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Memories 
of berries 
Ohsweken 

From time immemorial the Six 
Nations people have looked on the 
strawberry as medicine as well as 
food. 

Before people knew about vita­
mins, this idea of strawberries as a 
bringer of good health was proba­
bly laugh,ed at by non-natives. 
However, like a lot of other native 
ideas, this has proven to have a sci­
entific basis. People just didn't 
know enough about science to ap­
preciate it in the past. 

When I was growing up, the 
wild strawberries always grew ripe 
about a week before the domesti­
cated ones. 
: We children would find a patch, 
ftll up a few cups with the small 
wild berries and take them home 
to supper. 

A week later there would be 
strawberries galore. 

Our carefully tended little patch 
had only 10 or 12 rows of plants 
but it produced many quart boxes 
(>f berries. These were loaded into 
square crates of 27 boxes each and 
sold to neighbors or at the market. 
In two or three days, more berries 
would have ripened and had to be 
picked all over again. 

Our next door neighbors didn't 
have their own patch so they usu­
ally packed a lunth and went pick­
ing "amongst the whites." In the 
early morning a farmer's truck 
with high sides would come down 
the dusty road to pick up any and 
a.JI who wanted to go picking 
berries that day. As a teenager, I 
sometimes caught one of these 
trucks to go picking. 
· The strawberry farms were gen-

erally in Norfolk County, west of 
the Six Nations Reserve. 

The truck usually stopped off at 
a "baloney station" or country 
store near the farm where bread, 
bologna and soda pop could be 
purchased by those who didn't 
have a lunch. 

On the way home in-the late af­
ternoon, it stopped again to allow 
the pickers to treat themselves to 
an ice cream cone or to get some­
thing for supper. 

During the day, the pickers kept 
to their own rows and after picking 
a dozen or so boxes, they took the -
boxes up to the farmer in carriers. 
The farmer counted the boxes and 
punched out the numbers on a 
ticket. 

At the end of the day the farmer 
would collect the tickets and pay 
out about five cents for each box 
picked. I used to try to pick at least 
100 boxes a day, which I consid­
ered a good day's work. 

I once picked 167 boxes which 
was far short of my father's record. 
His record was 300 boxes. In his 
youth, he was present when our 
neighbor, Simeon Silver, picked 
500 boxes ill a single day. 

Farmers like fast pickers be­
cause they do not take the time to 
eat berries or to take part in waste­
ful berry fights. 

Boys and young men who threw 
berries at each other often were 
"sacked" or fired by the farmer. 
They were ordered off the farm 
and had to walk home. 

Some young fellows didn't care. 
If they wanted to go picking anoth­
er day they simply caught another 
truck and went to a different berry 
farm. 

After World War II, better wages 
meant more people could buy 
their own cars. Soon few people 
caught the berry trucks. 

Some of us went after more lu­
crative jobs where we didn't have 
to labor under a blazing sun all 
day. 

I still enjoy eating strawberries 
but I don't miss tbe strawberry 
picking. 
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