DOUG ADAIR: COMMENTS ON RICHARD COOK'S ESSAY IN THE FARMWORKER MOVEMENT DOCUMENTATION PROJECT – April 23, 2010
Richard Cook writes a thoughtful and insightful review of Marshall Ganz' and Miriam Pawel's books (on LeRoy Chatfield's Farmworker Movement Documentation Project under "Commentary").  It is quite long but worth reading, and Richard is a friend and brother for whom I have a great deal of respect. 

 

However, I feel Richard's own personal motives and "agenda" in joining the movement blind him to the upheaval taking place in California agriculture as the Bracero program was ending in 1965, and lead him to assume that the farm workers' movement was a one-man show, created, led by, and then, perhaps, mismanaged by Cesar Chavez.  His focus is on Chavez and the staff of volunteers, with almost no mention of the dues-paying members or wider farm worker community.

 

Cook notes what he feels are the defects and limitations of the books, pointing out what he feels are inadequate footnotes and undocumented assertions.  He wishes for  more analysis of the UFW in the 1980's and after Chavez' death in 1992.  He justifies his own refusal to talk to Pawel, thinking she was out to smear Chavez and the Union.  He regrets that Ganz didn't write more about his personal relationship with Chavez, and hopes that Jerry Cohen will write the "definitive" history.

 

Where Cook is best is analyzing his own motives and those of Chris Hartmire and other volunteers who came on staff as a "calling," to serve and sacrifice for others.  He is good at seeing the relationship  of the staff to the leadership and of the leadership to Chavez.  He quotes the Bible and St. Paul and discusses Chavez' vision of a Catholic/ religions community, renouncing wealth and materialism, growing food, doing penance as a life style choice...

   

What I feel he totally ignores in his reviews is the supposed purpose of the struggle, to empower farm workers, to bring a measure of justice to farm labor.  Here, I should admit my own motives, my own personal agenda.  I was recruited into the struggle not by Chavez, but by Gilbert Padilla, who, along with Chavez, helped launch the Farm Workers Association in 1962.  I was thinking I wanted to work in the fields, as a career, and Padilla assured me that such a life could be satisfying and rewarding, but it would be a lot more so if I had a union.  My motives in joining were not to sacrifice for others, but rather to win benefits for myself and my fellow workers.

 

    When I wrote for the union newspaper, El Malcriado, or became an organizer in the grape and lettuce boycotts, it was not so much to provoke pity for the down-trodden workers.  And it was not so I could feel good about myself for helping people supposedly "less fortunate".  Rather, it was to seek solidarity in our struggle for justice, to win respect for the labor that feeds society.  

 

To me, the strength of Marshall's book is in comparing the assets that the Teamsters, the AWOC, and the NFWA brought into the struggle.  What the UFW had that the other two did not have, was farm workers, in leadership positions, participating in decision making, bringing their enthusiasm to the struggle.  The shrine in the Di Giorgio campaign, the March to Sacramento, the tortugas and other tactics in the vegetable fields, all came from ideas percolating up from the farm worker base.  Chavez was our leader, Brother #1, the public face for the media, and brilliant at balancing the different interests of the farm workers community and mobilizing support throughout the nation for our cause.  But Chavez did not "organize" the grape strike in 1965 nor the lettuce strike in 1970.  Both were spontaneous "wild cat" strikes, after which the workers turned to Chavez and the UFW for leadership, strategy and tactics, for the structure and administration to promote their cause.  Sadly, Ganz and all the profiled voices in Pawel's book suggest, it was that administration that failed the workers.

 

For me, the strength of Miriam's book is, for the first time, giving voice to actual farm workers in the struggle, first and foremost, Eliseo Medina, and also Mario Bustamante and Sabino Lopez.  These were farm workers looking for benefits, looking for empowerment, and the Union was making promises and, for a time, delivering.  And these farm workers were empowered, proof that, uniting through the union, Si, se puede!  

 

My criticism of Pawel's book is that it focuses so much on the non-farm workers on the staff, and their roles in the unfolding history.  Like Cook, I wanted a different book, a history, which has yet to be written.  But I think Pawel  is good in giving voice to the limited number of folk she chose to include, and her subjects (though too many lawyers!) are eloquent, brilliant, sympathetic, and reveal an awful (!) lot about what was going on behind the scenes and the slogans.

 

Cook spends a lot of time discussing Chris Hartmire, his mentor, the member of the Executive Board he knew best.  To me, Hartmire comes across in Pawel's book as a tragic figure, defending and justifying every decision as the Union becomes more and more authoritarian.  Hartmire ends up on the Executive Board before being fired on trumped up charges, like so many before him.  Cook's sole concern is Hartmire's  relationship to Chavez.  There is no mention of Chris' obligations or relationship to the farm worker membership he was supposedly serving. 

 

With the end of the Bracero Program and the upsurge of the Civil Rights Movements in the 1960's and 1970's, there was an historic opportunity for American farm workers to build a democratic union and improve their lives, to leave behind the "underclass" and join the American working class.  The first table grape contract,  at the David Freedman Company in Coachella,  won in 1970 after the international grape boycott, went through successive good faith negotiations. I participated in negotiating the successor contract in 1981,  which gave grape pickers almost double the minimum wage, with family medical insurance coverage after 60 hours of work, with holidays and paid vacations and a modest pension plan, and the union clinic to serve the members.  Union wages and benefits in the 1979 and 1980 vegetable contracts put those families on the edge of the middle class.  Most of all, we were treated with respect by our employers, and could sit down at the table and negotiate and work our grievances.  The "sacrificios" mentality under which Cook and so many others joined the staff, while worthy and admirable, blinded them to the need for the  union staff itself to be treated with respect, if a democratic union was to be build.  If, in the eyes of the leadership, the staff workers were expendable, the be used up and then tossed aside; then too the membership could be  degraded, used for fund raising or political action, but not allowed to sit at the table and set priorities for "their" union.

 

I am enjoying my UFW pension, proud of my role in the struggle, no regrets, and so grateful to Padilla and Dolores Huerta and Eliseo Median, and yes, Cesar Chavez, our leader, who helped make my life in farm labor so satisfying and rewarding.  But Ahhh, what might have been... Ganz and Pawel, in their different and limited ways, offer so much insight into our attempts to build an strong and democratic union for farm workers.  The task is still before us.

Viva la Causa,

Doug Adair, Thermal

