Extract from Cannery Row by John Steinbeck
Dora is a great woman, a great big woman with flaming orange hair and a taste for Nile
green evening dresses. She keeps an honest, one price house, sells no hard liquor, and
permits no loud or vulgar talk in her house. Of her girls some are fairly inactive due to age
and infirmities, but Dora never puts them aside although, as she says, some of them don’t
turn three tricks a month but they go right on eating three meals a day. In a moment of local
love Dora named her place the Bear Flag Restaurant and recounted the stories of many
people who have gone in for a sandwich. There are normally twelve girls in the house,
counting the old ones, a Greek cook, and a man who is known as a watchman but who
undertakes all manner of delicate and dangerous tasks. He stops fights, ejects drunks
soothes hysteria, cures headaches, and tends bar. He bandages cuts and bruises, passes
the time of day with cops, and since a good half of the girls are Christian Scientists, reads
aloud his share of Science and Health on a Sunday morning. His predecessor, being a less
well-balanced man, came to an evil end shall be reported, but Alfred has triumphed over his
environment and has brought his environment up with him. He knows what men should be
there and what men shouldn’t be there. He knows more about the home life of Monterrey
citizens than anyone in town.
As for Dora – she leads a ticklish existence. Being against the law, at least against its letter,
she must be twice as law abiding as anyone else. There must be no drunks, no fighting, no
vulgarity, or they close Dora up. Also being illegal Dora must be especially philanthropic.
Everyone puts the bite on her. If the police give a dance for their pension fund and everyone
else gives a dollar, Dora has to give fifty dollars. When the Chamber of Commerce improved
its garden, the merchants each gave five dollars but Dora was asked for and gave a
hundred. With everything else it is the same, Red Cross, Community Chest, Boy Scouts,
Dora’s unsung, unpublicized, shameless dirty wages of sin lead the list of donations. But
during the depression she was hardest hit. In addition to the charities, Dora saw the hungry
children of Cannery Row and the jobless fathers and the worried women and Dora paid
grocery bills right and left for two years and nearly went broke in the process. Dora’s girls
were well trained and pleasant. They never spoke to a man on the street although he may
have been in the night before.
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