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it's beautiful, but it's empty. It's cold.
If the Church is not there-the peo­
ple-it loses its life. It dies."

When the United States acquired
California, the Indians who were in­
herited from the mission farms were
paid half of what other workers got,
and their objection to this treatment
was a factor in a general massacre that
took place between 1850 and 1852,
when Indian numbers in California, al­
ready low, were reduced from perhaps
eighty-five thousand to about thirty-one
thousand. This free-enterprise solution
to the Indian problem caused a tempo­
rary labor shortage, bu t the ad van tages

of the discriminatory pay
scale in keeping labor
groups at odds with one
another were obvious, and
the device has been used
effectively ever since. For
example, when the Fili­
pinos arrived in force, in
the nineteen-twenties, they

were paid even less than the Mexicans,
who were already in a very poor bar­
gaining position, since most of them had
entered the United States illegally, as
"wetbacks," and could be, and often
were, deported before payday came
around, or when they protested too
strenuously about anything. Tradition­
ally, Mexicans and Filipinos have com­
peted for the available work-usually
stoop labor, since preference in the tree
jobs is given to the Anglos-and, de­
spite Chavez's most earnest efforts,
there is still noticeable distance in the
union between the two groups that
formed it in 1965.

"I hear more and more Mexicans
talking about La raza-to build up their
pride, you know," Chavez told me.
"Some people don't look at it as racism,
but when you say 'La raza,' you are say­
ing an anti-gringo thing, and it won't
stop there. Today it's anti-gringo, to­
morrow it will be anti-Negro, and the
day after it will be anti-Filipino, anti­
Puerto Rican. And then it will be
an ti-poor-l\1exican, and an ti-darker­
skinned Mexican. vVe had a stupid guy
who just wanted to play politics with
the union, and he began to whip up
La rflza against the white volunteers,
and even had some of the farm work­
ers and the pickets and the organizers
hung up on La raza. So I took him on.
These things have to be met head on.
On discrimination, I don't even give
the members the privilege of a vote,
and I'm not ashamed of it. No, the
whole business of discrimination can't
exist here. So often, these days, the
leaders are afraid, and even though
they feel strongly against racism, they

ent. Everywhere else, the Indians were
--------d exploited-whatever religion they had

was taken away from them and they
were made Christians. Of course, the
missions used them, too, but the whole
spirit was different. The Mexican gov­
ernment perceived this, and that's why
they wanted to destroy the missions.
Oh, they were animals, some of those
Mexican governors! They were ani­
maLs ! You see, it was really a Dark
Age in terms of human life, but the
missions gave sanctuary to the Indians,
and it was a whole new approach to
human beings. The Franciscans came
and they said, 'These are human be­
ings.' And the missions re­
flect this spirit-not just the
architecture but the way
they have lasted." He
looked around him, and
continued, "They are beau­
tiful. They are peaceful.
And I think that comes
from a kind of crusad­
ing spirit, completely opposed to what
was happening in the country be­
fore and afterward. There were few
Indian uprisings here, very few. The
big fight was between the Franciscans
and the governments-first Spain and
then Mexico-to keep the soldiers from
rape and looting. Those Spanish sol­
diers were terrible. Hopeless. They
were always at odds with the Francis­
cans, because the priests wouldn't give
in on moral grounds. 'You can't abuse
Indians,' they said. 'You can't abuse
women.' The Franciscans made the
soldiers respect the Indians. There
were abuses on their side, too, but in
general the moral force was great.
Their history was long and most of the
records have been lost, so the abuses by
the Franciscans have been exaggerated.
Most people don't realize what these
priests did for the Indians-in South
America and Mexico as well as here,
and at great cost. They neutralized the
governments. If the Church had been
active in the United States at the time
the Negroes were coming in, with the
same kind of moral force, the present
mess would never have developed. And
it wouldn't ha ve happened with the In­
dians-the mass slaughters, wiping
them out." He sighed. "Bartolome de
Las Casas-he was a great Dominican
missionary, and he fought the Crown,
and finally he made them understand.
Today, the Franciscans have only about
four of the old missions. There's one
mission that has been fully restored by
the government-La Purisima Con­
cepcion, near Lompoc, on the coast.
They made the tiles exactly the way
the tiles were made by the Indians, and
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SEVERE back pains that had been
dragging Chavez down for months

finally forced him to take, some time
off last autumn, and he went to St.

A __ . L J T:"

will not speak out against it. If thc
leadership is united, then it can say,
'All right, if you're going to do things
that way, then you'll have to get rid
of us.' You have to speak out immedi­
ately, the first time. Anyway, this guy
was talking to people and saying he
d iJn't like Filipinos taking over the
union. So a small group camc to mc
and said that a Jot of people were very
mad because the Filipinos were coming
in. And I really reacteJ. I said a Jot
of pcopJe would be mad if Negrocs
came in in la rge n umbers like that,
and I said they were going to accept
the Filipinos if I llad to shovc thcm
down thcir throats." CJlavez paused, as
if surprised at his own violence. "I tolJ
thcm, 'That's the way 1 fecl.' And so
thcy left. A couple of days later, they
said they wanted a big meeting. And I
s;liJ, 'O.K., let's have a big mceting.'
So at thc big meeting thcy said they
wanted to discuss discrimination-in
othcr words, they wanted to take a
vote to discriminate. And I said, 'Over
my dead body. Therc will be no such
vote taken hcre, and, furthermorc, be­
fore you get rid of the Filipinos you'll
have to get rid of me.' 'No vote?' they
said, and I said, 'It can't be done. Those
of you who don't like it, I suggest that
you get out, because you're not doing
anybody any good. Or, even bctter, I'LL
get out. I'll join the Filipinos, and we']]
build a trade union.' "Vell, I'd sav
ninety-fivc per cent of thc audience
stood up and applauded. And this small
group felt isolated. The cmploycrs, of
course, have used this for ycars and
years-one group set against the other.
I cxplained this to the audi<;nce, and I
told them that the Filipinos would be
a tremendous asset-new people, new
ideas. That's what a union is. La raza
is a very dangerous concept. I speak
very strongly against it among the
chicfl1LOs. At this point in the struggle,
thc)' rcspect me cnough so that they
don't cmphasizc La raza, but as soon as
this is over thcy'll be against mc, be­
causc I make fun of it, and I knock
down machismo, too. Oh, I heard
a sick, sick speech by a Mexican the
other day. I don't like to see any man
discriminating. But when a Mexi­
can discriminates-ooh'" He winced.
"That reaLLy cuts me. As a Mexican­
Amcrican, I expect more of them than
of anybody else. I Jove them, and I
guess I'd like them to be perfect."
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that he wasn't hungry. Then one day
Manuel said to her, "Is he still fast­
ing!" After that, she offered Cesar all
his favorite foods, and still he would
not eat. Finally, she confronted him in
his office, and when he admitted he
was fasting she got very upset; she was
sure he would harm himself. "The
kids were already worried," she said.
"And when I told them, they said,
'Dad looks awful. Will he be O.K.!'
But after another day or so we got used
to the idea and went along with him."

Not everyone went along. The fast,
which lasted twenty-five days, split the
union down the middle. Mrs. Cha vez
and Richard and Manuel knew that he
had been fasting before he announced
it, but even they were stunned by his
intention of prolonging the fast in­
definitely. So was LeRoy Chatfield,
who still speaks with awe of the speech
in which Chavez announced his deci­
sion. Chavez had called a special meet­
ing for twelve noon on Monday, Feb­
ruary 19, 1968, at a hall in Delano,
and the strikers and tbe office staff
as well as their families were there.
Several acts of violence had been com­
mitted by union people, and he talked
for an hour and a half about non­
violence. He discussed Vietnam, won­
dering aloud how so many of bis lis­
teners could deplore the violence in
Asia and yet promote it in the United
States. He said that the Me),.'ican tra­
dition of proving manliness-machis­
mo-through violence was in error.
La Causa must not risk a single life on
either side, because it was a cause, not
just a union, and had to deal with peo­
ple not as membership cards or Social

Security numbers but as hu­
man beings, one by one.

"Cesar took a very hard
line," Chatfield told me.
"He said we were falling
back on violence in the
strike because we weren't cre­
ative enough or imaginative
enough to find another solu­

tion-because we didn't wor'k hard
enough. One of the things he said in
the speech was that he felt we had lost
our will to win-by which he meant
that behaving violently or advocating
violence, or even thinking that maybe
violence isn't such a bad thing, is really
losing your will to win, your commit­
ment to win. This seems like a very
idealistic position, but there's truth in
it. Anarcby leads to chaos, and out of
chaos rises the demagogue. That's one
of the reasons he is so upset about La
raza. The same Mexicans tbat ten
years ago were talking about themselves
as Spaniards are coming on real strong

" Santa Barbara, where he could have
daily therapy at a hospital. I found him
flat on his back in bed. In crisp white
pajamas, he looked small. He greeted
me cheerfully but made no effort to sit
up when he took my hand, his drawn
face patched with gray from months of
pain. Over his head, three rosaries hung
from an extended bar, and with them
a Jewish mezuzah on a silver chain,
which he always puts on under his shirt
when he goes out. "I'm sure Christ
wore a mezuzah," he said, with a grin.
"He certainly didn't wear a cross." On
a wall of the room, as in his office in
Delano, there was a JVlexican straw
crucifix. It was a small room, and the
bed, a washstand, two stiff chairs, and
a small bureau filled it. On the bureau
was a borrowed tape recorder, with
tapes of some flamenco music by
Manitas de Plata and songs of Joan
Baez. There was also a framed photo­
graph of Gandhi.

There had been some bad news
from Delano. Mack Lyons, the work­
ers' representative at DiGiorgio, had
found two groups of non-union pruners
working in DiGiorgio's Arvin vine­
yards, and when the pruners were
questioned they said that the vineyards
had been sold. Since the union had been
unable to obtain a so-called successor
clause in the contract with DiGiorgio,
guaranteeing that the contract would
bind a new owner, this was a serious
blow, and Chavez had called an
emergency meeting to discuss how to
handle the new threat. The next phase
of the long battle was clearly going to
be a difficult one, and Chavez would
need all his strength for it. (In March
of this year, Dr. Janet Tra­
vell, who treated President
Kennedy, concluded that
Cilavez's back trouble W:1S

not a degenerative-disc con­
dition, as had been thought,
but a muscle spasm caused by
the fact that one of his legs
is shorter than the other and
one side of his pelvis is smaller-an
imbalance to which, as he grows older
and less resilient, his muscles can no
longer adjust. Dr. Travell's treatment
is the first that has given Chavez any
real relief.)

Last fall in Santa Barbara, there was
speculation that the long fast Chavez
had made earlier in the year might
have aggravated his back condition,
and in the sun on a porch outside his
room I talked with Helen Chavez
about the fast. She told me that at the
beginning he had kept it secret for
about three days. At home, he would
pretend that he had already eaten or
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these days as Mexicans. Everyone
should be proud of what he is, of
course, but race is only skin-deep. It's
phony, and it comes out of frustra­
tion-the La raza people are not secure.
They want to use Cesar as a symbol of
their nationalism. But he doesn't want
any part of it. He said to me just the
other day, 'Can't they understand that
that's just the way Hitler started!' A
few months ago, a big foundation gave
some money to a La raza group-they
liked the outfit's sense of pride, or
something-and Cesar really told them
off. He feels that racism will destroy
our union faster than anything else­
that it plays right into the growers'
hands if they can keep the minorities
fighting, pitting one race against anoth­
er, one group against another."

In his speech that day, Chavez dis­
cussed the civil-rights movement and
how, in its recourse to violence, it had
made black people suffer; black homes,
not white, were being burned, and
black sons killed. The union, he said,
had raised the hopes of many poor peo­
ple. It had a responsibility to those peo­
ple, whose hopes, along with all the un­
ion gains, would be destroyed after the
first cheap victories of violence. Finally,
he announced the fast. It was not a
hunger strike, because its purpose was
not strategic; it was an act of prayer
and love for the union members, be­
cause, as their leader, he felt responsible
for the acts of all. of them. There
would be no vote on the fast, which
would continue for an indefinite period,
and Jlad, in fact, begun the week be­
fore. He was not going into seclusion,
and would continue his work as best he
could. He asked that the people in the
room keep the news entirely to them­
selves. Since it was difficult to fast at
1l0me, and since the Forty Acres was
the spiritual home of the union, he
would walk there as soon as he had
finished speaking, and remain there un­
til the fast was done. "His act was in­
tensely personal," Chatfield told me.
"And the whole theme of his speech
was love. In fact, his last words to us
before he left the room and started that
long walk to the Forty Acres were
something like 'I am doing this because
I love you.' "

Helen Chavez followed Cesar from
the hall, and everyone sat for some
time in silence. Then the meeting was
taken over by Larry Itliong, the as­
sistant director, who said straight out
that Brother Chavez should be per­
suaded to come off the fast. Manuel
Chavez then declared that Cesar was
an Indian, and therefore stubborn, and
.. 1-_ .... _~ L~ 1~ __1 ~~_...l __ .~ L:~ __ :._...1 .... _
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do something, nothing anyone could
say was going to stop him. Other
members made many other comments.
One man, for example, dismissed all
the talk about striker violence as grow­
er propaganda, and therefore saw no
reason for the fast. Some of the Prot­
estants and agnostics in the union,
white and brown, still resented the
Catholic aura of the Sacramento march
of the year before, and now they felt
offended all over again. They were
supported by some Catholics, who felt
that the Church was being exploited,
and also by most of the white volun­
teers, the Jews especially, who disliked
any religious overtone whatever. For
the first week or so, almost the whole
board of directors was against the fast.
On the other hand, the membership,
largely Catholic, accepted it in appre­
hensive faith. The people complied
with Chavez's request that no one try
a fast of sympathy on his own, but he
learned later, from the candidly ex­
pressed annoyance of their wives, that
th ree young men had taken a vow of
chastity for the duration of the fast,
and held to it. He speaks of this sacri­
fice with awe and regret, but it seemed
to him a moving example of the farm
workers' new spirit.

lliiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiill Th ere we re ma ny misgi vings and

many doubts about what Chavez was
trying to accomplish. "When we vis­
ited Cesar in his little room at the For-
ty Ac res,)) Chatfi eld told me, "he I..--'Z-O-RB-A-'-IS-T-HE-B-E-ST-T-H-IN-G-O-U-T-O-F-GR-=-E-EC-E
would point at the wall and say, 'See SINCE SOCRATES-BUT FUNNIER."
that white wall? Well, imagine ten -Brooks Atkinson .#
different-colored balls, all jumping up~ ,
and down. One ball is called Religion, •••A
another Propaganda, another Organiz- "-'V'
ing, another Law, and so forth. When
people look at that wall and see those
balls, different people look at different
balls, and each person keeps his eye on
his own ball. For each person, the balls
mean different things, but for every­
one they can mean something.' I began
to see what he meant. My ball was
Propaganda, and I kept my eye on
that. I could therefore be perfectly
comfortable, and understand the fast
completely in those terms, and not ne­
gate the nine other balls-Organiz­
ing, say. And, as a matter of fact, we
never organized so many people in such
a short time, before or since. The fast
ga ve the lie to the growers' claim that
we had no following. Some people
came every night to attend Mass at the
Forty Acres-came sixty-five, eighty­
fi ve miles every night. People stood in
line for an hour, two hours, to talk
with him. Cesar saw it as a fantastic
opportunity to talk to one man, one
.1: __ -=1-. _..... _ ...:__ 1"1ITI- __ .. 1._ ... _,.. .......~_
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(This is the second of two articles
on Cesar Chavez.)

•
Motorists driving between

West Jefferson and Mechanics­
burg-Urbana apparently will
have to use the detour for a
while. For how long is the
highway department's secret.
Evans said, "There will be no
peace abroad and little se­
curity at home."

-Columbus (Ohio) Dispatch.

leaves, he goes away with something.
He's no longer a member, he's an
organizer. At the Sunday Mass, we
had as many as two thousand people.
That's what the growers don't under­
stand-we're allover the state. In fact,
there's nowhere in this state or any­
where in the Southwest where the peo­
ple don't know about Cesar Chavez
and the United Farm Workers. And
they say, 'When is he coming? Are we
next?' "

As the fast wore on through Febru­
ary and into March, many of the farm
workers became worried, and a num­
ber of strikers came to Manuel and
swore that they would never be violent
again if he could just persuade Cesar to

l,lit:,Other union members were made
increasingly uncomfortable by the reli­
gious implications of the fast, especially
after the seventeenth day, when Cha­
vez asked his brother Richard to con­
struct a simple cross-the materials cost
a dollar and a half, according to Rich­
ard-which was later burned by van­
dals. The cross was the ultimate af­
front to at least two volunteers. One
dismissed the entire fast as "a cheap
publicity stunt." The other, who had
once been a priest, accused Chavez of
having a Messiah complex. Both soon
quit the United Farm Workers for
good.

At a Mass of Thanksgiving that
concluded the fast, Chavez was too
weak to speak, and a brief speech was
read for him, in English and in Span­
ish. After describing the purpose Qf the
fast, he concluded as follows: "When
we are really honest with ourselves, we
must admit that our lives are all that
really belongs to us. So it is how we use
our lives that determines what kind of
men we are. It is my deepest belief that
only by giving our lives do we find
life. I am convinced that the truest act
of courage, the strongest act of manli­
ness, is to sacrifice ourselves for others
in a totally non-violent struggle for
justice. To be a man is to suffer for
others. God help us be men."

-PETER MATTHIESSEN


