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A story by ’
JOHN STEINBECK

ohn Steinbeck was born in 1902 in Salinas, California. He grew up in a
J farming valley surrounded by mountains, about a hundred miles south of
San Francisco and twenty-five miles from the Pacific Coast. The valley, the
mountains, and the coast serve as settings for many of Steinbeck's best and
most famous stories. His mother, a schoolteacher, encouraged him to read
widely as a child. After taking many courses but no degree from Stanford
University, Steinbeck held a variety of jobs that developed in him a deep
sympathy for the life of working people. In the 1930s, a time of great economic
hardship, Steinbeck wrote five books that became the basis of his future fame.
They are Tortilla Flat (1935), In Dubious Battle (1936), Of Mice and Men
(1937), The Long Valley (1938), a collection of stories from which "Breakfast;'
is taken, and The Grapes of Wrath (1939), a long novel about farming families
that many consider his best. Steinbeck's writing is straightforward, natural, and
clear, but expresses great emotion beneath its simple surface. Steinbeck
published more than thirty books during his productive career; many of his
stories were made into films. In 1962, he won the Nobel Prize for literature. He
died in 1968.
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A BEFORE YOU READ THE STORY =

A About the Author

Read the paragraph about John Steinbeck on page 1. Where are many
of Steinbeck's stories set? What did Steinbeck's various jobs develop in
him?

B The Pictures

Read the Key Words paragraph on page 3. How many of the words in
italics in that paragraph can you identify in the picture on page 5?

C Thinking about Hard Times

"Breakfast" takes place during the 1930s, a period of great economic
hardship in the United States and throughout the world. The main
characters in the story are poor workers who move from farm to farm
looking for jobs. They have few possessions and little education (their
English, as you will see, is "nonstandard"—that is, very informal and
sometimes ungrammatical). It is a struggle for them to make enough
money to take care of the simplest human needs. What do you think
are some of the things that give people pleasure during hard times?
What are some of the things that bring you happiness during times of
difficulty?



D Scanning for Information

Reading quickly to find small pieces of information is called scanning.
In this exercise you will scan the Key Words below. When you are
scanning "To the Reader," let your eyes move quickly over the text until
you find the phrase "Understanding Words in Context." Then read
closely enough to answer the following questions.
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What is the "context" of a new word?
What does the "context" help you to understand?
What are "context clues"?

g ke =

In the Key Words below, what words or phrases are the "context clues"
that help you understand each word in italics?
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"Breakfast" takes place in an outdoor camp near
California farmland. The camp is simple, consisting of a
tent, an old iron stove for cooking, a packing box used as
a table, no chairs, and a few tin cups and plates. Four |
people are living in the camp: a young woman and her ;;;fff ﬁ
baby, a young man, and an older man. They are farm |
workers, and they have recently found work picking
cotton—that is, taking cotton off the plant by hand. The
woman is dressed in an old, washed-out skirt and a
blouse or shirt; the men wear dungarees, clothing made
of rough dark-blue cotton (blue jeans). They are about to
eat a breakfast of coffee, bacon, and biscuits—quickly
made bread baked in a pan in small round shapes.
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This thing fills me with pleasure. I don't know why, I can see it in the
smallest detail. I find myself recalling it again and again, each time
bringing more detail out of sunken memory; remembering brings the
curious warm pleasure. y

It was very early in the morning. The eastern mountains were black—
blue, but behind them the light stood up faintly colored at the mountain
rims with a washed red, growing colder, greyer and darker as it went up
and overhead until, at a place near the west, it merged with pure night. :

And it was cold, not painfully so, but cold enough so that I rubbed my
hands and shoved them deep into my pockets, and I hunched my shoulders
up and scuffled my feet on the ground. Down in the valley where I was, the
earth was that lavender grey of dawn. I walked along a country road and °
ahead of me I saw a tent that was only a little lighter grey than the ground.
Beside the tent there was a flash of orange fire seeping out of the cracks of
an old rusty iron stove. Grey smoke spurted up out of the stubby stovepipe, *
spurted up a long way before it spread out and dissipated. |

I saw a young woman beside the stove, really a girl. She was dressed |
in a faded cotton skirt and waist. As I came close | saw that she carried a _5"‘
baby in a crooked arm and the baby was nursing, its head under her waist :
out of the cold. The mother moved about, poking the fire, shifting the rusty / :4
lids of the stove to make a greater draft, opening the oven door; and all the
time the baby was nursing, but that didn't interfere with the mother's work,
nor with the light quick gracefulness of her movements. There was
something very precise and practiced in her movements. The orange fire
flicked out of the cracks in the stove and threw dancing reflections on the

tent.
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I was close now and I could smell frying bacon and baking bread, the #
warmest, pleasantest odors 1 know. From the east the light grew swiftly. 1
came near to the stove and streiched my hands out to it and shivered all
over when the warmth struck me. Then the tent flap jerked up and a young :
man came out and an older man followed him. They were dressed in new §
blue dungarees and in new dungaree coats with brass buttons shining. They

were sharp—faced men, and they looked much alike.

-2}

The younger had a dark stubble beard and the older had a grey
stubble beard. Their heads and faces were wet, their hair dripped with |
wafer, and water stood out on their stiff beards and their cheeks shone with |
water. Together they stood looking quietly at the lightening east; they §
yawned together and looked at the light on the hill rims. They turned and §
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saw me.

7 "Morning," said the older man. His face was neither friendly nor
unfriendly.

8 "Morning, sir," I said.

9 "Morning," said the young man.

10 The water was slowly drying on their faces. They came to the stove and

warmed their hands at it.

1 The girl kept to her work, her face averted and her eyes on what she
was doing. Her hair was tied back out of her eyes with a string and it hung
down her back and swayed as she worked. She set tin cups on a big
packing box, set tin plates and knives and forks out too. Then she scooped
fried bacon out of the deep grease and laid it on a big tin platter, and the
bacon clicked and rustled as it grew crisp. She opened the rusty oven door
and took out a square pan full of high big biscuits.

12 When the smell of that hot bread came out, both of the men inhaled

deeply. The young man said softly, "Keerist! "




13 The older man turned to me, "Had your breakfast?"

14 ||N0 n

15 "Well, sit down with us, then."

16 That was the signal. We went to the packing case and squatted on the

ground about it. The young man asked, "picking cotton?"

17 "No."

18 "We have twelve days' work so far," the young man said.

19 The girl spoke up from the stove. "They even got new clothes." :

20 The two men looked down at their new dungarees and they both smiled
a little.

21 The girl set out the platter of bacon, the brown high biscuits, a bowl of
bacon gravy and a pot of coffee, and then she squatted down by the box
too. The baby was still nursing, its head up under her waist out of the cold.
I could hear the sucking noises it made.

22 We filled our plates, poured bacon gravy over our biscuits and sugared
our coffee. The older man filled his mouth full and he chewed and chewed
and swallowed. Then he said, "God Almighty, it's good," and he filled his
mouth again.

23~ The young man said, "We been eating good for twelve days."

24 We all ate quickly, frantically, and refilled our plates and ate quickly
again until we were full and warm. The hot bitter coffee scalded our
throats. We threw the last little bit with the grounds in it on the earth and
refilled our cups.

25 There was the color of the light now, a reddish gleam that made the air
seem colder. The two men faced the east and their faces were lighted by
the dawn, and [ looked up for a moment and saw the image of the
mountain and the'light coming over it reflected in the older man's eyes.

26 Then the two men threw the grounds from their cups on the earth and
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they stood up together. "Got to get going," the older man said.

27 The younger man turned to me. "'Fyou want to pick cotton, we could
maybe get you on."

28 "No. I got to go along. Thanks for breakfast."

29 The older man waved his hand in a negative. "0.K. Glad to have you.'
They walked away together. The air was blazing with light at the eastern
skyline. And I walked away down the country road.

30 That's all. I know, of course, some of the reasons why it was pleasant.
But there was some element of great beauty there that makes the rush of

warmth when I think of it.




A Understanding the Plot:
Answer the following questions with complete sentences.

1. What time of day was it when the narrator (the person telling the
story) saw the tent and the camp? What was the weather like?

2. What were the first things the narrator saw in the camp?

3. What was the young woman doing when the narrator arrived? Who

was with her as she worked?

In what ways were the two men in the camp similar?

What work had the two men been doing lately?

What did the men and the woman have for breakfast?

After breakfast, what did the younger man invite the narrator to do,

and what was the narrator's response?

8. When the narrator thinks back on that early-morning scene, what
are his feelings?

A A

B Understanding Words in |

Each of the following items has a word from the story followed by the
number of the paragraph and the phrase in which it appears. Without
using a dictionary, guess the meaning of the word from its context. If
necessary, reread the paragraph more closely. Then complete the
sentence that follows, choosing the ending that best demonstrates the
meaning of the word.

merge (2). .. the light . .. at a place near the west . . . merged with pure

night.

1sepealg
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When the two rivers merged, they

a. broke into many separate streams.
joined together into one river.
¢. remained separate but strong.

. shove (3)... I rubbed my hands and shoved them deep into my pockets.

When he saw the bus coming, he shoved the test papers into his book bag,
a. wanting to keep them perfect to show his parents.

b. not caring if they got folded or torn.

c. even though this took so much time that he missed the bus.

. seep (3). .. there was a flash of orange fire seeping out of the cracks . ..

When the dark oil started seeping out of the ground, the oilman
a. jumped back quickly to avoid getting splashed with it.

b. watched with joy as it shot up into the sky.

c. watched it slowly gather until he was sure what it was.

. poke (4) The mother moved about, poking the fire . . .

When the girl began poking the boy in front of her with her pencil,
a. he began crying because of the heat.
b. he turned around and shouted at her.
c. the teacher thanked her for her help.

. shift (4) The mother moved about. . . shifting the rusty lids of the stove. ..

We shifted the furniture in our living room
a. and made more space near the fireplace.
b. and burned the pieces in the fireplace.

¢. and spent the money on a new fireplace.

. yaw (6) . . . they yawned together and looked at the light on the hill rims.

After the politicians had argued the point for an hour, I yawned




a. because I had grown sleepy.
b. because my anger was uncontrollable.
¢. because I was thinking so deeply about the issues.

6. sway (11) Her hair . . . hung down her back and swayed as she worked.

The tall old tree started swaying
a. when the sun lit it up.
b. when the wind blew strongly.

c. when the soft snow began falling.

7. squat (16) We went to the packing case and squatted on the ground about
it
While giving directions to his friends, the boy suddenly squatted
a. at the distant mountains, and the others turned their eyes to follow him.

b. and then fell asleep right there where he lay.
c. and drew a map in the dirt with a stick.

8. scald (24) The hot bitter coffee scalded our throats.

To make sure the milk for her baby wasn't scalding, the mother
a. gave some to the cat to drink first.

b. shook some drops of it onto the back of her hand.

c. drank more water than usual for a few days.
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