of a joke I once heard in
Alsbama: A tenant brings five bales
of cotton to the gin. The landlord, af-

ter doing a lot of calculation, tells the
tenant he broke even for the year. The
tenant grows. excited, and says to the
landlord there’s one more bale back
home that wouldn’t fit on the wagon.
“Shucks,” the landlord replies. “Now
Tl have to figure it all over again sowe
can come out even.”

It’s virtually the same today for tens
of millions of Americans who are “gain-
lessly” employed. They feel the system is
gamed so that they always come outjust
even. I spoke with Salazar, the mechanic
who works in a California raisin plant,
aboutthe minimumwageincrease, tobe
phased in to $15 per hour by 2022.

Salazar shrugged. I asked why. “The
cost of everything will just go up,” he
said, and explained that merchants
and others will charge more because
they can. He doesn’t expect any extra
money in his pocket.. ‘

Out of all the things I learned in my
travels across America this summer
and fall, the thing that stands out is
the emergence of new for-profit so-

- cial benefit organizations and coop-

eratives like Evergreen Corporation.
They are one of the great untold sto-
ries of the past decade. These efforts
are unprecedented in American his-

~tory, and many can betraced to 2006,

with the launch of B Lab, a nonprofit
organization in Berwyn, Pennsyl-
vania, that certifies B, or “benefit”
corporations that “use the power of
markets to solve social and environ-
mental problems.” There are now
nearly 1,700 B corporations.

In 2008, Vermont became the first
state to recognize low-profit limited
liability corporations, or L3Cs, that
focus on “social impact investing.”
There are now “a couple of thousand”
L3Cs in numerous states, says Bob
Lang, CEO of the Mary Elizabeth &
Gordon B. Mannweiler Foundation,
which advocates using for-profit ve-
hicles to achieve charitable missions.

More than 200 new worker-owned
cooperatives have formed since 2000,
according to Project Equity and the
Democracy at Work Institute. The
forecast is for growth. In Cleveland,
the Evergreen companiyes envision a

tenfold increase in jobs, to someday
have 1,000 worker-owners. It's heart-
ening to-see these things happening
after more than 30 years of covering
working-class issues and poverty.
For some people stuck at the bottom
of the poverty scale, however, the bar
for what they see as improving their
lives is far lower than the one set by
Evergreen’s high ambitions. In one of
my conversations with Graham, the
greenhouse harvest manager, we veered
into criticizing Walmart, which is fairly

notorious for its low-wage jobs, often
part-time, and often without benefits.

Then I remembered something
Martha said. We were standing out-
side amid the dust in the blazing Cal-
ifornia sun. She dreamily described
her ideal job. It would be inside,
she said, in a clean, air-conditioned
place, out of the dirt and heat. “Ev-
eryone here wants to get out of here,”
she said, looking around The Scis-
sors. “I would love to be able to work
at Walmart.” o]

From 2000 to 2009, the bottom
of the recession, unemployment
in Cleveland tripled, to 9 percent.
Though joblessness hasfallen
since then, the city ranks lastin
jobgrowth among million-plus
metro areas—stark evidence of
what experts call the “hollowing
out” of America’s working class.
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