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THE UNITED CHURCH BOARD FOR HOMELAND MINISTRIES

On October 31, 1968 the Board of Directors of the United Church Board for Homeland
Ministries voted to adopt the following statement:
The United Church Board for Homeland Ministries is persuaded by overwhelming evidence
that farm workers have long been denied basic human rights accorded other workers in
our society.

It believes that justice in agricultural employer-employee relationships

requires that the employers recognize the rights of employees to speak through an
effective and responsible organization and that the United Farm Workers Organizing
Committee has proved itself to be such an organization.

Although a number of grape growers have signed contracts with the United Farm Workers
Organizing Committee, a significant portion of the industry continues to resist the
unionization of the workers.

Therefore, the United Church Board for Homeland Ministries reaffirms its support of the
goals of the United Farm Workers Organizing Committee and calls upon all churchmen to
demonstrate their concurrence by using their purchasing power in behalf of justice.
This Board reports its action to all churchmen and requests they consider refraining
from the purchase of all California table grapes unless it can be positively determined
that such grapes have been harvested by union employees.

BASIC DATA ON FARM WORKERS*
1. There are approximately one mill ion farm workers in the United States.

2. Wages
a. In 1970, the average hourly wage for farm workers was $1.42.
less than $1,500.

Annual earnings were

b. In 1970, farm workers earned 42% of the amount earned by factory workers. This
pares with 46% in 1965 and 62% in 1948.

~om

c. In 1966, amendments were made to the Fair Labor Standards Act which now guarantees a
minimum wage of $1.30 per hour for farm workers. This is 30e less than the $1.60
granted workers in other industry. The law appl ies only to farms employing 500 mandays of labor during any quarter of the year. Only ~Io of the nation's farms fall
into this category.

3. Living and Working Conditions for Workers Not Under Union Contract
a. There are no paid vacations or hoI idays.
b. Workers have no health or pension plans.
c. No regular rest periods are provided on the job.
d. Children of farm workers are generally excluded from child labor and school attendance laws.
e. Toilets and sanitary drinking water frequently are not provided.
f. There are no establ ished hours of work.
g. There are no establ ished channels for grievances.
h. There are only minimal safety provisions. Farm labor ranks third in the nation
(behind construction and mining) in terms of on-the-job accidents. Each year there
are 850-1000 deaths from pesticide poisoning and 85,000-90,000 persons otherwise
affected by such poisoning.
g. Housing is generally owned by the growers who deduct rent from wages. The vast
majority of this housing has no flusing toilets, sinks, tubs or showers.

4. Hea I th
a. The I ife expectancy for farm workers is 49 years.
b. The infant mortality rate is 125% higher than the national rate.
c. Maternal mortal ity is

12~1o

higher than the national rate.

d. Influenza and pneumonia is 200% higher than the national rate.
e. Infectious diseases are 260% higher than the national rate.
f. Accidents are

30~1o

higher than the national rate.

*Data collected by John R. Moyer from various
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source~reference

1ist provided upon request

AGR IBUS INESS '1:
1971 was the year in which the publ ic became aware that something ominous was happening down
on the farm. The invasion of agriculture by giant business conglomerates with unl imited economic and pol itical power, threatened to drive out all but the largest independent farmers
and to transform rural America into a vast zone of poverty and unemployment.
Corporate domination brought rising prices, decl ining food qual ity, and greater ecological
hazards. Rural poverty prol iferated as the government, which had paved the way for the
corporate invasion, continued to give massive subsidies to the rich and the powerful, letting
small farmers and farm workers fend for themselves.
Meanwhile, business empires ... are getting into agriculture. These diversified conglomerate
corporations control hundreds of thousands of acres of land; they have enormous amounts of
capital, enjoy countless tax advantages, and receive the biggest federal subsidies
the
conglomerates seek to achieve farm-to-market control of commodities. For example
the 34th
largest corporation, which owns or leases more than a million acres in the West, plows its
land with tractors manufactured by one of its subsidiaries, sprays its crops with pesticides
from another, and processes, packages, and sells its produce through still other companies
within the same corporate structure ....
Big-scale agriculture does not mean cheaper food. Middlemen--the vertically integrated producers and the processors, marketers, and retailers--claim an increasing portion of what consumers pay for food. The prices that farmers get average only 7 percent higher than 20 years
ago, whi Ie wholesale prices have increased 22 percent and average retail prices are up 44 per
cent. The average annual food bi 11 for American fami 1 ies rose $21 in 1971. and all but $1 of
the gain went to middlemen.
A network of government subsidies and programs nourishes giantism on the farm. Large farmers
collect an ever greater share of acreage diversion and subsidy payments. Economist Charles
Schultze figures that between 1968 and 1970 farm subsidies cost taxpayers $5 bill ion a year
in government outlays plus an additional $4.5 bill ion in higher prices. The wealthiest 19. I
percent of the farms received almost 63 percent of total subsidies, while the poorer half got
only 9.1 percent. The new $S5,OOO-per-crop subsidy 1 imitation, passed by Congress in 1970,
has been perverted. The wording of U.S. Department of Agriculture (USDA) regulations enables
the large enterprises to evade the 1 imitation. Senator James Eastland (D., Miss.) and his
family met the 1 imitation by dividing their 5,LOO-acre cotton plantation into eight business
entities and picked up checks totalling $159,925, the same amount as they received last year.
Other large farmers leased their holdings to get around the 1 imitation ... (meanwhile) more
than 100,000 small farmers are going out of business every year ....
Wealthy landowners and farmers also circumvent the government's 160-acre 1 imitation on the
amount of federally irrigated land which can be owned by one person. In California, federally
subsidized water has skyrocketed the value of mill ions of acres held by a handful of corporate
farmers and landowners who exercise virtual monopoly control of the state's land and water
resources.
An overwhelming percent of research conducted or financed by the USDA is made available to
agribusiness free of charge, but problems of the sma! 1 farmer and rural poverty are 51 ighted.
While groups of poor Southern farmers are trying to survive by raising labor-intensive, spe~ialty crops 1 ike okra, tomatoes, and cucumbers, USDA is developing strains of the same
vegetables which can be harvested mechanically. At the same time,the Department is withholding
loan funds which these small farmers and their cooperatives desperately need ....
*James M. Pierce, The Condition of Farm Workers and Small Farmers. Report to the
National Board of National Sharecroppers Fund, 1971, pp. 1-5.
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THE MEXICAN-AMERICAN AND THE CHURCH
by Cesar Chavez
The place to begin is with our own experience with the Church in the strike which has
gone on for thirty-one months in Delano. For in Delano the Church has been involved
with the poor in a unique way which should stand as a symbol to other communities. Of
course. when we refer to the Church we should define the word a I ittle. We mean the
whole Church. the Church as an ecumenical body spread around the world. and not just
its particular form in a parish in a local community. The Church we are talking about
is a tremendously powerful institution in our society. and in the world. That Church
is one form of the Presence of God on Earth. and so naturally it is powerful. It is
powerful by definition. It is a powerful moral and spiritual force which cannot be
ignored by any movement. Furthermore. it is an organization with tremendous wealth.
Since the Church is to be servant to the poor. it is our fault if that wealth is not
channeled to help the poor in our world.
In
in
to
is

a small way we have been able. in the Delano strike. to work together with the Church
such a way as to bring some of its moral and economic power to bear on those who want
maintain the status quo. keeping farm workers in virtual enslavement. In brief. here
what happened in Delano.

Some years ago. when some of us were working with the Community Service Organization. we
began to realize the powerful effect which the Church can have on the conscience of the
opposition. In scattered instances. in San Jose. Sacramento. Oakland. Los Angeles and
other places. priests would speak out loudly and clearly against specific instances of
oppression. and in some cases. stand with the people who were being hurt. Furthermore.
a small group of priests. Frs. McDonald. McCollough. Duggan and others. began to pinpoint attention on the terrible situation of the farm workers in our state.
At about that same time. we began to run into the California Migrant Ministry in the
camps and fields. They were about the only ones there. and a lot of us were very suspicious. since we were Catholics and they were Protestants. However. they had developed
a very clear conception of the Church. It was called to serve. to be at the mercy of
the poor. and not to try to use them. After a while this made a lot of sense to us. and
we began to find ourselves working side by side with them. In fact. it forces us to
raise the question why OUR Church was not doing the same. We would ask. IIWhy do the
Protestants come out here and help the people. demand nothing. and give all their time
to serving farm workers, while our own parish priests stay in their Churches. where only
a few people come. and usually feel uncomfortable?1I
It was not until some of us moved to Delano and began working to build the National Farm
Workers Association that we really saw how far removed from the people the parish Church
was. In fact. we could not get any help at all from the priests of Delano. When the
strike began. they told us we could not even use the Church's auditorium for the meetings.
The farm workers' money helped build that auditorium! But the Protestants were there
again. in the form of the California Migrant Ministry. and they began to help in little
ways. here and there.
When the strike started in 1965. most of our IIfriends ll forsook us for a while. They
ran, or were just too busy to help. But the California Migrant Ministry held a meeting
with its staff and decided that the strike was a matter of life or death for farm workers
everywhere. and that even if it meant the end of the Migrant Ministry they would turn
over their resources to the strikers. The pol itical pressure on the Protestant Churches
was tremendous and the Migrant Ministry lost a lot of money. But they stuck it out. and
they began to point the way to the rest of the Church. In fact. when 30 of the strikers
were arrested for shoutingIlHuelga.'lll ministers went to jail with them. They were in
Delano that day at the request of Chris Hartmire. director of the California Migrant
Ministry.
Then the workers began to raise the question: IIWhy ministers? Why not priests? What
does the Bishop say?1I But the Bishop said nothing. But slowly the pressure of the
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pe9~le 9re~,a9R~~rew, YD~il finally~we have in.Delano a priest sent by the new Bishop,
nmoHw Ma'p~rng~ w,ho.', is'there~tof1elp minister to the needs of farm workers. His name
is F~ther Ft~r~..ID~¥·
chaplain. Fioally, our own Catholic Church has
.;u.... oJ ~nd ..).Jh~ is: the .Un~ion's
.
detid~~ tO~~5Eeg~Jze; ~hat we ~~ve.ou~ o~n peculiar needs, just as the growers h~ve theirs.
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But outside the local diocese, the pressure built up on growers to negotiate was tremendous. Though we were not allowed to have our own priest, the power of the ecumenical
body of the Church was tremerrdouson the Church. The work of the Church, for example,
in the Schenley, DiGiorgio, Perell i-Minetti strikes was fantastic. They applied pressure,
and they mediated.
When poor people get involved in a long conflict, such as a strike, or a civil rights
drive, ang~~~e press~re increases each day, there is a deep need for spiritual advice.
Without,}t~weosee~fa~}l ie~,~rumb)e, leadership weaken, and hard workers grow tired. And
in such a situation· tbe spiritual advice, must be given by a friend, not by part of the
opposition. Thus, 'what sense does it make to go'to Mass on Sunday and reach out for
spiritual help, and instead get sermons about the wickedness of your cause? That only
drive~~,one~so.. ~ue~t.j(;>n, ~nd,to desp.air. ;The growers in Delano have their spiritual proble~s~,~w,,~O~~?~? ~?y t~8t. ~They ~ave every right to have priests and ministers who
serve their needs. BUT WE HAVE DIFFERENT NEEDS, AND SO WE NEEDED A FRIENDLY SPIRITUAL
GUIDE. And this is true in every community in this state where the poor face tremendous
probI7m~. q" " :-r' ~l. ,)"
: .
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But tHe opposition
ralS~S a tremendous howl about this.
They don't want us to have our
v:J';)
-.
.
spirit!J~1 a~visor~, ,fri,erdly t? our needs.
Why is this? Why indeed except that THERE
IS TREMENDOUS, SPIRITUAL AND ECONOMIC POWER IN THE CHURCH. The r i.e h know it, and for
that rea~~n·_tlieY·cb~ose
to keep it from the people.
.
i

~

f

~

The leadership of the Mexican American Community must admit that we have fallen far short
in our task of helping provide spi[itual~guidance for OIJr people. We may say, "I don't
feel any such need. I can get along." But that is a poor excuse for not helping provide
such help for others
F?r we c;afl. also say, "ldon l t need any welfare help. I can take
care of mY.Qw;{problems." But we are all willing to fight like hell for welfare aid for
those who tr~IY~neea i~,~whowould starve without it. Likewise we may have gotten an
educati~n ~Od ~~t~are about scholarship money for ourselves, or our children.
But we
would, we'~~oula~'fight'rike hell to: s~e to it that our state provides aid for any child
needing it so that he can get the'eauc~tion he desires. u'KEWISE WE CAN SAY WE DON"T
NEED T~f;S~4~CI:i., ~THAT IS OUR BUS.l~ESS.f" BUT THERE ARE HUNDREDS OF THOUSANDS OF OUR
PEOP~E ~~HO r'~ESrf;RATE~Y ,~EED S0t:1E .HELP'FROM THAT pe"'ERFUL INSTI TUTI ON, THE CHURCH, AND
WE ARE' FBO[l SH' NOT 'TO HELP THEM' GET IT.
.. .
f
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For example, t?e'cC1~ho,1ic,Charitte~.ag~ncies of the Catholic Church has millions of
dollars, earm~r~~d:fo~the poor. But often the money is spent for food baskets for the
needy instead 'of-for 'effectivg action to eradicate the causes of poverty. The men and
women who administer this money sincerely want to help their brothers. It should be
our d~ty_to helQ~djr,~ft ,the attention t9the basic needs of the Mexican-Americans in our
society .. :needs~whrChncannO:t
be satisfied with baskets of food, but rather with effective
t 01 I;}
organizing at tne grass roots level.
~'
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Therefore; I am callIng for the Mexican-American groups to stop ignoring this source of
power. It is not just our right to appeal to the Church to use its power effectively
for the poor~ it is our duty to do so. It should be as natural as appeal ing to government.. .., and -we do \ha't often.:J enough. n• '_
r~

t.·

~

•

;:,J

Furthe,r~oi-e:, ~<~hoJ~~'~e~prepar7a",to come to the defense of that priest, Rabbi, minister
or lay~a~,6f)(~~ ~~Y~1h!,~ho~q~S'off6~~t~ent to truth and justice gets into a tight
place witH hi~r pastor or l:5ishop~ It Behooves us to stand with that man and help him see,).
his trial through. It is our duty to see to it that his rights of conscience are respected and that no bishop, pastor or other higher body takes that God given human right
away.
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Finally,in a nutshell,what do we want the Church to do?
We don't ask for bigger churches or fine gifts. We ask
us, as Christ among us. We ask the Church to sacrifice
for justice, and for love of brother. We don't ask for
don't ask for paternal ism. We ask for servanthood.

We don't ask for more cathedrals.
for its presence with us, beside
with the people for social change,
words. We ask for deeds. We

NATIONAL FARM WORKER MINISTRY*
"lf anyone has the world's goods and sees his brother in need yet closes
his heart against him, how does God's love abide in him ... Let US not love
(1 John 3:17-18)
in word or speech, but in deed and truth."
The National Farm Worker Ministry (NFWM) is a movement within the churches to be present
with and support farm workers as they organize to overcome their powerlessness and achieve
equal ity, freedom and justice.
The NFWM is not the whole Church. It is one small part of the Church doing a specific
task and seeking to point the way toward one form of Christian servanthood in our time.
The NFWM will gather together those people and those resources that are committed to
supporting the farm workers non-violent struggle for dignity and a measure of justice.
(It is the hope of those who are active in the NFWM that other church men and women will
be present with and support small farmers as they labor to gain a fair price for their
products and to assure their own dignity as men of the land.)
The NFWM will seek resources for the following activities:
1) Provide subsistence support for men and women from the churches who want to work
full-time in the farm worker's movement. (Included in the work might be teaching
in a free school for farm worker children, working in the fields prior to and
during a strike, organizing ranch committees at farms under contract, community
organization, developing support for the boycott, etc.)
2) Identify the moral issues involved in the organizing efforts of farm workers
and offer churches and church men and women concrete alternatives for becoming
involved in those efforts
3) Recruit men and women from the churches to visit with farm workers in their
struggles so that a wider group of Christians will become interpreters to their
own constituencies'

4) Provide emergency reI ief to farm worker families who are unemployed because of
strikes or natural disasters or misleading recruitment by employers
5) Provide a way for younger people to be present with and support farm workers
through a summer volunteer program

The NFWM is not engaged in organizing farm workers. Rather, the NFWM hopes to be
present with and support farm workers who are, with competence and courage, doing their
own organizIng. The NFWM will be a 1ink between the farm workers 'organizing struggle
and that group of Christians who believe that love means action for their brother and
who also bel ieve that social justice is one important way that love takes shape in the
world.

*

Continuing the National Migrant Ministry

6

(Journal of Current Social Issues, Vo1. 10, No.4, Autumn, 1972)

MY DECISION TO GO WITH
THE FARM WORKERS MINISTRY
Frederick D. Eyster

Editor's Note: The Rev. Frederick D. Eyster, who served as Associate Pastor at
Christ Church, United Church of Christ, Bethlehem, Pennsylvania, recently
elected to leave the parish ministry in order to join the National Farm
Workers Ministry. The following statement is excerpted from his farewell
sermon to the Bethlehem congregation.

I

am very grateful for the opportunity to explain my
decision at this time. For in a unique way, I feel
called to the ministry for the first time in my life.
This ministry came into being within the last year as
a successor to the Migrant Ministry. It is related to the
National Council of Churches, supported by funding
from denominations such as the United Church of Christ.
The United Church Board for Homeland Ministries holds
this ministry high in its priorities and is the largest denominational contributor.
Its purpose, according to one of its publications, is "to
continue the religious presence with, and to ensure support for, farm workers as they organize to overcome their
powerlessness and to achieve a measure of dignity and
justice./I The movement, or "La Causa," is best known
as the United Farm Workers (UFW), the union headed
by Cesar Chavez of California.
As most are aware, the farm workers are the only major
segment of America's working population not covered by
basic labor laws, such as the minimum wage, and therefore suffer undue hardships in their working life. Made
up largely of minority groups-mainly Mexicans and
blacks-these people are the poorest of the poor in
America, the rather invisibly oppressed. Repressive
legislation prevents them from organizing to make their
needs known. Agriculture and business leaders conspire
to keep them downtrodden.
What little progress has been made can be credited to
Cesar Chavez and the UFW organization. You'll remember some notoriety was gained in the grape boycott of
last year, in which California grape growers were finally
forced to negotiate contracts with the unionized farm
workers. Since that time, the popular understanding is
that things are going well for them. That's deceptive!
Approximately 99 per cent of America's farm workers
are still without a union. 50 the organization has moved

into a new effort: the lettuce boycott.
As to the Farm Workers Ministry itself, I.quote again
from their"literature: The purpose is "to provide subsistence support for men and women from the churches who
want to work full-time in the farm workers movement.
Included in the work might be teaching in a free school
for farm worker children, working in the fields prior to
and during a strike, organizing ranch committees at farms
under contracf, community organization, developing support for the boycott, etc./I
We will be the eighteenth couple to enter this ministry
which is presently working for the union. I emphasize
that we will be paid subsistence wages, giving up our
standard of living and adopting the style of the farm
workers-room and board and a minimal personal allowance.
Cesar Chavez is directly involved in assigning us. He
will make an attempt to place us where our skills and interests are most useful. We know that we have to be
mobile and flexible, ready to go where we are needed.
Among the several attractions of this ministry are the
charisma of a man like Cesar, the spiritual side of the
movement, the Christian aspect to the work as people
give their lives to serving their brothers. There is a family
model governing the movement, in which Cesar is the
head and concern is shared for all who work in the movement. We are told that it is very hard work, but that the
support derived from this kind of community is very
rewarding.
On a personal level, there will be an opportunity for
Sue and me to work mutually, a dream we have always
shared. There is now a chance for us both to share work
and home duties. There is a chance for us to test our
commitment to radical witness. We've done a lot of talk-.
ing, marching, and writing of letters. Now we can put
our hands and feet where our mouths have been. There
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~ill also be the chance to tr~ a new life style. F~ri8;~e~ _. "Unite.d,.~FaI:m.~.:WQrker.s. arf1- art;lo.na.?\th~ pioneer--christian
l/till' '\ I" "'-YliJ t !$\ r 1'!1 t'i t···
'lo~\ 't'l
hme we have felt that the mIddle-class values are not 59
~"~e"1jvap~~ ~~"pr t~lVe~.r~ .;~ he1are;~powerful symbol of
important to us and that a simpler way of life may be as
hope~ in (n.fr·50dety~"·Tne haVe ~eril:onstrated that desatisfying. At least, as we now try to unburden ourselves
termined non-violent struggle can bring change. If we
of property and financial commitments, we know how
believe in non-violent change then it is imperative that
easily one gets "trapped." However, the most important
we support such action when we see it."
of the personal reasons for the present decision is the
I don't believe that we are leaving the ministry at all.
"call." We're aware that many people could do this
If anything, we are becoming your missionaries on a new
ministry, but many won't. By virtue of our age, experifrontier.
ence and interests, we are in a unique position to reThere are even some practical suggestions for what
spond, and therefore we feel compelled to do so.
you might do to support the movement. Educate yourOf course there are serious implications for the Eyster
selves to the situation of the farm worker in America.
family. This is a risk we take: it might not work out. It
There is legislation, pending and already passed, which
will be tough on the kids: so we've sought reassurance
needs response and criticism from the public directed to
that there will be adequate health and educational coverlegislators. You may support us financially, if that is
age for their sakes. But at the same time there is the compossible. But in any case, please support us with your
pensation of a new kind of life for the family: exposure
prayers. And finally, you may boycott lettuce. The presto a different culture,' a more inclusive home life for me.
ent need is to bring economic power to bear on the
We see as many pluses as minuses in the implications
growers who repress the farm workers.
for us.
Freedom and equality are values for which the Farm
There are also implications for the church. I hope this
Workers Ministry struggles as a way of helping "God
move of ours reminds you of the mission orientation of
mend every flaw" in our country. I think it appropriate
the church. Let me quote from a UFW newsletter: "Poor
to lay these implications before you. To quote once more
people organizing for change has been a traditional confrom the newsletter: "The National Farm Workers Miniscern of the church. In the 1930's many church people
try will be a link between the farm workers' organizing
supported the industrial unions in their early struggles.
struggle and that group of Christians who believe that
The major church bodies all have strong positions favorlove means action for their brother and who also believe
ing the unionization of workers "as a prerequisite to justhat social justice is one important way that love takes
tice in an industrial society. . . . Cesar Chavez and the
shape in the world."
C'+.!l

r---------ADDITIONAL RESOURCESI---------,
Farm labor Organizing 1905-1967: A Brief History, an excellent historical survey originally published by the National Advisory Committee on Farm Labor. Copies are now available from the
National Sharecroppers Fund, 112 East 19th Street, New York, N. Y. 10003.
Grapevine, January 1972 issue entitled "The Farmworkers Movement" is an excellent program
piece for individuals and groups. Published by the Joint Strategy and Action Committee, Inc.,
475 Riverside Drive, Room 1700A, New York, N. Y. 10027.
Journal of Current Social Issues, November-December 1970 issue contains a California interview conducted by John R. Moyer, entitled "A Conversation with Cesar Chavez."
Journal of Current Social Issues, Spring 1971 issue contains "A Continuing Conversation with
Cesar Chavez," based on a dialogue at Riverside Church in New York City, in which Mr. Chavez
answers key questions.
Matthiessen, Peter, Sal Si Pucdes-Escape If You Can: Cesar Chavez and the New American
Revolution, Random House, New York, 1970. One of the best books so far on Chavez and the
farm workers movement.
Steiner, Stan, La Raza: The Mexican American, Harper & Row, New York, 1969. A study of
Mexican Americans today.
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The Condition
croppers Fund,
1~~_. ~~ 1 farmers, hired
'>lHiJ "'. discrimination,
~! uq fl!>'l 9

P'(li1l"

bho'!',~

of Farm Workers and Small Farmers, issued annually by the National .Share112 East 19th Street, New York, N. Y. 10003. Contains the latest facts on small
farm workers, government programs, cooperative developments, rural poverty,
and NSF's programs for rural America.
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Jbhn Moyer: Why were you successdesire to win was most important,
They suffered a lot of tremendoul
~ I at organizing farm workers when
and with that desire, we were willing
personal losses.
~
I previous attempts had ~i~?~~J ':~, ~\ ~;tO,l?J~Yi'91,1,t,aJ\(h?y~J pri<\~ \Q, ~jl)t L h .
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Moyer; You have not always beed
~esar Chavez: I think there woet~O·y,.M9,¥~r.:j;Wa~)tt.\~ls~~.~J~~evMh'!~~~\\~rganizing farm workers. How di4
~any elements involved. The other
earlier organizers had outside vested
you get into this in the beginning~
rfuovements never stayed with it long
int~r:~5~S\l W~s~J1,isa RF9bl eP\? p." \ (
How did you decide to organize farm
Jnough to find out whether they
~ • 'h • .'i,h.~'i('h . . . . O i ,~ .f~,," workers? I believe you were working
~{)uld win or lose. They gave up in
Chavez: No, I don't think so. The
~ith Community Service Organizai
t~e first round. Secondly, we were
people who tried to organize-at least
twn . . .
r,
",ble to put together a group of people
in the organizing level of it-were,
j
ih,.,Qel·an~h&-wanted-,to~wiA<.~,l:h&.- =I:m....con¥iRced1~"vet:y,""decent",~people,,_J,Chavez: Well; I was organizing farni
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workers then, too, except that I wasn't
organizing them into a union. But
most of my work has been with farm
workers. During that period with
CSO, we were trying to organize them
into civic action groups. But I always
believed that the union had to come in
order to bdng some changes about.
In fact, when I joined CSO back in
1952, the first thing I asked Fred Ross
was, "What about the farm workers?
I want to do something that will give
the workers a union." Fred told me,
"If CSO gets big enough, CSO will
become a union." So I said, "Fine,"
and I joined. But, of course, it never
did.
But to go back to your earlier question, there are other reasons why we
were successful. We always believed
that the growers weren't that powerful, and I could never subscribe to the
theory that the growers were invincible. I realized that the growers appeared to be so powerful simply
because the workers had no power.
If they could gain some power, the
growers wouldn't seem as invincible.
Most unions in the past had attempted
to strike and organize at the same
time. Instead of doing the two massive jobs at once, we separated them.
In Delano, we did the organizing first.
When we went into the strike, we
weren't quite ready, but the circumstances were such that a strike was
unavoidable. We had fifty percent of
the battle won when we went into
the strike because we had an entity;
we had people who knew each other
and believed in the cause.

Moyer: How do you go about building an organization? What do you do
at the beginning?
Chavez: Well, first of all, there has
to be a need. Then there has to be
someone who is willing to do it, who
is willing to take whatever risks are
required. I don't think it can be done
with money alone. The person has
to be dedicated to the task. There has
to be some other motivation.
In this country, many have the idea
that organizing people is very difficult, but it isn't. It becomes difficult
only at the point where you begin to
see other things that are easier. But if
you are willing to give the time and
make the sacrifice, it's not that diffi'cult to organize. Maintaining an organization is much more difficult. I
don't look at organizing as something
which happens by chance, or as something very complicated. I look at organizing as a lot of hard work. I think
that many organizers lose out because
they don't have the patience. First
of all, people think that you need to
have one hundred percent participation' to be successful; and secondly,
they feel it has to happen right away.
But really what happens is a chain
reaction. If you put one worker together with another, that reaction is
not going to be too noticeable. But
when you put a hundred people together, that reaction is going to carry.
And it multiplies. When you have
people together who believe in something very strongly-whether its religion or politics or unions-things

happen. We are past the stage where
it is difficult to get people into the
union. That fight has been won. I
think the fight right now is to convince the growers that the best thing
for them to do is to sign with the
union.
At the beginning, up until the
strike, everything we did was vt!ry
deliberate. We had all the time we
needed; nobody was pushing us.
Another thing about organizing,
you can't wait until you get everything organized and then give benefits; you give benefits as you organize.
The group is organized for a purpose.
If you teIl the worker that he should
come into the union, and once it is
strong, he will get something-forget
it!
Organizing is an educational process. The best educational process in
the union is the picket line and the
boycott. You learn about life. It's
the same with education everywhere.
When you learn by doing, you learn
faster than by other methods. Once
you have people who see what has
happened, they become your best
organizers. It's a question of having
people turned on, not by gimmickry,
but by concrete benefits that they receive when they become members.
Moyer: In the very beginning, when
you first try to get people involved,
how do you go about finding people?
Is it a matter of talking to individuals?
Chavez: I play the percentages. I
know that you can spend a lot of

The best educational process in the union
is the picket line and the boycott.
You learn about life!
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time "chasing the rat," going around
in circles and not getting anything accomplished. The name of the game is
to talk to people: If you don't talk to
people, you can't get started. To
establish contacts in a town, I do not
believe in going to the "leaders." I
want to build leadership loyal to the
union and to no one else. I just go
to the first house in the labor camp
or town and knock on doors. I know
there will be at least a few farm
workers in every town or camp who
will be receptive to me. I also know
that you can sell anything you want
to sell if you really want to sell i t whether it's good or bad! You knock
on twenty doors or so, and twenty
guys tell you to go to hell, or that
they haven't got time. But maybe at
the fortieth or sixtieth house you find
the one guy who is all you need.
You're not going to organize everything; you're just going to get it
started. You are not really looking
for members as much as for organizers. But people don't know they are
organizers when they actually are.
Some of the best organizers don't look
upon themselves as such.
That's how the process gets started.
The evolution of a group is very fast.
Once you get people together, you
have a different problem.
The other thing is, you don't know
everything. And once you realize that,
it makes you realize that other people
have got to do things. Organizing is
a gamble. I'll bet there are more failures in organizing than in any other
endeavor you can think of. It's a very
risky business. I'm not saying that
organizing comes by chance. I'm saying that there are an awful lot of
gambles you have to take almost'
daily. Well, if I'm willing to gamble,
I'm willing to gamble on a human
being and his ability to do things
more than anything else. I like to see
people do things, and if they make
mistakes, fine, as long as they don't
do it intentionally or get into an ego
situation. If a guy gets out there and
works his head off and draws a blank,
fine. It's a learning experience and
that will make or break that organizer.
All of us like to have accomplishments. In some cases it has taken us

Photo by Bob Fitch

four years to find the right job for the
right guy. You will see that someone
is dragging and has all sorts of conflicts; he is not producing, he is coming in late. He is not producing because you haven't been able to find
the job he can do best. But there is
a job for everybody. There is something everybody loves to do.
Moyer: In other words, what happens
to people in this process is very important,
Chavez: Sure. People are the raw
material. In many cases I know that
someone is going to make a mistake,
and I point it out. If I get the slightest
bit of opposition, I say, okay, let it
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be an ex.perience, either for him or
for me. Sometimes I will say, "No, it
won't work," and I'll argue a lot; but
sooner or later I come to the realization that, hell, I don't know everything. Then the guy will go out, and if
he fails, I will say to myself, "See, I
told you." Then I try to help him see
that we went through that road. But,
even more important, I get surprised
sometimes. I say that he shouldn't do
it because he will fail, and I'll be
damned if he doesn't go ahead with
it and he doesn't fail. You never get
to the point where you know everything.
Moyer: I sense that the style of life
of people in the United Farm Workers

Organizing Committee is very important to you. What's going to happen
to this as the union gets big? The
union is gaining power.
Chavez: Well, power is not bad.
Power is what the game's all about,
but a lot depends on how the power
is used. We are a long way from there.
I think churches can have a lot of
power. But I doubt if unions can have
power to the extent that it is absolute.
The forces working for the devil are
not really that marshalled, and they
haven't got that much to lose, anyway.
But the forces working for the employers are well organized, and they
have a lot to lose. 50 the opposition
to labor is much more-it's like politics except that politics goes in a cycle
and it hits a high spot every two to
four years. In labor it is constant, day
in and day out. I don't think labor
unions really have that much power.
I really don't, because if they did
there would not be the repressive laws
against labor. What has happened is
that labor has not been able to keep
up with involvement in the total community. You are never strong enough
that you don't need help.
Moyer: What are some of the groups
which have supported you?

Chavez: The unions, the church
groups, the students, and individuals
-not necessarily liberals, but just
good, honest people who have some
kind of love for farm workers and
who would like to see something done
about injustice. It is a very wide
spectrum.
Moyer: What constitutes a good support group?
Chavez: Time is more important than
money. An individual who is willing
to give us his time is more important
than an individual who is willing to
give us his money. I think money
would be number two. But time is the
most important element. Everything
you do is predicated on time. On the
boycott, for example, if an individual
is willing to give us his time, we can

teach him and set him in a situation
where he can multiply himself many
times over in terms of support. That's
why the students and the young people are so valuable because they have
time. They are not involved in a lot
of things yet; their lives are very
young.

satisfied with their ex'perience"because
they workJang_tlieyatcomplish something. We oper-ate from the ~theory
that· a lot of very good people get
confu'sed and can't follow. because the
leaders, don't make-Ht' possible fOil
them to follow. If J'rnrgoit}g to go. on
the boycott! IJ want' it"to be as simple
as. possible. 501 when people come, we
sayr "Look) that .store 'over -there has
lettueeJ and,weJWant.<to;get,the·'lettuce
out." We- do thiscinsteadrloLspending
time and / money 'inn some, kind -'of
elaborate orientation:, sd that by 'the
time we. get to: J the ractual I job 1the
volunteelYlJis, not \sc,,':lconfused, "that
lie cot!J.ldn~ possibly [make a contribth
tion. tl) think ·that orreJuf the great,
great·, problems', 'Probably iIii.educationl and. I know in oFganization~' is
confusing,.people' to the 'point where
they become ',immobile. .J.n fact, the
more"things .people can 'findnout for
themselves, ,the'moreNigor the org·an.:
ization. is rgoing •to have._ Regimentation, does not'"! begin at the point
where; %u Ja'sk people 'Ito vot~ for a
resolution;. FegiIp:entatioiv-begins' when
you sa)Qthat this ,is the {only' way it
can be done/'People ·get attraCted to
whateyer dOlllinates ,.the sc~e. If all
of the activity of afunion is in meet.:
ings, p~ople. get. aVr~cted~,to meeting}
and Robert' snJ.l~s. qf, order. 'If there
is action, then they get; attracted to
action. And if. they get attracted to
action, they will then produce action.

Moyer: In other words, the most important thing a support group can
give you is people.

Moyer: What ar:. the)mplicatibns of
the grape ,strike vktory? Will the
union become a national movement?

Chavez: That's right.

Chavez: Yes, "I' tHtilk so. There is
enough action going 'on in' other areas
by workers themselves that will make
the union national, 'riot because we
have contracts but because we have
people who look toward California
and the experience' we have had here
and who1want to do the same thing;
50 in that sense, it's national even
now:' But in a formalized, structural
way, we are a tong way from that. .

.

A n individual
who is 'willing
to give us
his time
is more important

than one
who is 'willing
to give us
his money

I

Moyer: How can you involve people
around the country?
Chavez: We need people right now
for the lettuce boycott. We also need
people for other work that has to be
done. Some work -is being ignored
because we are. concentrating on the
boycott. Getting volunteers is the first
step. Putting them to work so they get
a good e1xperience is the second and
even more crucial step. One 'of the
things we have going for us is that
we have people in most cases who are
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Moyernn' Florida there' are 'a lot of
black farm worRers. 'One of the things
you often hear is that UFWOC is a
Chicano organization.
.

,oyer: - nere are many so-caned""""
movements among the poor today.
~hat constitutes a legitimate movem£nt?

t in w at counts is whet er the
guy has the power. Most often,
phonies don't get the power. If a guy
goes around and is not willing to do
t
no. _l
"" \", C.. M'
• t1;le 'g .,'1
~., \ ' ~ a line of rhetC avez: I do ,;e~ 1'1. tb' pars fJdg~"
~ric' an-tf wan s to play that game,
nt on what is legitimate and what
sooner or later it catches up with him.
~s not legitimate. I th~nk ~
ti\.»')n~lo· \J&!'\on I\ti'~.H
J l::lgment one can make IS w at s suece sful and what's not successful. A
Moyer: Some of these guys are get,
Il)ovement may be vl~ttm~til.t..'U) . ing
~t f W~, 'f~ foundations'
be very poorly organized and not s\J:~
and church groups.
c sful at all.
Chavez: Well, they can keep going a
oyer: I notice that the Ford Foundalittle longer if they have money. If
ti 1'1. recently identified some three
they don't have money their water
hundi'edMex.iGan-Ameri<!:aR~I'gani-z.a~-~~~OO""-S@@l:\u.
oo~",il'l~cettheP-'(?ase
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People have to understand that
with non-violence goes a
hell of a lot of organization

Chavez: Since we are poor, and since
we are a minority group, we relate
comfortably to poor people's organizations. But the other job is to relate
to other organizations which are not
poor and are not minority groups but
are powerful, so that we can try to
get them to turn around and to take
care of some of these problems that
they can be an instrument in solving.
Moyer: When you talk about other
organizations that are not poor, what
do you mean?
Chavez: A very good example is the
church, with which we feel very comfortable. That's probably the best example of an organization with power
but not yet involved with the things
it should be involved in to bring
about some change.
Moyer: Do you have any ideas about
a future relationship with the church,
or the churches? We're not r~ally
a monolithic organization yet, you
know.
Chavez: I know. I think there are two
levels at which we are involved now.
We are involved at the philosophical
level, and we're involved at the gut
level where people in the church are
either for us or against us. This second
level is where we have some actionthrough either the strike or the boycott. And that kind of involvement
is nasty. We're not involving the Na-

tional Council of Churches at Riverside Drive in New York City as much
as we are involving Marcos Munos,
boycotter from Delano, with Rabbi
Miller in Boston. That kind of involvement is being repeated over and
over in hundreds of places. You put
all that together and it makes quite an
involvement.
Moyer: The involvement you are
talking about is more with individuals
than with institutions, then.
Chavez: Well, we have to have the
permission of the institutions to involve individuals and in most cases
we have been able to get that permission. We place more emphasis on this
than on those institutions where we
get some money but we don't get
anybody involved. As I said, the time
of the individual is more important
than the money.

.

Moyer: I understand.
Chavez: Not that we don't need the
money!
Moyer: Cesar, a number of "liberal"
politicians have asked you for support, but you have not given it. I'm
thinking of people like Unruh, Tunney, and, after Bobby Kennedy's assassination, Eugene McCarthy. Why
have you withheld support from people who at least seem to be sympathetic to your cause?
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Chavez: I think one of the reasons
is that we are just too involved with
our own problems, trying to keep
alive. Secondly, we don't want to
get involved unless the people are involved. One of the big problems we
are faced with in organization is that
people will say, "Yes, I support you,"
and give their name and then don't do
anything. If we are going to support
someone, we want to get in and do
a job for him, like we did for Bobby
Kennedy. It isn't every day that we
can do that job-one, because we
are very involved in our own job; and
two, because sometimes the people
don't feel like they want to do it.
Moyer: Obviously the people did
want to support Robert Kennedy.
Chavez: Right.
Moyer: I gather that you sense a difference.
Chavez: Yes, because it will be sQmetime before there is another public
figure that the people want to support
as they did Bobby Kennedy. I feel
very strongly that we should not endorse people just because we are asked
for our endorsement, or because they
have a liberal tag. I think we endorse
them because they do something for
us. If a politician takes a stand for us
at a risk to himself, then I think we
have a moral obligation to stand with
him. If a politician doesn't stand with
us because he's afraid of losing something, then he doesn't merit our support.
Moyer: Are there any politicians today who, in your mind, seem willing
to take the kind of risks that Bobby
Kennedy took?
Chavez: There may be some, but we
don't have anybody taking risks with
us.
Moyer: You have been offered a number of awards by different organizations. I know that you have a policy
of not accepting awards. Why?
Chavez: There are many reasons. One

is that, from a personal standpoint,
the award is being offered for something I haven't done. Second, I don't
have time. I'm too busy to get awards.
Third, I think there is a certain
amount of corruption in receiving a
lot of awards.
Moyer: Corruption?
Chavez: I think so. I'm not speaking
of criminal corruption. You can be
corrupted in many ways. Being committed to groups because of awards
limits your freedom, and that's a kind
of corruption. I'm not saying it's a
crime, and maybe not even a sin, but
I'm kind of weird on that one, you
know. I hate to get on a plane and
leave the scene of action. Also, if I
start holding all the awards, other
people in the union will never get
awards. The life of the union depends
upon more people getting known,
more people getting to share the limelight, because with the limelight also
comes responsibility and with responsibility comes a little sharing of the
load. It's much easier for me to have
other people sharing the load. We
haven't been able to educate the public to that, but we're trying. One out
of a hundred organizations, when I
say no, will present the award to another officer of the union, and when
that happens we are very happy.
Moyer: What is the nature of your
relationship to the AFL? I noticed a
small article in The New Yark Times
headlined, "Meany Calls Off Grape
Boycott." How do you manage to
maintain your individual style and
your independence within the framework of a big labor organization?
Chavez: A moment ago, you said
"churches" instead of "church." So
we have "unions" instead of "a union." The AFL is only a federation of
unions. The individual unions have a
lot of autonomy. They're completely
autonomous. But, beyond that, we've
had a very good relationship with the
AFL-CIO. They have assisted us in
many ways, but, they have permitted
us to do our job, because they know
that we know best. It would be no

fun if we couldn't make decisions,
right or wrong. That's what gives us
the desire and the drive to continue
working and to make the sacrifices,
because we have the freedom to act. If
we were goofing and fouling things
up, I have no doubt that things would
be different.
As for George Meany calling off
the boycott, I asked him to do it. You
see, two things are not generally
known. One is that in 1939, Meany
helped charter one of the first farm
labor unions in California. The union
lost the strike, but he personally got
about fifteen thousand dollars for
them. The other thing is that, of all
the people I talked to, George Meany
was the only labor leader who recognized that, in this modern age, a boycott is more important than a strike.
So when we were ready to call off
the boycott, I thought it was a good
gesture to ask him to do it.
Moyer: So you are able to maintain
the freedom you have always had
within the larger framework of the
AFL-CIO.
Chavez: Yes.
Moyer: Joining the AFL-CIO still
gives you the freedom to disagree with
top leadership positions? I guess there
has been some disagreement on legisla tive positions, hasn't there?
Chavez: Yes. It was an honest disagreement. We feel that the present
National Labor Relations Act is not
going to give us the right to organize.
We either want no law or we want
the kind of law the other unions got
when they were at the beginning
stage.
Moyer: The fact that you differed
with top AFL-CIO leadership on this
does not in any way hinder your
relationship?
Chavez: Oh, no. If you consider how
many disagreements they have among
themselves, this is nothing! There are
honest disagreements among unions
just as there are among church
groups.
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Moyer: Cesar, what kind of a society
would you like to see in this country,
and what might be the possibilities
of building it?
Chavez: I've always maintained that
it isn't the form that's going to make
the difference. It isn't the rule or the
procedure or the ideology, but it's
human beings that will make it. Society is made up of groups, and so
long as the smaller groups do not
have the same rights and the same
protection as others-I dOll.'t care
whether you call it capitalism or communism-it is not going to work.
Somehow, the guys in power have to
be reached by counterpower, or
through a change in their hearts and
minds, or change will not come.
Moyer: You seem to be one of the few
organizations among the poor today
which continues to maintain, deliberately and overtly, a philosophy and
strategy of non-violence. How do you
manage to do this?
Chavez: Non-violence is a very powerful weapon. Most people don't understand the power of non-violence
and tend to be amazed by the whole
idea. Those wh~ have been involved
in bringing about change and see the
difference between violence and nonviolence are firmly committed to a
lifetime of non-violence, not because
it's easy or because it is cowardly, but
because it is an effective and very
powerful way.
Non-violence means people in action. People have to understand that
with non-violence goes a hell of a
lot of organization. We couldn't be
non-violent in Salinas and win unless
we had a lot of people organized
around non-violence up and down the
United States and Canada. We are
organizers at heart. Most of us in the
movement take great pride in being
able to put things together.

(Journal of Current Social Issues, Vol. 10, No.4, Autumn, 1972)
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Perhaps the most unique
thing about this organization
of farm workers is its
family-like style of life
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union in this country. The organizer must have the
loyalty and commitment of his followers until such time
as the organization is established.
But let's examine the structure of the United Farm
Workers. UFW has a board of directors made up of
union members. Every major policy decision is voted
upon by the members with lesser decisions being voted
on by specific groups of workers who will be affected
(e.g., whether to strike at a given ranch). But the real
key to the structure of the union lies in the local ranch
committee. Each ranch committee elects its own officers
and decides its own program. What is more, each committee appoints a specific person to relate to each of the
overall programs of the union. One person is appointed
for the sole purpose of seeing to it that the medical plan
works for every member of his ranch committe:e. Another does the same for the credit union; another for
the service center. In point of fact, the structure of the
union has been specifically devised to decentralize power
and spread the act of decision-making as widely as possible throughout the national membership.
Finally, the criticism is levied that farm workers are
denied the choice of union representation and that the
United Farm Workers are opposed to secret ballot elections for the purpose of deciding who will represent
them in labor disputes on specific ranches. One grower
from the state of Washington has gone to great lengths
and considerable expense to tell the American people that
Cesar Chavez is unfair and opposes secret ballot elections
for union representation. What he does not tell his
audience is that in 1970 a secret ballot election was held
on his own ranch and that his workers voted 105-4 to be
represented by the United Farm Workers. He then decided that his workers must have made a mistake and has
since set up his own company union with his chief foreman in charge. In point of fact, since 1965 over fifty
certified, documented elections have been held and, with
one exception, the UFW has won each by an overwhelming margin.
Perhaps the most unique thing about this organization
of farm workers is its family-like style of life. A visitor
to any of the organization meetings or even to th~ picket
line in the midst of a heated struggle is immediately
struck, in both cases, by the presence of whole families
from the smallest babies to grandfathers. There is much
singing, chatting with friends, and a feeling of general
closeness even when the most crucial decisions are being
made at a meeting or the issues of life and death are being fought out on the picket line. Cesar Chavez takes the
family style very seriously as essential to the quality of
the life of the organization, but it doubtless would have
emerged in any ca&e. Unlike workers in other industries,
farm workers have had to take their whole families into
the fields to earn enough money to make ends meet, and
onto the roads to seek work elsewhere when there is none
locaI1y. It is ironic that the beauty and strength of integrating the whole family into the union should arise

from the tragedy of the condition of the workers.
The union has a staff of approximately six hundred
people. The number varies from time to time because of
the fluid situation. Each staff member, including Cesar
Chavez, submits a personal or family subsistence budget
to the board of directors. Such a budget will include
only those items basic to essential needs of the family or
person such as food, clothing, housing, medical expense.
Once the budget is approved by the board it is allocated
with the addition of five dollars per week spending
money for each family member. Mr. Chavez has made
it clear that he considers the discipline of such a policy
and its uniform application to all members of the staff,
including himself, to be essential to the integrity of the
union.

T

his leads us to consider Cesar Chavez himself and
the need to "separate the man from the myth."
There are in fact many myths about the man, good and
bad, spread abroad by workers and growers. Whatever
else may be said about him, he is first and foremost an
organizer, probably the best in the country. The basic
skill of the organizer lies in his ability to help oth '
people to work together to accomplish something. The
very nature of such work provides the organizer himself
with very little personal visibility. The reward he receives is often the credit other people get. While Mr.
Chavez has been organizing farm workers for many years,
it is only very recently that he has become a public figure,
a role which he has assumed very well but which he often
wishes he could relinquish so that he might return to
basic organizing. He was well into his task before he
recognized that to complete his work he would have to
give up grass roots organizing and assume a leadership
role. More than once he has seen younger organizers go
out from his office and felt that slight hint of nostalgia.
But basic to being a good organizer are the tangible
and intangible qualities that make up a certain kind of
person. These vary from person to person and, in the
case of Cesar Chavez, might best be described here
through a random series of incidents and events experienced by this writer. Three years ago I spoke with a
California farm worker who said to me, "Cesar taught me
that I am a man, that I am free to make my own decisions
and free to make my own mist~kes." I was speaking to
this man in Boston where he was organizing New Englanders to support the grape boycott. He and his family
had driven all the way from California. They were
Mexican-Americans who had spent their lives since they
were small children working in the vineyards. They spoke
broken English and could not read or write the English
language. A few minutes later, Marcus Munos was standing before two thousand white, Anglo-Saxon, Protestant
churchmen telling them why the farm workers union
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An outstanding motion picture produced by the United Church Board for Homeland Ministries,
"Viva La Causa" interprets the efforts of transient farm workers to organize, and features Cesar
Chavez, president of the United Farm Workers, AFL-CIO.
The film-produced, directed, and photographed by Robert Newman-was recently awarded
a place on the program of the 26th International Film Festival at Edinburgh, Scotland. It is expected
to have wide distribution among church organizations, campuses, unions, civic groups and similar
audiences.
Details on rental or purchase are available through the Journal Office of Publication.

understand that with non-violence goes a hell of a lot of
organization.... We are organizers at heart. Most of us
in the movement take great pride in being able to put
things together."
At another meeting with national churchmen, the concern was raised by Mr. Chavez himself about the future
of his union. "Even if most of agriculture becomes mechanized," he said, "there will still be enough work for
250,000 workers. That is enough for quite a sizeable
union. Some day this union is going to get big. When
it does there will be a tendency for it to become corrupt.
It always happens. We are glad to have the support of
the church now while we are struggling, but I want to
know what you in the church can do to keep us honest,
to keep us from becoming corrupt." He has expressed
this concern many times in different ways. One of
Cesar Chavez's greatest fears is that the union will some
day lose the kind of family-like style with which it has
grown up.
The place of the family in the movement is very important to him. At a meeting of New York area supporters which included students, working people, suburban housewives, teachers and others, he made a comment which once again indicates the depth of his perception of human nature. "When you become involved in a
movement such as ours you are going to become a
changed person. It is important that you involve your
husband or wife at the same time so that they understand why you are changed." Cesar Chavez lecturing
middle-class whites on marriage and the family! Yet he
has seen the strain that total commitment to a struggle
can put upon the family.
One could go on forever describing events such as
these. How do you describe Cesar Chavez? One minute
he will be immersed in a furious argument with his staff
who, when it is 0ver, will defend him with their lives.
In the ne)(t minute he will be agonizing over how to find
the right job for a staff member who is not doing well
because he or she is not happy. "There is something
everybody likes to do, but sometimes it takes us four

had meant so much to his family and why he was asking
for their support. He was surrounded by young people
from the Boston area who had never known a farm
worker before but who looked to this man as their leader.
Today he is living in the slums of Jersey City doing the
same thing for the lettuce boycott-becaus~ Cesar Chavez
taught him that he was a man!
In the early days of the grape boycott I walked into a
meeting of a hundred farm workers in Delano. In the
middle of the room a man was sitting on the floor with a
bandage on his head. That afternoon he had been beaten
by a guard at one of the ranches where he and others
were picketing. Another farm worker had tried to restrain the guard by grabbing him. While the workers sat
in this meeting for two hours in absolute silence, Cesar
Chavez lectured to them quietly, not about the injustice
of the beating received by the .man with the bandage on
his head, but about why it was wrong for the other
worker to physically attempt to restrain the guard. "If
we return the growers' violence with our violence, we
will lose," he said.
Some time later at a meeting of churchmen in New
York City, Mr. Chavez was asked, "In the face of all the
violence perpetrated on you and the farm workers, how
do you manage to remain a non-violent man?" The
reply was as remarkable for its perception of human
nature as for its integrity. "I am not a non-violent man.
I am a violent man who is trying to be non-violent."
On the subject of non-violence, I must recall a conversation I held with Cesar Chavez and which was printed
in these pages two years ago (The Journal, Vol. 9, No.
3). In that conversation he said, "Non-violence is a very
powerful weapon. Most people don't understand the
power of non-violence and tend to be amazed by the
whole idea. Those who have been involved in bringing
about change and see the di~erence between violence and
non-violence are firmly committed to a lifetime of nonviolence, not because it's easy or because it is cowardly,
but because it is an effective and very powerful way.
Non-violence means people in action. People have to
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THE LETTUCE STRUGGLE
The events are complex, but the issue in the lettuce strike and boycott is simple:
Will farm workers have the right to build a union of their own or will their employers
choose a union for them? The workers in the Salinas and Santa Maria Valleys organized
quietly and waited patiently for a victory in Delano. But the Sal inas growers ignored
their workers, sought out the Teamsters Union and signed "back door contracts" without
consulting the workers and without offering any kind of election or ratification procedure. When the contracts were announced, the workers were frustrated and angry. On
August 24, 1970, they went on strike.
On December 13, 1972, Teamster officials announced that they intended to renegotiate
their lettuce "contracts." The Teamster:-{;rower contracts have not been enforced. The
workers have not been protected. Lettuce workers are still struggl ing to throw-off
the Teamster-Grower yoke and to gain their own farm workers union. Some of the key
dates are given below.
July 23, 1970

Grape strike and boycott coming to an end; lettuce growers decide
to "feel out" Teamsters about contracts for field workers.

Ju 1y 28, 1970

Teamster-Grower contracts announced.

July 29, 1970

Victory in Delano. Giumarra and all Delano growers sign contracts.
Workers march in Salinas, hold raIl ies, organize UFW committees at
each farm, go on strike at selected ranches and in other ways express
desire to have their own farm workers union.

Aug. 1-23, 1970

Cesar Chavez asks for elections to avoid strike; growers refuse.

Augus t 24, 1970

7,000 lettuce workers strike to protest Teamster contracts and to
gain representation by United Farm Workers.

Sept. 16, 1970

Judge Anthony Brazil receives no evidence that Teamsters represent
farm workers, but he sti 11 issues permanent injunction against all
UFW strike activity in the Salinas area. Workers decide to take
their cause to the cities, and the lettuce boycott begins.

March 26, 1971

Teamsters and UFW sign a 3 year jurisdictional agreement (countersigned by Fitzsimmons and Meany).

May-November,
1971

Lettuce growers and UFW negotiate, but negotiations fail (while
negotiating, growers work on future projects to stop boycott:
Arizona law, National Labor Relations Board restriction of boycott,
Prop. 22).
NLRB is stopped in its effort to restrict boycott;Arizona law passed.
Cesar fasts in Arizona. Recall begins; Prop. 22 defeated in Cal if.

March-November,
1972
December 12,
1972

Frank Fitzsimmons, President of the Teamsters, crosses UFW picket
1ine in L.A. to speak to the annual convention of American Farm
Bureau Federat ion. L.A. Times head 1ine: "Teamster Pres ident Proposes
All iance with Growers Group."

Dec. 13, 1972

Teamsters announce intention to activate lettuce contracts.

Dec. 14, 1972

Dolores Huerta appeals to friends of farm workers to intensify their
support for boycott. One reporter asked: liThe boycott wi 11 put
economic pressure on the growers, but how will that affect the Teamsters?" Dolores' reply: liThe growers invited them in and the growers
can i nv i te them out. 11
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On December 30, 1972 the Cal ifornia Supreme Court threw out a two and a half year local
court injunction prohibiting strikes and picketing against Cal ifornia lettuce growers.
The court found that lettuce growers had, in fact,entered into 'Isweetheart contracts"
with the Teamsters without attempting to find out whether their workers wanted to be
so represented. With the finding, the court has ruled that strike action, picketing
and the boycott may be resumed.
The boycott of non-UFW iceberg lettuce from California is being extended to include a
secondary boycott of Safeway and A&P Food Stores.
It is important to remember that farm workers are not covered by the National Labor
Relations Act which prohibits secondary boycotts.
The Reverend Wayne C. Hartmire, Jr., Director of the National Farm Worker Ministry,
made the following appeal:
liAs usual the farm workers are faced with difficult odds. Opposing them in the days
ahead will be the most powerful agricultural corporations in the country, the American
Farm Bureau Federation and its right-wing all ies, the officialdom of the 2,000,000
member Teamsters Union, Safeway, A&P and most other large chain stores. The United
Farm Workers cannot win unless all of us support the boycott of head (iceberg) lettuce.
What you can do right now:
1.) Write a letter of protest to Frank Fitzsimmons, President, Teamsters Union, 25
Louisiana Avenue, N.W., Washington, D.C. 20001.
2.) Avoid head (iceberg) lettuce grown in Cal ifornia and Arizona unless you see the
UFW's black eagle label on the lettuce. (Other kinds of lettuce are okay, e.g.
romaine, red leaf, butter, etc.)

3.) Please don't shop at Safeway Stores (2200 stores) and A&P Stores (4400 stores).
The United Farm Workers have decided to concentrate their boycott energies on
these two giants of the industry. It will take months, maybe years of work and
non-violent pressure, but in time these chains will agree to help farm workers by
purchasing only UFW lettuce.
4.) Spread the word in your own constituency about the "No on Safeway'l and the "No on
A&P II campaigns. If you or your friends have questions about the value or morality
of the farm workers boycott, please write. (1411 W. Olympic Blvd., Rm. 511, L~s
Angeles, Cal ifornia 90015).
If you are tired of the crises of the farm workers' movement, think for a moment of
Cesar and people with him who have accepted responsibil ity for building the farm workers'
union and who have given their 1ives to this justice struggle. They need our prayers!"
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THE ROLE OF THE PASTOR
By Rev. J. Lloyd Knox
Recently I was asked to write something to help pastors understand the present farm-labor
situation in Florida. In no way do I pretend to be an expert in the field. I am not now
and never have been a farm worker or a grower.
As Christian ministers,we all have a deep concern for the grower and the farm worker al ike,
with special preoccupation for the migratory laborer.
In this day of amazing affluence in our nation,most of us seek,and almost take for granted
as basic U.S. rights, at least two things--well-being and security.
Well-being includes having an adequate home. Sanitary conditions, proper food, mobility, a
certain degree of freedom, good schools, year 'round work and dependable income. Security
usually means hospital ization insurance, adequate retirement benefits (including social
security), disab: 1 ity protection, workmen's compensation, unemployment compensation, and a
number of other safeguards which insure that we and our loved ones do not become helpless
due to injury, illness, or age. A good bit of time at sessions of the annual Conference is
taken up with standards for parsonages, hospital ization and I ife insurance, retirement benefits and minimum salaries. With any degree of empathy, we can understand those desires.
Read the facts about Florida farm workers and farm labor legislation. Now let your imagination run and try to place yourself in the shoes of a migrant who has I ittle school ing or
training, no job security, and infrequent opportunities for getting out of the trap. To
compound the problem, his children are also caught, and this augurs poorly for our country
which needs strong, healthy, educated, creative sons and daughters.
Many farm workers are excluded from workmen's compensation, adequate housing, proper child
care, unemployment and retirement protection, a minimum wage, pesticide control (how weI I
do you wash your fruits and vegetables?), and a number of other things to which American
workers are entitled. This is discriminatory.
Our country has an incredibly confused marketing system which puts the grower at the mercy
of the brokers.
Minipulation by the big chains and the growers' own "rugged individual ism'! are often detrimental to him. He takes risks with the weather and is often unsure of his labor supply.
The small or middle-size grower may soon find himself in the same dilemma as the migrant,
who, in some cases, owned his own farm, was a sharecropper or a tenant farmer. A growing
number of people feel that "agribusiness,11 not the farm worker, will squeeze the smaller
growers out. The farm worker is fully aware that his own well-being depends on the wellbeing of the grower. The farm worker is not out to destroy the grower. No one is.
Florida's $4,000,000,000 per year agribusiness has become a stock market item, as big alcoholic beverage companies, large railroads, chemical companies and other huge corporations
continue to buy into Florida agricultural land. The smaller grower may well be threatened.
The whole affair is quite complex. We are in a technological revolution.
In most cases the grower1s pI ight is not of the same personal magnitude as that of the farm
worker. Most growers have seen to their continued well-being and security. They diversify
their crops. They invest in non-agricultural concerns. If they have to sell their land.
they can usually get a good price for it.
They are given help through the Departments of Agriculture, the U.S. Corps of Engineers.
federal farm subsidies, a host of factory workers who make their machines, county agents.
university extension services, chemists, inventors, scientists, banks and a good God who
provides the land, sunshine, rain and growth.
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Since many pastors in Florida have growers in their congregations, it seemS that it would
behoove a concerned pastor to do several things if he is to be an effective agent of reconc i liat ion.
First,he might pray fervently that God will make him a free man,so he won't get "up tight 'l
about the whole thing.
Then he could become a good student on the issues. Books, pamphlets, publ ications, etc. are
available from the Florida Christian Migrant Ministry and Florida Citrus Mutual and Farm
Bureau and other sources. I'Fruits, Vegetables and People" is a filmstrip available from
the Conference Film Library, P.O. Box 70, Lakeland 33802.
The minister should be a pastor to the grower. He should be genuinely concerned and do his
best to understand the growers' problems. If people know their pastor loves them, they are
often able to understand when he must fulfill the seemingly opposite role of the prophet.
Become a teacher to your people. Help them understand that the church is responsible for
what happens in society and that God holds us Christians responsible in a special way for
correcting injustices and for reconcil ing men to God and men to men.
As a teacher, help the grower to see that he has accepted many new ideas, such as airconditioning, T.V., super highways, automation in farming, modern medicine,etc. Why not new
ideas in cooperative marketing so as not to be at the mercy of buyers?
What about a growers' union? Off season alternative industries which would keep farm workers more fully employed, thus negating the necessity of migrating, could be a wholesome
and profitable innovation. If we can figure a way to go to the moon, why not this?
It may never have occurred to the grower that Henry Ford didn't fold when he got unionized.
Many say the nation is more prosperous as a result. Some growers in Cal ifornia have even
discovered that union hiring halls work better than the notorious labor contractors who
exploit their own people. Just as many of us have automobile 1iabil ity insurance because of
conscience (if I injure anyone I want to see that he is cared for), so many farmers carry
workmen's compensation insurance out of conscience, not of necessity. New ideas can benefit
all mank i nd.
Finally, a minister is called to be a prophet--for his people's own good.
tive, creative, wise and skilled, but he must be a prophet.

He must be effec-

For their own salvation, the people must know of the dangers of selfishness, pride, selfrighteousness, material ism, insensitivity to human need, and the 1 iving of I ife as if there
were no judgment.
Only God is sovereign,and man is called to be a steward of his possessions, talents and 1 ife.
Nihil ism and material ism have caused many people to forget that God is still the Lord of
history and that His justice and righteousness will prevail. All that we are, all that we
have, and all that we hope to be are His.
A study of the Old Testament prophets will show that the Bible is as modern as Future Shock.
We must convince our people of the absolute Lordship of Jesus Christ and of the necessity
of 1iving the Christ-centered 1ife in servanthood to God and man ... "pursue justice and
champion the oppressed ... " (Isaiah 1:17)
The Rev. J. Lloyd Knox is an associate director of the Program Council Staff of the Florida
Conference and is coordinator of Urban and Spanish Ministries. This article is reprinted
from The Florida United Methodist by permission of the author.
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