Prompt: How does Ma hold the family together? What challenges does she encounter. 

HOLDING THE FAMILY TOGETHER


When Tom Joad returns to his family after years of jail, he finds the new dynamics a bit startling. Rosasharon is married and expecting, Ma has aged, Ruthie is so much taller, and Pa is a fraction of himself. Ma does not immediately see her returning son while she is busy cooking the family breakfast. 

"Come right in mister", as her fork clatters to the floor. With the return of her son, and the family’s migration set in her mind, Ma Joad is happy and expectant. Throughout the Grapes of Wrath, by John Steinbeck, Ma Joad continues to strive to maintain her family though various circumstances would divide them 

Even from the onset of their great journey west Ma’s soothin’ syrup is required to arrest grandpa into the family jalopy. She “worked a tin cup out through the sidebars of the truck, and she took water to Granma and to Grampa on top of the load.” Though he will later have a stroke 

at Bethany, Ma isn’t second-guessing their need to bring him along. Casy says the Lords Prayer while Granma is shouting. The mother uses Al to counsel Tom. “She says don’t drink nothin’ an’ don’ get in no arguments, an’ don’t fight nobody,” because she is scared that her boy will be sent back to the penitentiary. At every gas pump their clan reminds the pump jockeys of an “invading Oakie army.” Though there is more sympathy for individuals, like Pa getting a fifteen cent loaf for ten, the Joad family decidedly mules together.

By chapter 16 (near Amarillo TX) Rosasharon says she and Connie plan to live in town. He'll learn radio. The con rod is busted and Tom says that he and Casy will stay behind. Ma grabs a jack handle, “I aint a-gonna go,” (without her son) she says. Pa is amazed at the revolt. 


And now Ma’s mouth set hard. She said softly, ‘On’y way you gonna get me to go is whup me. ‘ She moved the jack handle gently again. ‘An I’ll shame you, Pa. I wont take no whuppin’, crying’ and’a-beggin’. I’ll light into you. An’ you aint’ so sure you can whup me anyways. An’ if ya do get me, I swear to God I’ll wait till you got your back turned, or you’re settin’ down, an’ I’ll knock you belly-up with a bucket. I swear to Holy Jesus’ sake I will.

Ma is quite resolute that the family will stay as one. She is willing to enforce this if need be. 

All statements dilute with time. By chapter 18 Needles, CO the lord is ready to defy Ma’s will. A Jehovite wants to hold a meeting in Granma's tent, to see her on her way to Jesus, but Ma says no. Granma’s body is used to get them through the border of California. They tell the inspector that she is sick, when the inspector attempts to stall them. There is little the poor family can do for their loved one. So (chapter 20) Granma's corpse is left with the county in San Bernardino. In the Hooverville, Ma cooks a stew with fifteen hungry kids looking on. She tries to feed her own kin first but suddenly they weren’t hungry. Floyd Knowles tries to help the Oakies by explaining the game. A deputy goes after Knowles and shoots a woman, prompting Tom to kick him unconscious. With Casy (initials: JC) offering to take the blame, Tom has broken two of Ma’s rules: arguing and fighting. Casy’s noble act takes Uncle John to the bottle. 

With lies discovered, poverty, hunger, and hate everywhere, the Joads leave the Hooverville before the townsmen can burn it. Connie has left in the dead of night, leaving the family to care for their Rose of Sharon and enwombed orphan. A flat tire on the highway seems to change fate as the Joads are offered work and escorted between protestors and men with guns to a new hut with barbed wire surrounding (chapter 26). In Hooper Ranch, east of Pixley (CA). Tom goes to see the pickets and runs into Casy who explains they were making two and a half cents and talks about the union struggle. Vigilantes chase them under a bridge. Casy: "You fellas don' know what you're doin'. You're helpin' to starve kids." His skull is crushed with a pick handle. Tom takes the weapon and kills George. They crush his nose but he escapes back to the hut. Next morning Tom tells what happened, plans to leave, but Ma tells him to stay. At night they put Tom between two mattresses in the truck and all leave the farm, heading for Highway 101.

Though the family clamors desperately to earn enough money just to buy food, Steinbeck likens the situation unto horses that the owner will not feed. The Joads become a boxcar family. They find a small amount of work by picking cotton. Ma takes food and seven dollars to Tom's cave in the willows. She wants him to go hundreds of miles away, but he's decided to “do what Casy did.” While Tom has to hide, Ma at last realizes that it might be best for him to go on his way. Though the family is devout in their worship of G_d, it seems that he is angered. Floods come to wipe the family out as Rose is laboring. Eighteen men help Pa build a bank. As a scream comes from the boxcar the water rises over the first thrown dirt. But the baby isn’t breathing, water rising-- Uncle john is given the task of burial. Instead, he lets it float down the stream: "Go down in the street an' rot an' tell 'em that way."


One might say the Grapes of Wrath ends in a melancholic loss. Though circumstance, hate, violence and lies set to break the family apart, Ma Joad is the chief engineer to keep them together. Though the Joads have lost their newest member, Ma instructs Rose to use her breast to nurse a dying man in the next boxcar. Just because they couldn’t help themselves, they never stopped trying to ‘help anybody ‘ who needed it. 

.

