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The 12 year struggle of the 
United Farm Workers union 

by Pat Hoffman 
Be strong and stand firm, for you are the 
man to give this people possession of the 
land that I swore to their fathers I should 
give them. Only be strong and stand firm 
and be careful to keep all the Law which 
my servant Moses laid on you. Never 
swerve from this to right or left, and then 
you will be happy in all you do. 

Joshua 1:6-7 
orie Ann Cardosa, four and a 
half, is dead. She died in May 
just south of Tampa, Florida. 

She died because she was a 
migrant child. Her 23 
year old mother is a mi
grant and is poor and 

powerless to control much that happens 
to her and her children. Mrs. Cardosa 
and her four children had been living in 
a labor camp near Ruskin, Florida, for 

three weeks while pic~ing tomatoes. On 
Saturday, May 21, Mrs. Cardosa left the 
camp to buy groceries. When she 
returned her 15 year old brother said he 
couldn't find Lorie. She was found a 
little later in an abandoned refrigerator 
near the camp. She wasn't breathing. 
The young uncle revived her and she 
was rushed to a small local hospital. 

It looked like she would live. The 
doctor arranged for her to be taken by 
ambulance to Tampa to a hospital with 
better facilities. When the child arrived 
there she was not admitted and was sent 
to a hospital in St. Petersburg. After 91 
minutes of traveling in an ambulance to 
four hospitals in three counties, Lorie 
suffered a severe heart seizure and died. 
"Even if I never become nothing, I want 
my children to have a chance. My dream 
is for my children to have what I never 
had, what my parents never had, what 
none of us ever had," says Loretta 
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Sanchez Cardosa. "We are migrants. 
We pick the fields, but we love our 
babies, too." 

I read the article about Lorie Cardosa 
in the St. Petersburg Times and thought 
about all the folks who have commented 
to me how happy they were that the 
struggle was over for farm workers now 
that there is an Agricultural Labor 
Relations Act on the books in California, 
and the United Farm Workers have won 
a lot of union representation elections in 
that state, and the Teamsters are out of 
the way, again. But for the Cardosas and 
migrants and seasonal farm workers in 
48 other states, nothing has changed. 
Average life expectancy for migrants is 
still nearly twenty years below the 
national average; infant mortality is 
still 200 times higher than the national 
average; agriculture is listed as the 
third most dangerous occupation, yet 
one-fourth of all farm workers are 
children. 

The struggle isn't over, because for 

them the justice struggle has not yet 
begun; it is only hoped for. Even in 
California, no farm worker would tell 
you the struggle is over! Those who 
think it is are engaged in wishful 
thinking, or perhaps they don't know 
that there are two and one-half million 
farm workers in the United States and 
presently only about two per . cent are 
members of the United Farm Workers 
(UFW) union, and not all of those 
members are working under a union 
contract. It's not easy for us to think 
about the scope of the problem, how long 
it may take to correct, and what our 
responsibility may be in it. 

During World War II, I was a child in 
Chicago. We all referred to the war as a 
world war, but the battles were not 
fought everywhere. No battles were 
fought in Chicago. But we all felt 
involved. I remember conscientiously 
saving the tin foil ' from my gum 

wrappers. I collected it in balls and 
delivered them to school to aid the war 
effort. 

In the same way, farm workers long 
for the advent of justice throughout the 
United States. But the struggle is not 
engaged everywhere. The focus this 
time has been in California. Farm 
workers need the conscientious care, 
deeds, and prayers of supporters from 
around the country. 

We won't go back to original sin, 
greed, and the desire for power one is 
not entitled to, although that might be 
appropriate . We'll just go back to 1965 
and the question, "What is it farm 
workers want?" 

With the Delano grape strike of 1965, 
the farm workers got quite a bit of 
national attention. They were saying 
that they wanted a union of their own 
and contracts guaranteeing certain 
wages (low wages-in '65 they were 
asking for $1.30 an hour, and it's not 
much more now). They also sought 

protection on the job and a hiring hall. 
The growers said, "Our workers are 
happy. They don't want a union. We 
don't know who these troublemakers 
are. There's no strike at our ranch. 
These people with picket signs are 
outsiders." 

As hundreds and hundreds of farm 
workers went out on strike, it became 
more difficult to be convincing that no 
legitimate workers wanted a union to 
represent them. The lines hardened and 
growers finally made it clear that they 
did not want to deal with a union. 

In 1970, after five years of strikes and 
boycotts of their grapes, some grape 
growers in California signed some 
three-year contracts with the UFW. 
Coinciding with the signing in Delano, 
brother growers in the lettuce industry 
began a new line of defense, which was 
to boggle the public's mind by inviting 
in the Teamsters union. Growers who 



had said they would die before allowing 
"their workers" to unionize were having 
tea with the Teamsters and chatting 
over contract arrangements. It all 
seemed reasonable and civil, except that 
some unreasonable farm workers (the 
numbers were now in the thousands) 
kept saying, "We want a union of our 
own." Teamster officials were saying, 
"Farm workers want to belong to the 
Teamsters union." Some growers were 
still saying, "Our workers don't want a 
union. They are happy." In the mean
time the public was being pressed to 
take sides, but it no longer knew whose 
side to take. 

In 1973 the hard-won grape contracts 
expired and nearly all of those growers 
refused to renegotiate with the UFW. 
Instead they handed contracts to the 
Teamsters. Teamster goons roamed the 
picket lines under the guise of pro
tecting their members and beat up farm 
workers. In Kern County it was the 
sheriff's deputies who beat up people. 

Religious leaders called for elections, "to 
find out, in a democratic way, what the 
farm workers want." It seemed a 
reasonable request, but the growers 
said no, and the Teamsters kept 
alluding to proof (worker petitions) 
which they already possessed, but never 
made public. Only the UFW was game 
for taking a vote. 

In 1975, after years of struggle and 
the deaths of three UFW members, the 
California State Legislature, prompted 
by the new governor, Jerry Brown, and 
his awareness of a decade of farm 
worker sacrifice, said, "We want to set 
up legislative machinery to allow farm 
workers to vote for what union, if any, 
they want to represent them." The 
growers fought a last-ditch effort to fix 
the legislation so that a lot of farm 
workers would not be eligible to vote, or 
so that elections would be held when few 
farm workers were around, or so that 

they would have a chance to form 
company unions that workers could be 
coerced to vote for but which would keep 
power in the same hands-the em
ployer's. 

Most of these attempts failed because 
the UFW took up residence in the state 
capital and rode herd on every new 
attempt to emasculate the election law. 
It was finally passed, and the workers 
had won the glorious right to take votes 
(at least when there was money in the 
state budget to administer it) and say 
what they want. Larry Tramutt, Di
rector of the UFW's Boycott Depart
ment, says, "The law doesn't fill their 
stomachs; doesn't help them when they 
are sick; doesn't guarantee there won't 
be labor contractors. All the law does is 
give farm workers the right to vote in 
elections. The contract, the con tract does 
those other things." 

Larry Tramutt was exaggerating a 
little because he was frustrated that so 
many people have this odd notion that 

the struggle is over because a law was 
passed in the state of California. In 
addition to giving farm workers a 
chance to say what they want in a nice 
way (not by striking, or boycotting 
grapes, lettuce, and Gallo wines), the 
law can help balance the power of the 
growers. Now, when California growers 
do things that are unfair, they may also 
be illegal-like firing workers because 
they support the UFW. 

The law doesn't keep those workers 
fed and clothed for the next 18 months 
while the UFW files Unfair Labor 
Practices, but it is rewarding that some 
of those unjust, and now illegal, prac
tices finally are settled and farm 
workers have their grievances 
redressed. In June of 1977, six farm 
workers from Hemet, California, were 
ordered reinstated in their jobs with 
back pay dating from their firings for 
union support in the fall of 1975. What's 

more, the company has to mail a 
declaration of its wrongs to every farm 
worker on the payroll currently and 
back to the summer and fall of 1975, 
when the representation elections were 
taking place in Hemet. This satisfaction 
is not automatic. The UFW's legal staff 
work hard to achi_eve a just solution. 

In California the farm workers are 
still involved in what I call gaining 
justice ground. That work will need to go 
on all across the country, but the union 
must securely hold enough justice 
ground in California before it can move 
on. The union's estimate is that it must 
win enough elections and negotiate 
enough contracts to bring its served 
membership up to 100,000 in California. 
They hope to achieve that goal by the 
end of 1978, when Governor Brown 
completes his term of office. Brown has 
been an ally; there's no telling who the 
people of California will elect as 
governor next. 

The union believes its California 

operation must be self-supporting, too, 
before organizing expands to other 
states. Running strikes and boycotts is 
expensive even when the staff doesn't 
get paid-people still have to eat, get 
from one place to another, and use the 
telephone. And if there is a strike, what 
union would let their strikers starve? If 
California is self-supporting, then all 
donations can be channeled into the all
out effort to take new justice ground in 
Texas or Florida, or wherever it seems 
right to go next. 

After justice ground is gained in 
California and other parts of the 
country, the union will have, does have, 
the job of holding justice ground. It's not 
enough to get contracts providing 
guarantees and protections for workers. 
Where there is a long, traditional 
relationship of powerful and powerless, 
no piece of paper can change that 
relationship. 
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Experience up to now indicates that 
most growers, even after signing a 
contract, are determined to do as they 
please. The staff of the UFW must stay 
close to Ranch Committees, reminding 
them that things have changed: workers 
have rights guaranteed in the contract 
and there are steps the committee must 
take if the employer-or the union
does not fulfill the contract agreements. 
Demanding their rights is not familiar 
work for the majority of farm workers. 
Doing it, learning to do it, is essential to 
hold justice ground. 

Cesar Chavez and the United Farm 
Workers are already in the school books. 
Sections on the farm worker move
ment have been appearing in social 
studies and history textbooks from 
elementary to college level for several 

No piece of paper 
can change the 
traditional 
relationship of 
the powerful and 
the p'owerless. 
years. It's right that they should appear, 
because the movement is historic; but in 
some ways it is like writing about World 
War II before the parades and confetti 
of D-Day, or before the Atomic Bomb 
was dropped on Hiroshima. It is 
premature to record the movement in 
history books as an accomplished fact, 
an event complete. 

Interestingly enough, young people 
know it is still history in the making. 
For the past twelve years I have 
watched wave after wave of young 
people come fresh to the struggle. They 
know the movement is important and 
feel privileged to participate in some 
small way in shaping it. Two weeks ago I 
attended a UFW community meeting at 
a Jewish temple in West Los Angeles. 
There were about 75 people there and 
only a sprinkling were over age 30. 

After the meeting I talked with Larry 
Frank, the UFW organizer for West Los 
Angeles. I discovered that his back
ground had been in the Evangelical 
Free Church. He was discouraged with 
the responses he had been getting from 
church people. He had tried to find a 
church for the meeting and had been 
turned down several places before he 
called a rabbi and was welcomed to use 
temple facilities. Larry said one minis
ter claimed the neighborhood wasn't 
zoned for political meetings (a new tack 
I hadn't heard of before). Several others 
referred vaguely to "church policy." 
Larry said, "Nothing could be more 
discouraging than to have a minister use 
the word 'policy' as a cloak for what he 
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doesn't want to do. It's cheap morality." 
As Larry talked, scraps of con

versations I have had with "older 
people," institutional people, church 
people, ran through my mind: the 
presbytery budget discussion in which 
it was argued that we had carried the 
National Farm Worker Ministry in the 
budget long enough (three years) and it 
was time to make that money available 
to some new endeavor-the farm work
ers were well on their way now; the 
clergy friend yelling at me that he was 
"sick and tired of being harrassed by 
union organizers," and "don't they know 
how much I did to support them in the 
past?"; al).d the church officials in every 
denomination that have moved on to 
''The Hunger Issue," or "Economics and 
Justice," but clearly do not want to 
relate hunger and economics to the 
concrete, present social issue of the farm 
worker struggle. 

The farm worker struggle continues 
to be too real. If those clergymen or 
church administrators admitted that 
the UFW is working on the hunger issue 
or is shaping economics for justice, they 
might feel compelled to leave their 
desks and join young people on a picket 
line on Saturday morning and to give 
their hearts to poor people who are 
farm workers. Older people, established 
people, church people will play the 
cynic, will ask the "probing" questions: 
"All institutions are the same. The UFW 
may have been fine in the beginning, but 
they will probably end up like all the 
other unions, power-hungry." "What 
will happen when Chavez dies?" "Don't 
you think they have pressed the use of 
the boycott too hard?" The questions are 
smoke screens; poor people are pulling 
on their hearts and they don't want to 
give them up. They don't want to risk 
looking silly, because the fad is over. 

Every one of us who supported farm 
workers by not buying grapes, by 
talking to produce clerks and managers, 
who (perhaps for the first time in our 
lives) passed out leaflets to customers 
asking them to not shop at that store 
until the grapes were out, have given 
farm workers hope. Loretta Cardosa 
and two million other farm workers 
have heard about Cesar Chavez and the 
UFW. The struggle hasn't begun for 
them, but they have a glimmer of hope 
that .their children might have what 
they never had: a wage they could eat on, 
medical benefits, some job security, and 
money to bury their dead. We gave them 
hope. We're in the mix as surely as Cesar 
Chavez. 

We helped lead farm workers to 
believe it is possible to make change, 
that power is available in them and to 
them. We were part of the reason that 
Javier Santi banes, Donato Ambriz, 
Justo Garcia, Antonio Bernal, Isaac 
Primo, and Jesus Jurado made clear 
and public their support for the UFW 

and were fired from their jobs at Hemet 
Wholesale Nursery in the fall of 1975. 
We took the responsibility of giving 
them hope and now farm workers 
gaining and holding justice ground in 
California and their sisters and brothers 
across the land will see if we make good 
on our promises. The union is making 
good on its promises to farm workers. 
The staff of the union, in many cases the 
same since 1965 and before, continue 
their incredible work without pay, only 
board and room and $10 a week (it was 
$5 a week for 12 years and has finally 
been adjusted for inflation). 

So to you old supporters and to those 
who are new to the struggle, get to 
where some farm workers are, if you 
can, or pick up a copy of Robert Coles' 
Uprooted Children. Don't mind if the 
tears run down your cheeks; it's just the 
therapy we need to renew our love, to 
renew our anger, and get us moving 
again; to remind some of us that we have 
been accomplices in giving farm work-
ers hope. The farm workers will 
continue to press for justice, and we- .. : 
for God's sake-must not desert them ... ::::::::':" 
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An interview with 
Cesar Chavez 

n the wooden sign at the top 
of the little road were 
carved the words, "Nuestra 
Senora de la Paz" (Our 
Lady of Peace). Secluded in 
the rural foothills of Kern 
County, California, is "La 
Paz, " the national head

quarters for the United Farm Workers 
union. Here is where the key leadership of 
the UFW live together in community and 
direct a poor, smart, determined move
ment in the work of making justice for 
farm workers real and dependable. 

On this hot summer day my daughter 
and I had rented a car and come to "La 
Paz" to interview Cesar Chavez, the 
leader of the UFW. We were directed to 
an office adjoining Cesar's. There were 
posters on the walls. "For our children
the luxury of childhood" was one. 
Another had a quote from Dom Helder 
Camara: "When shall we have the 
courage to outgrow the charity mentality 
and see that at the bottom of all relations 
between rich and poor there is a problem 
of justice?" 

Cesar's office was quiet and lined with 
books. Plants hung in the windows. Here 
is the interview that fallowed. 

Pat Hoffman 

Several questions below ref er to the 
California Agricultural Labor Rela
tions Act which went into effect August 
28, 1975. Under the law, the union 
representation elections are mandated 
for any ranch where at least 50 per cent of 
the total workforce requests it. If union 
representation is chosen, growers are 
required by law to bargain in good faith. 
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Boycotts can be initiated against growers 
who refuse to bargain in good faith. If 
union representation is voted down, 
however, the law prohibits boycotts 
against the grower involved. 

The UFW is now using boycotts 
selectively. It urges consumers to boycott 
Gallo and Hemet Wholesale Nursery 
products and to buy only union label 
grapes. The union also urges protests 
directed at the Connecticut Mutual Life 
Insurance Co., which controls Coachella 
Valley Growers Inc. and which is 
resisting signing a UFW contract. 

The Editors 

Pat Hoffman: I would like to know 
what the focus of the UFW's work is 
right now. 

Cesar Chavez: The main thrust of the 
work has to be the consolidation of the 
gains we have made. This means trying 
to negotiate contracts where we have 
won the elections. Even more impor
tant is the servicing of the contracts. 
Basic to these tasks is the question of 
developing dependable and adequate 
staff. Because of the voluntary nature of 
the staff, it's like a river; people come 
and go. So one of the important things 
we have to try and do is to stabilize the 
volunteer staff so that we have more 
long-term volunteers to be able to do the 
job of consolidation. 

Hoffman: Has the election law here in 
California changed the nature of the 
work within the union as well as the 
work outside the union? 

Chavez: Tremendously so. We knew 
that the new legislation was going to 
have an impact on the union, but we had 
no way of knowing how big it would be. 
It changed everything. It affected 
everything we do, even our way of 
thinking. What the law does is make us 
legal, and that has a lot to do with life. 
We now have the standing of being a 
legally recognized group. Along with 
the benefits of that standing also come 
demands. You get something, then you 
have the responsibility of having it. I 
don't think we've seen half the impact. 

Hoffman: One of the things that I have 
been wondering about is that the law in 
California seems to have had a major 
effect on the boycott, which also affects 
how folks who are not farm workers can 
relate to the struggle. 

Chavez: One of the things that was 
probably more effective than anything 
else was the boycott and the millions of 
people who involved themselves with 
the farm workers through the boycott. 
Now the boycott is just one of two or 
three alternatives we have toward the 
ultimate goal of getting a contract 

~ signed . 
..c: 

; Hoffman: What are your hopes for 
~ being able to sustain the vitality of the 
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union? It looks like a tremendous task. 

Chavez: The law not only has affected 
our way of thinking and the way people 
work with us now .. It also changed, in a 
very profound way, the way in which we 
work: how we perceive what we are 
doing and how we are doing it. It shifts 
us from a time of a lot of motion, a lot of 
movement and a lot of uncertainty, too, 
when we said, "these are the rules and if 
you follow them you will probably get 
here." There is more demand for 
accuracy, more demand for facts. We 
now are faced with trying to find out 
how to maintain the vitality we had, so 
that it goes beyond just shouting "Viva 
la Huelga" and getting the union going. 
We have to find a way of enduring. I am 
convinced that we have to do something 
to replace what was lost. We had a kind 
of community. We were united because 
the persecution made us united ... we 
had an urgent cause. But in fact, we 
were not really united in terms of staff 
and in terms of community. We dis
covered that quickly. 

So it seems to me that from here on out 
it will be very difficult for people to 
work in the union as individuals, coming 
in and kind of doing what they would 
like to do best and being in the eye of the 

storm, but still being separate. There 
are some of us advocating forming a 
community, first within the staff, which 
goes much further than just being on a 
picket line together-an identifiable 
community. I don't know how we will 
get to Florida or much past Texas in the 
organizing drive unless we really 
develop some kind of community so that 
the strength of all becomes the strength 
of one, and we then share and stay 
together. 

Hoffman: What do you think would be 
the basis for holding that kind of 
community together? 

Chavez: I think it would have to be the 
deep concern for social justice and, in 
this case, justice for farm workers. Of 
course, this is very easy to say, but to 
carry it out we need to have a closely
knit communtiy where people find their 
strength. We need to make sure that we 
all together develop strength, and that 
each one of us feels the strength of all 
those who work with us, so that when 
that strength is needed, it will be 
there-because there are ups and 
downs. 

Hoffman: There has always been a 
religious expression present in the life of 



the union and yet the union is essentially 
a secular institution. I would be 
interested in knowing how you see that 
development. 

Chavez: I think what has really hap
pened-if we go back and analyze it-is 
that the more trouble we get, the more 
religious we get; the less trouble we 
have, the less religious we are. And so 
what we need to do is find a way we can 
express our beliefs, to deal with our 
spiritual life in a way that is lasting. The 
main thing to take into consideration is 
that some of those in the union don't 
want any part of this religious aspect 
and, of course, we respect that. But 
there are also those who want even more 
than what we are giving them, so we 
must strike a balance. And that is very 
difficult. 

Hoffman: If you had to guess, which 
would you guess will be the direction
more or less outward religious ex
pression? 

Chavez: Well, I am prejudiced
! think it will be more. If we establish 
a community, a stronger, closer com
munity, there will be more religion 
present. If we don't, it's going to become 
lik~ most groups. The real crucial step 

right now is at the staff level and not at 
the membership level. We are at the 
crossroads now. It's a crucial decision 
and I don't know which way it will go. 
Hoffman: Can you list the elements of 
the two ways? 
Chavez: In one case hours of work 
being 9:00 to 5:00, salaries, regular 
vacations, distinct and separate family 
life, having staff meetings during 
working hours, occasionally, getting 
together on picket lines, having meet
ings in the evenings. That's one kind of 
community. Or in the other case: we stay 
together day and night and learn how to 
live with one another, and if we do that, 
we can do a lot more things without the 
money. But it also means because we're 
a tighter group we will be willing to give 
up some of those individual rights that 
we had, forthegoodofthegroup. Also, if 
we do this, it means we will be vastly 
more disciplined and we will be more 
effective. We will be acting together 
because it will come out of the ex
perience of living together. If we choose 
this community style we will have some 
kind of religion-either we invent one or 
we keep what we have, but we cannot be 
without one. It is very meaningful and 
important. 

We're at a 
crossroads now as 
to whether we're 
a 9-to-5 group or 
a more 
disciplined, more 
religious 
community. 
Hoffman: Does this come out of your 
examination of what has happened with 
other communities or is it intuition on 
your part? 

Chavez: No, it is not intuition, it's just 
history. First of all we started out with 
the idea of having staff that would be 
able to take anything in terms of 
sacrifice and work. Some of us accepted 
that and that was what was preached to 
staff, and everyone knew it. And there 
are some of us who are still wan ting to do 
just that. However, along the way we 
picked up a lot of people who were 
willing to do that but only for a short 
period of time because they thought that 
once we won, we would be over the hump 
and we might get more normal (having 
salaries, etc.). We had this original staff 
way of doing things for 15 years, but 
that plan is not working anymore. We 
have to come up with other alternatives 
if we are going to keep the vitality of the 



United Churc Christ minister 
assigned to the strike in Delano, 
remains today~as one of the key leaders, 
of the farm WOt"Kers movement.) 
Chavez also askM church people to 
come to Dela ' · see the striKe a 
the storyci . es. . . .. ... ·•' 

The CM Ued,and'aw 
new world .. , . troversy and s,tP 
opened up. Growers in chur.ches al 
over California demanded an end to 
their denominations' support of the 
CMM. Almost every church body had a 
major, two to tJ:iree year internal battle 
over the nature of the church's missim1 
among farm w~rk~rs. State Coul'lci sof 
Churches wer~:the first to support 
the grape boyc6tt, and most 
denominations resolved the issue in 
favor of church involvement with the 
farm workers' movement. In the 
process of the struggle, thousands of 
Christians became directly involved in 
supporting the farm workers' strike 
and boycott. A tiny little finger of the 
church's life CMM) was draw 
a washing m .me wringer in Del , j• 

and the whole Body shook with anguish 
and pain ... and God's justice was 
served. 

By 1968-69theUFWwas a national 
mo~ement with boycott offices in every 
major city in the U.S. and Canada. I11 
1971 the GMMjoined with other 
Catholic an.? Rrot~stant groups to form 
the Nationalli~rrhWorker Minist 
which has as ifs goal to be present f 

and suppoitf arm workers as tJiey 
organize to overcome their powerlessness 
and achieve equality, freedom and 
justice. The NFWM has focused its 
resources and energies on the UFW 
because of a basic conviction that there 
will be one f worl<ers' union in · .. 
U.S. led by Chavez and the 
workers wit o have 
'(fomonstrate overt e ast 15 years t e 
skill, the determination, and the 
courage that is required to win 
contracts and build a nonviolent 
workers' movement. 

The NFWM, related to the National 
Council of Churches of Christ in the 
U.S.A., hasi ain office in Lo · · 
Angeles. The re currently 35 
families onihe staff-all supported.(':)n 
subsistence, in the style of the farm 
workers union (room, board, and $10 
per week). Most staff families work 
somewhere inside the farm workers 
movement (boycott, field office, clinic, 
day care, administrative headquart~rs, 
etc.); but the NFWM's Mission , ·. 
Department h~s offices in Florida,::th~ 
Northeast, the Midwest, and California 
which are responsible for connecting 
the churches and the people of the 
churches with the farm workers' 
struggle. For further information 
contact NFWM's director, Rev. Wayne 
(Chris) Hartmire, 1430 West OlYmpic 
Blvd., Los Angeles, C4 90015. D 
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union. So you see, this comes from 
experience, but also from our reading of 
the history of other groups. Changing 
things now is risky. But we have to take 
some risks in life anyway, or it doesn't 
mean anything. 

Hoffman: Do you see any relationship 
'· between the issue of subsistence and 

community-and also getting other 
workers organized elsewhere? 

Chavez: Yes. We can't live on sub
sistence pay and live as individuals. But 
I don't mean that we join the group and 
lose our identity as individuals; I mean 
that in joining the group there are 
certain things we give up for the sake of 
being together in community. I don't 
think we can continue to do what we are 
doing now. We have done it for 15 years 
and I think it is time to change. We have 
to anchor it down and have a coming 
together. So to live on subsistence pay 
means we have to have a real strong, 
solidly-based community. 

Hoffman: Do you see a relationship 
between those things and reaching out 
to other workers-getting to organize 
workers in Florida, Texas, and across 
the country? 

Chavez: Yes, very definitely. Let me 
tell you what is happening: right now, 
other unions throughout the country are 
batting less than .500 in organizing 
workers. Workers just don't want a 
union for the sake of money. Some 
workers are saying they don't want 
more money; they want a better quality 
of life. We are finding that out now even 
in the fields. Already in Coachella we 
signed a contract for $3.35 and the 
growers the next day gave their workers 
$3.35 per hour without a contract. So the 
workers are saying "We don't need a 
union. I can get it from the boss without 
the union." 

Of course, that's not true-if the union 
wasn't in Coachella the workers would 
not have received the $3.35. It was a way 
for the grower to gain more power with 
the workers-to keep the workers 
confused. It is difficult for the worker to 
make up his or her mind. 

So we can't sell the union on the basis 
of more money; we have to do something 
else. That something else we are looking 
for, I think we can find in community. 
It's a strong brotherhood, not only in the 
sense that you build a union and you get 
better wages and working conditions, 
but it's also a sense of belonging. Even in 
a highly industrialized, complex soci
ety, religion still means a lot. And people 
are not all looking inside the walls of the 
cathedral. Reople are looking every
where, they are thirsting. And a lot of 
the hunger and search comes from 
middle-class kids. That tells us some
thing. 

Hoffman: A lot of people who come into 

the union find it to be a more vibrant 
expression of the church's life than they 
have found inside the institutional 
church. I think a lot of the young people 
who come to the union could be 
responding to that. It's certainly related 
to your own faith position and the work 
you have done. I wonder if you would say 
something about what you believe to be 
the central message of the gospel. 
Chavez: It's an understanding that we 
have to do something while we are here. 
We have learned, because of our faith, 
that the direct message is that we are 
our brother's keeper and we should try 
to correct injustices when we see them. I 
don't try to define it in very glowing 
terms. We keep it simple. People 
become attracted to the movement by 
those statements and, of course, we still 
feel that way. Through the years, I think 
that people, church-related people, 
young people who had some involve
ment when they were kids in various 
different religious activities, find the 
movement an expression of that. I don't 
know today if that's true, probably less 
than in the heydey of the arrests and all 
the persecution that was taking place. 

We very directly say what we are 
doing, that this really came from 
Christ's message-no one disputed that, 
and no one really agreed to it. It just 
came out. A lot of people came to the 
movement because of it and others came 
for other reasons. How to really mani
fest that source and make it more clear 
is our goal right now. How do we really 
say that what we are doing here is more 
than just getting wages for farm 
workers, it goes far beyond that? To be 
very honest, I am searching my soul 
right now for the expression of Christ's 
message. I think the movement is also 
searching. For me and others who have 
been around for a long time, we don't 
find it very fulfilling now to just say, 
"We are our brother's keeper and we 
should fight for social justice." We want 
to have more meaningful experiences 
than that, even along with the work we 
do to bring about social justice. 
Hoffman: The farm worker ministry, 
both as the National Farm Worker 
Ministry and its predecessor, the Cali
fornia Migrant Ministry, has had a close 
relationship with the union. Can you 
describe what that relationship has 
been? I know it is a big question to ask 
because it is co:r11:plex. 
Chavez: Well, I can make a very 
complex question very simple. What 
happened is that before the union got 
started we had made some contact with 
the migrant ministry because they were 
also involved in the whole idea of how to 
get this work done. Through experience 
they saw the frustration of the people 
and felt the great need to bring about 
justice for farm workers. So we kind of 
met on the road. They were there and 



they liked what we were doing, but they 
didn't get into the fight. 

When the strike started, however, 
when the real controversy started, we 
found the migrant ministry joining us 
immediately. They changed their pro
gram completely in '66 and'67. They 
were more controversial than the union 
itself. They were the starting point in 
getting church people from all over the 
country involved with us. They were the 
instrument for interpreting us to peo-

ple. Chris Hartmire and his gang went 
up and down the country interpreting 
what we were doing in the light of the 
controversy that existed. And it split 
church committees wide open. People 
were taking sides. We didn't win all of 
t}'iem, but we won a lot. A lot of the 
church people supported us. 

Hoffman: A lot of people across the 
country, through television and news
papers, know something about you. 

What do you want people to know about 
yourself? 

Chavez: About myself? I don't know. I 
have never thought about it. It really 
isn't important. People learn one good 
thing about you and one bad thing about 
you. So the more good things they know 
about, the more bad things they will 
know about. But one of the most 
important things we've accomplished is 
that people do know about farm 
workers. We had the experience about a 

week ago coming back from Con
necticut. One of the flight attendants 
said, "Aren't you Cesar Chavez?" I said 
yes. And she called another attendant 
over who didn't know who I was, and it 
embarrassed the first one. "You should 
know. You know, the farm workers." 
"Oh yes, the farm workers!" She knew 
that. 
Hoffman: The farm workers have been 
able to build some power. I wonder if 
you would say a little about what you see 

as the wellspring of that power. 
Chavez: It's the people in motion. 
Power is very elusive. It is here today 
and gone tomorrow. But it's being able 
to gather people around, very speci
fically on the issues-people who are 
directly affected by the problem. And 
we have been able to solve a few things 
so that we have been able to give the 
workers some kind of hope. Then 
bringing them all together naturally 
creates power; that's the basis for it. But 
because the world doesn't stand still, 
what's power today isn't power to
morrow, unless you keep up with the 
world. A lot of our power is just the good 
will of the people outside the farm labor 
areas in the cities. When we needed 
help, it was a clear force that got us 
over the hump. So far we have been 
able to do that. I don't know how long we 
are going to be able to do that. At some 
point it is going to have to be the workers 
themselves. To really demand support 
and continue to get it from most people, 
we have to build a real basic brother
hood. 

Hoffman: Identify what is your per
sonal source of power and determi
nation to keep on going. It's been a long 
time. 

Chavez: That is a very hard thing for 
me because a very personal kind of 
response is needed. I think it is my 
responsibility to do whatever I can. I say 
that because I don't know how to really 
express the real reason. That's not the 
real reason, I am sure. But it's like a fire , 
a consuming, nagging, every day and 
every moment demand of my soul to just 
do it. I am not confused about what I 
want to do, but what is to be done-and I 
am thinking of how to do it. Who, who 
gets me to do it, I don't know; it's a very 
personal kind of thing. It's difficult to 
explain. I like to think it's the good spirit 
asking me to do it. I hope so. 
Hoffman: There is one last question I 
would really like to hear your response 
to. A lot of people I talk with and hear 
about in the church are saying at this 
point that they are really tired of 
hearing about farm workers. They have 
helped a long time and now there are 
other things to do. If you were getting 
that response from someone in the 
church, how would you respond to it? 
Chavez: Well, to be sure, I would feel 
saddened by it, but I also know enough 
about life to know that these things 
happen. There is nothing you can really 
do except say, "Look, you were eating 
ten years ago; today you are still eating 
and the same people as ten years ago are 
still feeding you. These people aren't 
getting tired. What if they got tired and 
said they were not going to go to work? 
Where would you get your food?" 

D 

Sojourners/ 25 


	Blank Page



