John Steinbeck’s Of Mice and Men – Chapter 1 extract
Set in the American West during the Great Depression of the 1930s, the book is based on Steinbeck's experiences during a 1936
assignment for the San Francisco News covering the migrant workers (especially those who harvest crops) in California. Its two main
characters, George and Lennie, embody the American struggle to survive the Depression and the so often failed attempt to achieve the
American Dream of self-sufficiency. Through them, Steinbeck captures the isolation and suffering that exist even in the land of
opportunity.
This extract, from chapter 1, details a conversation between George (“small and quick, dark of face, with restless eyes and sharp, strong
features”) and “his opposite”: Lennie (“a huge man, shapeless of face, with large, pale eyes, and wide, sloping shoulders; and he walked
heavily, dragging his feet a little, the way a bear drags his paws”). They have just had an almost parental argument about the pressure
caring for Lennie places on George. Lennie has figuratively threatened to ‘run away from home’.

George said, "I want you to stay with me, Lennie. Jesus Christ, somebody'd shoot you for a
coyote if you was by yourself. No, you stay with me. Your Aunt Clara wouldn't like you running
off by yourself, even if she is dead."
Lennie spoke craftily, "Tell me- like you done before."
"Tell you what?"
"About the rabbits."
George snapped, "You ain't gonna put nothing over on me." Lennie pleaded, "Come on, George.
Tell me. Please, George. Like you done before."
"You get a kick outa that, don't you? Awright, I'll tell you, and then we'll eat our supper...."
George's voice became deeper. He repeated his words rhythmically as though he had said
them many times before. "Guys like us, that work on ranches, are the loneliest guys in the
world. They got no fambly. They don't belong no place. They come to a ranch an' work up a
stake and then they go into town and blow their stake, and the first thing you know they're
poundin' their tail on some other ranch. They ain't got nothing to look ahead to."
Lennie was delighted. "That's it- that's it. Now tell how it is with us."
George went on. "With us it ain't like that. We got a future. We got somebody to talk to that
gives a damn about us. We don't have to sit in no bar room blowin' in our jack jus' because we
got no place else to go. If them other guys gets in jail they can rot for all anybody gives a damn.
But not us."
Lennie broke in. "But not us! An' why? Because... because I got you to look after me, and you
got me to look after you, and that's why." He laughed delightedly. "Go on now, George!"
"You got it by heart. You can do it yourself."
"No, you. I forget some a' the things. Tell about how it's gonna be."
"O.K. Someday- we're gonna get the jack together and we're gonna have a little house and a
couple of acres an' a cow and some pigs and-"

"An' live off the fatta the lan'," Lennie shouted. "An' have rabbits. Go on, George! Tell about
what we're gonna have in the garden and about the rabbits in the cages and about the rain in
the winter and the stove, and how thick the cream is on the milk like you can hardly cut it. Tell
about that, George."
"Why'n't you do it yourself? You know all of it."
"No... you tell it. It ain't the same if I tell it. Go on... George. How I get to tend the rabbits."
"Well," said George, "we'll have a big vegetable patch and a rabbit hutch and chickens. And
when it rains in the winter, we'll just say the hell with goin' to work, and we'll build up a fire in
the stove and set around it an' listen to the rain comin' down on the roof- Nuts!" He took out
his pocket knife. "I ain't got time for no more." He drove his knife through the top of one of the
bean cans, sawed out the top and passed the can to Lennie. Then he opened a second can.
From his side pocket he brought out two spoons and passed one of them to Lennie.

