                                                Summer Snow

It was the summer that gave us “The Poseidon Adventure” which starred Ernest Borgnine and a cast of stars. The radio played Maureen McGovern’s “There’s Got to be a Morning After” and Godspell’s “Day by Day”. The women’s lib movement was peaking, Vietnam still raged, and Watergate was slowly unfolding.

It was the summer of 1973, and it was quite memorable for an infinite number of reasons. I was 15 at the time and having the time of my life. But I’ll always remember it as the season we had summer snow.

My dad had taken us on our annual pilgrimage to work in the crop fields of Michigan. The migrant labor camp was full that year and the blueberry season was in full swing. Since we lived in camp we often worked from sun-up to sundown. Entire migrant families would often spend their entire day lost within the bushes eagerly picking crops as fast as they could. At least, that is the way it was in our camp. We all understood that if we worked long and hard we could earn a good paycheck and come back home in decent financial shape.

The blueberry fields had to be picked three or four times by hand to take full advantage of the harvest. And before the season was over one final run was done by machine. Farmers often sprayed the fields with all kinds of pesticides to keep any crop damaging parasites at bay. This was done intermittently throughout the season.

One particularly nice day as we worked and listened to WLS out of Chicago we got an unwelcome surprise. We suddenly heard the unmistakable sound of a crop duster, and it got quite loud. The Torres and Vargas families from Donna were working on either side of us out in the field. And when we looked up to search for the plane it flew right over us and showered us with a coffee cream-like powder which covered us from head to toe. Our first thoughts were that the pilot had mistakenly sprayed the wrong field or that he couldn’t see us in the tall blueberry bushes. But after several more passes and more layers of foul-smelling pesticide falling on us, we kids decided to fight back. 

We gathered several large branches and fired them at the low flying aircraft. The pilot seemed to laugh it all off. He changed his tune when my brother Roel and Jesse Torres simultaneously hit the window in front of him. This startled him and he flew away to complain to the farmer about our poor behavior. How dare we endanger him.

A few minutes later the farmer arrived in his shiny new car and ordered us out of the field to let the pilot finish spraying. We all exited the blueberry field and soon afterward the pilot returned and resumed spraying. Since it was late in the afternoon the farmer decided to send all the workers home for the day. The adults were disappointed but understood. We kids were delighted. We looked at each other and smiled. We were going home early – something that hardly happened during those long summer days. 

From looking at one another, it seemed as if snow had fallen on us. My little sister, Hilda, who was a year younger than me, walked up to me, slapped my long hair to the side and patted me on the shoulder. This caused the white powder to fly and she joked, “You seem to have a severe dandruff problem, boy.” I responded, “You could use some Head and Shoulders too,” and patted her powder covered head causing more of the dusty pesticide to fly.

We laughed and as we walked home we heard the plane swoop down again. We turned and saw it make a pass over where we had just been working. And another layer of toxic snow fell heavily upon the blueberry bushes. 
