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In an era when industrialization and commerce have separated us from nature, some modern 
writers feel inclined to render beautifully our native, ecological world. Among the most significant 
of these pastoral writers is Nobel laureate, John Steinbeck, whose gorgeous prose reminds his 
readers that humans are inseparable from the flora and fauna. John Steinbeck was born in Salinas, 
California. At the time of his birth in 1902, his hometown was a small hamlet of 3,000 people. 
Steinbeck witnessed the development of his birthplace at the hands of land dealers and 
businessmen, exploiting the land for their benefit. This upbringing, combined with coming to 
maturity in the Great Depression--a time when people who were willing to work for food 
nonetheless went hungry--molded the author. Steinbeck's writing would always carry with it a 
suspicion of the economic systems that encourage people to abuse rather than cherish the earth.  

Steinbeck attended Stanford University, Stanford, California, intermittently between 1920 and 
1926 but did not take a degree. Before his books attained success, he spent considerable time 
supporting himself as a manual labourer while writing, and his experiences lent authenticity to his 
depictions of the lives of the workers in his stories. He spent much of his life in Monterey county, 
California, which later was the setting of some of his fiction. Steinbeck’s first novel, Cup of 
Gold (1929), was followed by The Pastures of Heaven (1932) and To a God Unknown (1933), 
none of which were successful. He first achieved popularity with Tortilla Flat (1935), an 
affectionately told story of Mexican Americans.In the town of Tortilla Flat above beautiful 
Monterey lived a group of men called the paisanos. They were drunkards, thieves, ruffians, and 
vagabonds, but they were also surprisingly good at heart; requiring little more from life than 
friendship and a little wine. Among these paisanos were Danny, Pilon, Pablo, Jesus Maria, and 
Big Joe Portagee. When the First World War broke out, these paisanos decided to enlist in a fir of 
drunken patriotism. None of them actually made it anywhere near combat, and soon returned to 
Monterey to find it more or less as they had left it. One thing was different however, Danny's 
grandfather had died and left Danny two houses. 
Pilon is the first to find Danny after the war, and Danny allows his friend to rent the other house 
from him. Gradually, the rest of the group turns up, and Pilon convinces them to rent rooms in the 
second house. One night, after a good amount of wine, the house burns down, and though Danny 
is angry at first, he allows the friends to move in with him. At Danny's house, they form a group, 
which Steinbeck often compares to the Knights of the Round Table. Indeed, they engage in many 
quests, some noble, and some downright sinful, enjoying companionship and the comfort of a roof 
to the fullest. Most of the group's quests revolve around the acquisition of money, but in one case, 
they find a new friend instead. There was a paisano in town named the Pirate who was somewhat 
slow witted. He could be seen walking the streets and perusing the restaurants for scraps with his 
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five dogs (his best friends and protectors). He chopped wood every day and sold it for a quarter in 
town. Pilon noticed that the Pirate never spent any money, and deduced that he must be hiding it 
somewhere. Pilon follows the bum all over trying to locate the stash, going so far as to invite him 
to stay in Danny's house so that they can keep a better watch over him. In living with the pirate, 
the friends grow compassionate for him, however, and one day the Pirate simply turns over the 
money to the friends so that it will be safe. The large bag of coins becomes the symbolic center of 
the friendship. 

As the months pass, many more stories accumulate around the group. On St. Andrew's Eve Pilon 
and Big Joe think they have found treasure but it turns out to be a signpost for a geological survey. 
There are affairs with women, but the companionship within the group is much stronger than the 
affections any of them have for women. In the end, the romantic paisano returns to the group 
having relearned this lesson. In many cases, the paisanos provide a service to a needy party. One 
time, they house and feed a distraught caporal from the Mexican Army with his baby when the 
two have nowhere else to go. Another time, they save the large family of Senora Teresina Cortez 
from starvation when the local bean crop fails. 
Sometimes there is wine, and sometimes there is food, but there is always the pleasure that each 
of them receives from the company of the others. Eventually the Pirate reaches his goal of one 
thousand quarters and buys a golden candlestick for Saint Francisco. The friends have a small 
party for this occasion with hamburger meat and wine bought from the plunder of a downed coast 
guard ship. When there is nothing going on, they rather spend their days in philosophical 
discussion of town gossip, enjoying the sun on their front porch. Often the stories are scandalous, 
but there is always a lesson to be learned from them. 

The monotony of the paisano way of life and the weight of property ownership begins to wear on 
Danny, however. For a month, he sits on the porch with his friends brooding over memories of 
nights sleeping in the forest and the infinitely better taste of stolen food. In the end, the weight is 
too much and Danny gives into to his desires to reexperience his youth. He disappears into the 
woods and goes on a month-long crime spree. He steals from everyone, including the members of 
his own household. Husbands all over town call for vengeance for what he has done to their wives, 
and the police swear that he will be arrested on sight for his vandalism and fighting. Mr. Torrelli, 
the wine merchant, even produces a note that Danny has signed authorizing the sale of the house 
for $25 dollars. Luckily, the merchant did not think to make a backup copy and the paisanos 
quickly dispose of the original. When Danny finally returns, he is tired and pleased with the fun 
he has had, but the growing sense of age is still with him. Seeing their friend and their host in such 
a state, the friends of the house decide to cure him with a party. For the first time in their lives, the 
five, along with Tito Ralph, the jailer, and Johnny Pom-Pom go to work in the squid yards. Word 
of this earth-shattering event quickly spreads through Tortilla Flat and soon it is leaked that they 
are trying to make money to have a party. The whole town gets behind their effort, preparing food, 
digging up long saved booze, and buying wine and decorations. At four-thirty, Danny gets up and 
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goes for a walk in the direction of Monterey and while he is gone, neighbors swarm on the house, 
decorating it. At five-thirty, the seven friends walk home with fourteen gallons of wine bought 
with their day's wages. They set out to find Danny and get the party started. Pilon and Pablo find 
him gloomily standing on a dark pier in Monterey. Pablo later swears that he saw an unearthly 
black bird hanging over Danny's head. When they give Danny word of the party, he is invigorated 
and the three race back up the hill to get things started. 

It is said that Danny drank three gallons of wine by himself that night, and no woman in town 
would admit that he passed her up in his marathon of affairs. The party became legendary for its 
greatness. Everyone in the whole town was there and they danced so hard that the floor of the 
house caved in at points. More than thirty gallons of wine and a keg of potato whiskey were 
consumed. Unfortunately, the night ended in tragedy. After the good-natured fights that ritually 
accompanied a night of drinking, Danny was not finished. He picked up a table leg and challenged 
the entire world to a fight. When no one took the challenge, he charged outside, screaming that if 
no one would fight him then he would pit himself against an enemy worthy of his efforts. Danny 
plummeted to fatal wounds in the forty-foot drop to the bottom of the gulch behind his house. No 
one was sure what really happened, but everyone was sure that they had heard Danny fighting with 
some supernatural enemy before he let out his last scream of defiance. Danny's funeral is a public 
debacle of fine clothes, stolen flowers, and military splendor. The paisanos cannot attend, however, 
for if they enter the proceedings in their poor clothes, it would be a disgrace to Danny's memory. 
Instead, they watch from afar until they cannot stand the sorrow any longer and burst into tears. 
That night, they drink more wine and talk fondly of Danny's memory. They sing songs that he 
liked and smoke cigars provided by Tito Ralph. As Pilon attempts to relight one of the cigars, the 
match flutters out of his hand and ignites a newspaper in the corner. At first, they all get up to 
stamp the fire out, but they change their minds. The house dies, as Danny did, in one last blaze of 
glory. When there is nothing but ashes left, the friends depart, each going his separate way. 

An overarching theme of most of John Steinbeck's literature, not just Tortilla Flat, is the intrinsic 
yet underestimated beauty and goodness of simple things. This is the reason why Steinbeck 
chooses the paisano of Monterey as the topic of the book. They are not cultured or worldly people, 
but in their ignorance of modern technologies and ways of thinking, there is something enigmatic 
and appealing about them. They are truly free in ways that societal influences prevent other people 
from being. The Pirate is another example of how a simple thing, in this case a mind, is shown to 
be far from worthless. He is a huge man with the mind of a child, and when Danny's friends catch 
on to the fact that he is hoarding money, he is defenseless against their manipulations. He is saved 
however by the simple innocence and sincerity of his intentions for the money, and also by the 
fact that he is ignorant to what the friends, led by Pilon, were doing to him. Instead of leading the 
friends to the money so that they could eventually take it, he comes out and simply gives the money 
to them, thinking that it would be safer with them. When they see this and hear the conviction in 
his story about San Francisco and the sick dog, the friends completely reverse their purposes. They 
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help him to reach his goal of a thousand quarters and the money becomes a physical representation 
of their friendship. Steinbeck supports the theme of simplicity by introducing modern 
conveniences into Tortilla Flat and showing what problems they become. The vacuum cleaner that 
Danny gives to Sweats Ramirez is a perfect example of this. She likes it because it is sleek and 
shiny, even though it has no usefulness whatsoever. When the vacuum is later traded to Torrelli, a 
scandal is created by the fact that it has no motor, symbolizing the emptiness of conveniences like 
the vacuum. Similarly, the friends come across a machine gun in the flotsam from a downed 
coastguard ship. Whereas Danny is very business savvy in everything else, he has no idea of the 
use and value of such an object and so he sells it at a low price with the rest of the junk that they 
find. 
Steinbeck spends a lot of time during the adventures of the paisano describing the landscape 
around them. This is not just a story about a group of friends; it is also about a community. Because 
Monterey plays such a large part in the characters of Danny and his friends, Steinbeck must give 
the town life and color so we can understand them better. Though they are not characters in the 
book, Steinbeck constantly refers to how the fisherman who believe that fish bite more in the 
morning were replaced by those who think they bite more in the afternoon, and then dusk, and 
then night. There is the tailor who puts the, "Back in ten minutes," sign in his window no matter 
how long he was going to be gone for, the drunkards in the ditches, and the houses of ill-repute 
with their girls hanging out the window. All of these seemingly needless details help us understand 
the way of life in Monterey, which can then be applied to Danny and his friends. 
 
Steinbeck's concept of environmental ecology stresses the relational bone that exists between the 
humans and the environment. In today's world when each one lives like an island and finds it 
difficult to reach out to others, Tortilla Flat (1935) is a unique episodic tale that tells about how a 
“...group that came into being of how it flourished and grew to be an organization beautiful and 
wise” (TF 9), for the sake of closeness, camaraderie, reciprocated confidence, sharing 
responsibilities, commitment to each other, valuing what is good, establishing and supporting 
relationships, striving towards achieving peace and security. “...when you speak of Danny's house 
you are understood to mean a unit of which parts are men, from which came sweetness and joy, 
philanthropy.” (TF 9). With this idea of being a unit, of being together as a group, as a community, 
this tale is so remarkable for the undulation it produces on the need for ecological thinking. 
Steinbeck kick starts his ecological thinking process by making it a tale of ideal community 
ecology in Tortilla Flat. "A community is one or more populations co-occurring in time and space. 
Community is usually applied to organisms with similar life habits.”. He further says that "The 
community concept is among the oldest in ecology. Thus, the paisanos are a community of people 
who are linked to one another due to their similar outlook and some of their demands for their 
survival namely resources, habitats and other life supporting systems. They are equally dependent 
on the environment and the other species for their survival. The locale is Tortilla Flat, in the town 
of Monterey, on the coast of California, where it sits on the slope of a hill, with a blue bay below 
it and with a forest of tall dark pine trees at its back. It is of course a fine locale untouched by the 
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greed or squandering of natural resources and the modern technology “where the streets are meant 
of asphalt and the corners free of street lights” (TF 10) and it is here that the jobless Paisanos 
reside. Steinbeck says that a Paisano is “...a mixture of Spanish, Indian, Mexican and assorted 
Caucasian bloods” (TF 10) who speaks English and Spanish with a Paisano accent. 
            Steinbeck present these Paisanos as soft-hearted people, unquestionably loyal to one 
another and in complete disregard of social conventions and expectations. They find happiness in 
not only residing in this uphill country where they derive solace and serenity of life but also 
cheerfully live in a world of idyllic poverty. Steinbeck introduces five characters who live together 
of whom Danny becomes a central figure. As the leader of the group, he commends respect not 
only from his friends, but also from the whole town and district that look upon him as a great hero. 
His role becomes comprehensible from the ecological dimension in the text. The novelist says that 
everyone liked him and he was related to nearly everyone in the flat either by blood or Steinbeck 
says Danny preferred to sleep in the forest, to work on ranches and to wrest his food and wine 
from an unwilling world. Thus, Danny's life is seen close with the natural world not yet caught in 
the socio-cultural maize. After working as a mule driver during World War I, Danny returns to 
find that he has inherited two houses from his deceased grandfather. Danny invites Pilon, his old 
pal to share one of the houses with him. They had been great friends in the past that even before 
they went to war it is said that the men went arm in arm for "comradeship and safety (TF 11). After 
their return to their home town, still the same feeling of love persists in them that unite. This is a 
chief consideration of ecology that the multifarious groups of humans or organisms depend on 
each other for comradeship and safety. This concept has been stressed by Steinbeck persistently 
and duly drawing various analogies from nature and marine biology, and not by his abstract 
understanding alone but by extensive research. 
          From the beginning Steinbeck presents this small group of Paisanos as interdependent and 
interrelated group of people who reveal this truth and adhere to the concept propounded by Albert 
Schweitzer, the recipient of the Nobel Prize for Peace in 1952. Schweitzer says, "... the key to 
understanding the world is proper self-understanding and that " all empirical reality must ... have 
an inner nature (willto-live), and the uses this notion to offer a new account of the relationship 
between the self, the natural world and God”. Steinbeck emphasizes the relationship of human 
beings with life in entirety. Steinbeck says in the preface that the Paisanos are clean of 
commercialism, complicated systems of America business, and possess nothing that can be stolen, 
exploited or mortgaged and moreover they remain unaffected by any system which dominate the 
world. Thus, even the responsibility of being an owner of the two houses weighed down (TF 13) 
Danny “Pilon noticed that the worry of property was settling on Danny's face. No more in life 
would that face be free of care" (TF 20). Danny had always longed for his old and simple existence. 
Hence, he plans to rent one of his houses to Pilon but has never thought of collecting rent. Even 
when that house was burnt by the carelessness of Pilon, Danny for a moment only mourns over 
the transitory quality of earthly property und never allows his anger to overwhelm him. This 
incident in turn makes him transcend to another state, perhaps an elevated state of setting his mind 
on the much more valuable spiritual property which can never be confiscated or destroyed in 
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anyway. Thus, he says, "If it was still there, I would be cautious of the rent.My friends have been 
cool towards me because they owed me money. Now we can be free and happyagain” (TF 53). 
These Paisanos neither crave for power nor riches nor covetous for anything for they know that 
these will disrupt their ecological equilibrium which bind them together as friends and family. 
They always pool their resources and advocate the concept of common property and sharing To 
the Paisanos the house becomes a common property, a perfect habitat which not only provides 
shelter to the wretched Souls from heat, wind, rain and cold but a providential place where they 
all live, eat, laugh, be merry, sleep, be sad and even cry together. Danny says, ‘It is good to have 
friends'.. How lonely it is in the world if there are no friends to sit with one and to share one's 
grappa', and Pilon says "We will all be happy here, Danny'... 'In the evening we will sit by the fire 
and our friends will come into visit. And sometimes maybe we will have a glass of wine to drink 
for friendship's sake!... we shall be very happy living here.” (TF 57, 58) 
        Already there are four friends living in the house sharing their resources concern and 
commitment to each other and at once they give refuge to the pirate, a mentally handicapped poor 
man and his five faithful dogs. Pilon us he encounters the pirate and his dogs, feels that except to 
show him mercy and love by way of sharing his sharing his belongings. There's no other thing he 
could offer, “I have no money to do these things, although they lie squirming in my heart. How 
can these charitable things be accomplished?” (TF 62) As he approaches the pirate, he is wonder 
struck at his sense of cohabiting spirit with the animals. Eventually Danny and his friends in a 
‘philanthropic frenzy’ extend their house to the poor man and his dogs too. Danny says, “Poor 
little lonely man’... If I had known. I would have asked him long ago, even if he had as treasure. 
A flame of joy burned in all of them. They settled soon into the new relationship. The house was 
beginning to be a little crowded, with five men and five dogs: They began to really live" (TF 69). 
        These are noteworthy thought-provoking words of Steinbeck which inspire the ecological 
pattern of community living and the benefits attained from such system. The pirate in return for 
their kindness brings in more food that he received through charity and they all make use of his 
bounty of fresh fish, half pies untouched loaves of stale bread, meat, eat. Their needs of basic 
amenities such as food, shelter and clothing we met and they feel content living a simple and rustic 
life untouched by materialism of the world. The mechanized world does not have a place either in 
the lives of paisanos or in the Flat. The author says the streets were devoid of electric lights. 
Though the Paisanos lived only in candle lights yet their love and concern for each other was 
sufficient to light their life and house. There is also another incident about Danny's gift of vacuum 
cleaner to sweet Ramarez who has no electricity Tortilla Flat and its inhabitants are in no way 
touched by the magic wand of science and technology. Still, they find life content amidst human 
warmth. “It is good to have friend” (TF 108). At a later stage when Danny becomes frantic and 
deeply remorseful and isolates himself, his friends struggle to find him to console and save him 
Thy life is not thine own to govern, Danny, for it controls other lives. See how thy friends suffer? 
Spring to life, Danny, that thy friends may live again!" (TF171) They can realize that one's destiny 
and life is intertwined with others' life and destiny. The individual's success depends on the group's 
success. 
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      If something should happen to upset the life of one in the community, the entire community 
springs to action to make up for the loss somehow. Thus, the whole of Tortilla Flat lead to action 
to host a party to Danny and keep him happy. Even the so long enemy Torelli, is caught in the fury 
of the moment and tells his wife that they should go to Danny's house taking a few gallons of wine 
for his friends. Friends doesn't mean the five alone -Danny, Pilon, Pablo, Joe and the Pirate, but 
even the whole of Tortilla Flat feels a sense of camaraderie. The whole of the Flat marched up the 
hill to Danny's house. "They were so happy that tears came into their eyes" (TF 175) Pilon 
announces that, "Everybody in Tortilla Flat is there."(TF 176) and they all mourn when Danny 
dies. Thus, the people of Tortilla Flat are attuned to the sweet, rhythmic flow of life, untouched by 
commercialization in any way. Nature plays a vital role in their lives. "Pilon was a lover of beauty 
and a mystic" (TF 26). As he watches the sea gulls bathing sensitive wings in the evening, he says, 
"Dear birds. dear sea gulls, how I love you all" (TF 26). The bed bugs bothered him (Danny) a 
little at first, but as they got used to the taste of him and he grew accustomed to their bites, they 
got along peacefully (TF 14). These are adequate examples which tell about the need for a 
cohabiting attitude of human beings to create an affable environment for all to live. The world of 
Paisanos is the most beautiful and a serene one and a place much dearer for everything that lives 
and let others live. "At Danny's house, four friends were lying happily in their blankets. What 
pillow can one have like a good conscience?" (TF 142). Thus,Tortilla Flat becomes synonymous 
with the camaraderie expressed by the Paisano community. The community is sadly inured to the 
life's difficulties for the sake of being together and the rapport they share with the place. 
Steinbeck’s reputation rests mostly on the naturalistic novels with proletarian themes he wrote in 
the 1930s; it is in these works that his building of rich symbolic structures and his attempts at 
conveying mythopoeic and archetypal qualities in his characters are most effective. John Steinbeck 
may have been a rebellious advocate for nature, but that does not mean he always upheld his ideals. 
Today we are confronted with our own cataclysmic moment in time. Steinbeck’s compassionate 
explorations of inequality, poverty-induced human migration, and environmental degradation 
yield insights we are at pains to grasp. As perhaps no other novelist before or since, Steinbeck had 
a fundamental ecological awareness. His work asks us to consider what it means to be an individual 
within the vast body of aggregate humanity. He shows us that people are not separate from the 
land on which we tread, and in fact share a common fate. As Steinbeck suggests, it is a human 
duty to be familiar with the elements that compose us and our environment. Yet while we are made 
of these things, we are far greater than the sum of our parts. To prevent us from running away with 
our arrogance, we must constantly recognize our fellowship with nature. And nature, while 
something to respect, is also something we must evolve from as we strive to be kinder and more 
compassionate human beings.  
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