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Johnny Bear (An Extract)
John Steinbeck

The village of Loma is built, as its name implies, on a low
round hill that rises like an island out of the flat mouth of the
Salinas Valley in central California. To the north and east of the
town a black tule swamp stretches for miles, but to the south the
marsh has been drained. Rich vegetable land has been the result
of the draining, land so black with wealth that the lettuce and
cauliflowers grow to giants.

The owners of the swamp to the north of the village began
to covet the black land. They banded together and formed a
reclamation district. 1 work for the company which took the
contract to put a ditch through. The floating clamshell digger
arrived, was put together and started eating a ditch of open

water through the swamp.
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I tried living in the floating bunkhouse with the crew for a
while, but the mosquitoes that hung in banks over the dredger
and the heavy pestilential mist that sneaked out of the swamp
every night and slid near to the ground drove me into the village
of Loma, where I took a furnished room, the most dismal I have
ever seen, in the house of Mrs. Ratz. 1 might have looked
farther, but the idea of having my mail come in care of Mrs,
Ratz decided me. After all, I only slept in the bare cold room. I
ate my meals in the galley of the floating bunkhouse.

There aren’t more than two hundred people in Loma. The
Methodist church has the highest place on the hill; its spire is
visible for miles. Two groceries, a hardware store, an ancient
Masonic Hall and the Buffalo Bar comprise the public buildings.
On the side of the hills are the small wooden houses of the
population, and on the rich southern flats are the houses of the
landowners, small yards usually enclosed by high walls of
clipped cypress to keep out the driving afternoon winds.

There was nothing to do in Loma in the evening except to go
to the saloon, an old board building with swinging: doors and a
wooden side walk awning. Neither prohibition nor repeal had
changed its business, its clientele, or the quality of its whisky.
In the course of an evening every male inhabitant of Loma over
fifteen years old came at least once to the Buffalo Bar, had a
drink, talked a while and went home.

Fat Carl, the:owner and bartender, greeted every newcomer
with a phlegmatic sullenness which nevertheless inspired
familiarity and affection. His face was sour, his tone downright
unfriendly, and yet—1 don't know how he did it. 1 know 1 felt

gratified and warm when Fat Carl knew me well enough to turn
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his sour pig face to me and say with some impatience, “Well,
what's it going to be?” He always asked that although he served
only whisky, and only one kind of whisky. Ihave seen him flatly
refuse to squeeze some lemon juice into it for a stranger. Fat Carl
didn’t like fumadiddles. He wore a big towel tied about his
middle and he polished the glassed on it as he moved about. The
floor was bare wood sprinkled with sawdust, the bar an old store
counter, the chairs were hard and straight; the only decorations
were the posters and cards and pictures stuck to the wall by
candidates for county elections, salesmen and auctioneers. Some
of these were many years old. The card of Sheriff Rittal still
begged for re-election although Rittal had been dead for seven
years. '

The Buffalo Bar sounds, even to me, like a terrible place,
but when you walked down the night street, over the wooden
sidewalks, when the long streamers of swamp fog, like waving,
dirty bunting, flapped in your face, when finally you pushed
open the swinging doors of Fat Carl’s and saw men sitting around
talking and drinking, and Fat Carl coming along toward you, it
seemed pretty nice. You couldn’t get away from it.

There would be a game of the mildest kind of poker going
on. Timothy Ratz, the husband of my "landlady, would be
playing solitaire, cheating pretty badly because he took a drink
only when he got it out. I've seen him get out five times in a
row. When he won he piled the cards neatly, stood up and
walked with great dignity to the bar. Fat Carl, with a glass half
filled before he arrived, asked, “What'll it be?”

“Whisky,” said Timothy gravely.

In the long room, men from the farms and the town sat in
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