The Great Depression: Afternoon in a Pushcart Peddlers' Colony

The following excerpt from American Life Histories, 1936-1940 describes a group
of men in New York City who made their living by collecting and selling junk from
their pushcarts. Drawn together by their common occupation, the pushcart
peddlers lived in the same area of the city and spent a good deal of time
together. What kinds of work did the pushcart peddlers do before the
depression? How would you describe the living conditions of the pushcart
peddlers? What were the pushcart peddlers’ reactions to the depression?

View the entire interview. Use your browser's Back Button to return to this point.

It was snowing and, shortly after noontime, the snow changed to sleet and beat a
tattoo against the rocks and board shacks that had been carelessly thrown
together on the west bank of the Harlem. It was windy too and the cold blasts
that came in from the river sent the men shivering for cover behind their shacks
where some of them had built huge bonfires to-ward off the icy chills that swept
down from the hills above.

Some of them, unable to stand it any longer, went below into the crudely
furnished cabins that were located in the holds of some old abandoned barges
that lay half in, half out of the water. But the men did not seem to mind. Even the
rotting barges afforded them some kind of shelter. It was certainly better than
nothing, not to mention the fact that it was their home; address, the foot of 133rd
Street at Park Avenue on the west bank of the Harlem River; depression
residence of a little band of part-time pushcart peddlers whose cooperative
colony is one of the most unique in the history of New York City.

These men earn their living by cruising the streets long before daylight, collecting
old automobile parts, pasteboard, paper, rags, rubber, magazines, brass, iron,
steal, old clothes or anything they can find that is saleable as junk. They wheel
their little pushcarts around exploring cellars, garbage cans and refuse heaps.
When they have a load, they turn their footsteps in the direction of the American
Junk Dealers, Inc., whose site of wholesale and retail operations is located
directly opposite the pushcart colony at 134th Street and Park Avenue. Of the
fifty odd colonists, many are ex-carpenters, painters, brick-masons, auto-
mechanics, upholsterers, plumbers and even an artist or two.

Most of the things the men collect they sell, but once in awhile they run across
something useful to themselves, like auto parts, pieces of wire, or any electrical
equipment, especially in view of the fact that there are two or three electrical
engineers in the group. . . .

After being introduced to some of the boys, we went down into Oliver's barge. It
was shaky, weather-beaten and sprawling, like the other half-dozen that
surrounded it. Inside, he had set up an old iron range and attached a pipe to it



that carried the smoke out and above the upper deck. On top of the iron grating
that had been laid across the open hole on the back of the stove were some
spare-ribs that had been generously seasoned with salt, pepper, sage and hot-
sauce. Later | discovered a faint flavor of mace in them. The small and pungency
of spices filled the low ceilinged room with an appetizing aroma. The faces of the
men were alight and hopeful with anticipation.

There was no real cause for worry, however, since Oliver had more than enough
for everybody. Soon he began passing out tin plates for everyone. It makes my
mouth water just to think of it. When we had gobbled up everything in sight, all of
us sat back in restful contemplation puffing on our freshly lighted cigarettes.
Afterwards there was conversation, things the men elected to talk about of their
own accord. . . .

The conversation drifted along until | was finally able to ease in a query or two.

"Boys," | ventured, "how is it that none of you ever got on Home Relief? You can
get a little grub out of it, at least, and that would take a little of the load off you,
wouldn't it?"

At this they all rose up in unanimous protest.

"Lis'en,"” one of them said, "befo’ I'd take Home Relief I'd go out in duh street an'
hit same bastard oveh de haid an' take myse'f some'n'. | know one uv duh boys
who tried to git it an' one of dem uppity little college boys ovah dere talked tuh
him lak he was some damn jailbird or some'n'. If it had been me, I'd a bust hell
outn' him an' walked outa duh place. What duh hell do we wants wid relief
anyhow? We is all able-bodied mens an' can take it. We can make our own
livin's."

This, apparently, was the attitude of every man there. They seemed to take fierce
pride in the fact that every member of Joe Elder's National Negro Civil
Association (it used to be called the National Negro Boat Terminal) was entirely
self-supporting. They even had their own unemployment insurance fund that
provided an income for any member of the group who was ill and unable to work.
Each week the men give a small part of their earnings toward this common fund
and automatically agree to allow a certain amount to any temporarily
incapacitated member. In addition to that, they divide among themselves their ill
brother's work and provide a day and night attendant near his shack if his iliness
is at all serious.

After chatting awhile longer with them, 1 finally decided to leave.

"Well boys," | said, getting up, "l guess I'll have to be shoving off. Thanks, a lot,
for the ribs. See you again sometime." . . .



Outside the snow and sleet had turned to rain and the snow that had been
feathery and white was running down the river bank in brown rivulets of slush
and mud. It was a little warmer but the damp air still had a penetrating sharpness
to it. | shuddered, wrapped my muffler a little tighter and turned my coat collar up
about my ears.

There was wind in the rain, and behind me lay the jagged outline of the
ramshackle dwellings. | hated to think of what it would be like, living in them
when there was a scarcity of wood or when the fires went out.
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