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Traditional and Nontraditional
Patterns of Female Activism

in the United Farm Workers

of America, 1962-1980

Margaret Rose

One of the most inspiring social movements of the post World War II
era was the historic struggle for the unionization of Calfifornia farm
workers that began in the early 1960s. Studies of the United Farm
Workers of America, AFL-CIO (UFW), and the farm worker insur-
“gency that developed during this period have focused on its male
-leadership and provided a patriarchal interpretation of its origins.!
erpetuating this view, a recent history textbook noted, “[A] thirty-
ve-year old community organizer named César Estrada Chévez set
~out single-handedly to organize impoverished migrant farm laborers
1 the California grape fields.”? Such male-centered interpretations
have distorted the history of the UFW and the role of women in its
'éveiopment. The following pages document the heretofore “invis-
ble” participation of Mexicanas and Chicanas in the founding and

on. Wormen's commitment to the union, however, was not uni-
orm. To illustrate the wide range of women’s contributions to the
JEW this investigation contrasts the experiences of the rare wormen,
as Dolores Huerta, whose style of leadership fit a “male” model
flabor organizing with the more common but no less vital endeavors
women, such as Helen Chévez, whose activism fit a more “femaie”

ginally published in Frontiers: A Journal of Women Studies, 11, no. 1,
_ hicanas (1990): 26-32, Reproduced by permission of the University of
aska Press. Copyright © 1990 by Frontiers Editorial Collective.
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model of collective action—that s, work performed, often behind the
scenes, in an auxiliary oY supportive fashion.

During the past two decades scholarship in women's labor history
has uncovered the diversity and distinctiveness of women's working-
class heritage.’ Most of this work has concentrated on Anglo or eth-
nically Buropeanl women, and more recently on black womexn in the
South. The protests of Chicanas and Mexicanas in UFW campaigns
demonstrate & continuity with women in other labor struggles in the
United States. Thankstoa growingbody of research that emerged dur-
ing the 1980s, the experiences of women of Mexican heritage can also
be considered in relationship to the past and contemporary struggles
of their ethnic sisters—siriking Mexicana laundresses in El Paso at
the turn of the century, Mexican cannery operatives in California in
the 1930s and 1940s, the wives of Mexican miners who formed wom-
en's auxiliaries in copper strikes during the 19508, militant garment
workers at Farab in the 1970s, and female employees in maquilado-

1as (export—oriented, in-process assembly plants operating along the

11.5.-Mexican border).” Indeed, Chicanas and Mexicanas have a rich

and detailed labor history and have frequently resorted 10 collective
action to resist unjust working conditions. The present inquiry exam-
ines how ideologically defined gender roles have shaped such activ-
;s within the UFW.E '

UEW women bhave taken two different paths t0 trade unjonism.’
Observers of the JFW are most familiar with the career of Dolores

Huerta, the union's cofounder and first vice president. Yet Huertas..
union activism is atypical. She rebelled against {he conventional
constraints upon women’s full participation in trade union activism’,

competing directly with male colleagues in the UFW. Her activis

resembles that of other well-known Chicana labor leaders of earlier
generations, such as Emma Tenayuca and Luisa Moreno; it can only be-

labeled apontraditiopal.” A more «iraditional” model is that of el
Chévez, wife of UFW president César Chavez. Chicanas and Mexican
adopting this approach juggle the competing demands of family I
sexual division of labor, and protestina unique blend of union act
ism. But their contribution to union building 18 obscured because
occurs in the context of domestic respcm's.ﬂo'ﬂi‘ties.B Despite her 8

riage to @ prominent labor reformer, Chdvez can be readily 1'1k_€i19
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to hundreds of o i
<rikes and piCkettl?szsl\ﬁemcanaﬁ and Chicanas who partici :
Huertas and Chavezlts re?am.ed anonymous and forgottiited in
toward politicization, union lfferlr%g. experiences of and atti'tud
o distinet ways in which CW9rk, visibility, and domesticity illust es
cise power in this trade wuni hicanas and Mexicanas attain and erate
cate how class and gener t.Il. And‘their personal backgrounds ileiﬂ-
(o gender, influence Woma I:Jnai distance from Mexico, in add'n' .
for themselves. ens opportunities and social ,eXpectatlit(l)i:
Superficially, i
vomen share myué; ‘.'];710:01; seem that these two Mexican Ameri
«ro; Helon Chavez, née Faberlmon. Both grew up during the Depress":aln
- - Dolores Huerta. née F ai was born in Brawley, California, i o
Both women wed iI,l e Sernandez, in Dawson, New Mexico ;;I;El)gzg
gears. Chavez married in 1‘;‘;86 of mgrriages in the post—Wo;ld Wi g
chy of her twentieth birthd48 a.t age twenty; Huerta married on Eiir "
racticing and devout Hi ay: in Stockton, California, in 195081,, ay
families: Helen Chévez b:)SPanilc Catholics, both women valued 1 o
Yot despite these si H’ilel.gi.lt children, Dolores Huerta elev: &rlgle
+voments lfestyles and mi antles., notable differences in th e
diversiy of the eXpem;ilersonal histories reflect the compleXie two
wentieth century, Huertce of the Mexican American womantiy ai;ld
+ird generation New Mea,. on her mother’s side of the famil VI:' .
. b Las Cruces, her grandf;ﬂtgani her maternal grandmother wis bas a
-father were born in Dawso er in Carrizozo. Both her mother and (l)lm
of the state. Helen Chave 1, a small mining town in the northern ;
er mother was from SOm-ZbWaS a first generation Mexican Ameripart
exico; the two immigratedrerete, Mexico, her father from San }acican-
fter the Mexican Revoluti separatelyto the United Statesin the o
1923, In terms of bilin lsnl.a nd married in Los Angeles, Califoieérs
: ocial class, Hue]rta’sgf.glz1 Ijm, economic opportunity, Educatino1 N
O'glorth American societynllzl v was more assimilated than Chévezr’ls’
. bhdvez’s parents were f '
alley in Californi arm workers who lived first i i
the San ]0:;;1;’ ‘I/:ilfefali from the Mexican borderr,szislr(;il;teelrnrlrll)erlal
Simall rural agﬂCUlturalY Cm centra.ll California, eventually settlir(:ve‘d
hool after the ommunity south of Delano. Forced 8 1‘n
| eath of her father, Chavez worked in thcet(;ig;l(ilt
s
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and vineyards full time in order to help her widowed mother provide
for the family of five children. Chévez’s poverty and lack of education
typify the experience of immigrant Mexican farm worker women, who
often had even less education, spoke Do English, and had to make the
difficult adjustment of living and working in a foreign country and cul-
ture. Huerta, o the other hand, had a more middle-class upbringing,
particulaﬂy after her mother moved to Sto clkion, California, where she
operated a hotel with ber second husband. Huerta's comfortable life-
style and family resources enabled her to graduate from high school
and community college, atare accomplishment for Mexican-heritage
women in the years just after World War IL"
Both class and ethnicity affected the opportunities and social
outlets open to these women during the 1950s. The years after the
war were a time of civic pride and growing political awareness in the
Mexican American community.'* For Helen Chavez, politicization ;
began with her membership in the Community Service Organization
({CSO), 2 grassroots Mexican American gelf-help group that estab-
lished a chapter iD San Jose, California, in 1952.1° A young mother,
Chévez became involved through her husband’s interest in the CSO.
As was customary for this generation of women, her activities were .
essentially auxiliary; she helped in the office, mimeographing fliers -
or sorting the mail, but usually she worked at home in the evenings,
after her domestic chores were done and the children were asleep. “If -
we were going to have 2 meeting,” she recalled, “1 would address ail’
the envelopes or address post cards, whatever had to be done.”*sThe .
voluntarism of Helen Chévez and other women behind the scenes:
made the SO one of the most successful associations for Mexican-:
Americans in California during this time.
fiuerta also began with traditional, femnale-defined activities il
community-based philanthropy and volunteer work for Mesxican
American groups, but by the late 1950s she evolved into a more nom-
traditional activist leader. Huerta’s middle-class resources, partictiﬁ
larly her education, gave her valhuable skills and confidence, aiding this
transformation. Her association with the CSO began in 1953, whe
chapter was established in Stockton, California. At firstshe performe
a variety of traditionally “female” tasks—making arrangelrms:ntt“aE fo
CSO meetings, participating in voter registration drives, and teach

citizenship classes for individuals i

the “male” ar s in the community—

o Sot;ilslk; ziv (;J;geamz;ng new chapters and sertgfinga Zso :1)111) Zf: (i t?i
Ofresponsibilthy and au?;‘ (? mwed into a more demanding PDSi(t:i:J3
CS0O in Sacramento, an uij;g;g‘igf F;afid legislative advocate for thI;
and parti . witiormost wo i
becall)n . ;;‘tﬂ;iyt zg ?;r tt;thmc women.*® Through then(lleSI;)nIl{ﬁ:;tlagglosj

in 1958 becoming a cha f poverty and exploitation of farm WOl‘kB:O
Workers Assoclation (A;vir member of a local group, the Agricultu asi
AFL-CIO-sponsored Agri ), and serving as an elected official of t;
(AWOC), founded in St gr;cultu.rai Workers Organizing Committ .
o1 the AWA caused o OC' Fon in 1959." Huerta’s active partici on
pposition from male colleagues: ipation

But Father McCullou
. ) gh fan AWA f i
e ' ounder] didn't w.
el ni)a;ecé. HIe said farm labor organizing was noanlt mefto
, : a
- mygu:;md of worked under cover, doing fhecxio?;
| and [Ventura] and my brother [Marshall].?

This gender-based reaction indi
e ed icated that Huerta wi
Rl ;nfz;gy n;igll:lton ;ﬁat separated acceptable vollfitf}:? 1;2? ;.
o ‘ [':'cl itionally male-dominated world i .
Polifcizec on organizing. Ry
r contrast appears in the
o ' types of work the t
—— t;k;eUI\IIJe‘\/t\;ofnal Farm‘ Workers Association (1\‘;‘;\‘;;‘;”1;“
roatsor 10 e U ({)iunde.d in 1962. Helen Chdvez's work’ l'ke
i sopon ot an M.e)flcanas in the UFW, was admjnistr,atl' i
fmappon an.d o Itla(rl parncq?ation, and that of other female fagle
N s, was \fltal in building the union and carri ci
o Conar i _n crew will most likely be made up of wom . "
- mlaﬁve;;lnatl;tter to a colleague. “T have most of melnn,
evotver 1 e o e hook, but they are a little afraid of ete
o I and b 1.ng black-balled. Will most likely keep tlglei-
o domonsteaty Ii nl;lg s? as to protect them.”? During subs r
Moo ar.l str.lkes, Helen, along with other Chic o
their children, joined picket lines to del:f;fs

l : c . . -
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After the NFWAwas on more solid ground, Helenwas persuaded 10
quit her work in the fields t0 assume office duties. Hesitating because
of her lack of training, she accepted the responsibility reluctantly. “We Such comments indicate th
wanted her [Helenl to learn the credit union hookkeeping,” recalled : social, and econormic : the depth of her challenge to the politi
Dolores Huerta years later. “[During one of our board meetings}, he b the ideology of male dP wer of California agribusiness, as \nlr) lI1 o
[César] yelled at her [Helen] one night info the kitchen, ‘You're going bHlnance. ' elt as to
tobethe assistant bookkeeper. She ye]led back, ‘No, 1 won't either, but
we voted her the job. Boy was she mad! But you should see her books.
We've been investigated a hundred times and they never find a mis-
take.” For over twenty years she has managed the UTW’s credit union.
gince sheisthe only full-time staff member, without Helen Chévez this
union service probably would not have survived, While this work is

essential to the {nstitutional apparatus of the UFW it has been under-
rated because it is ap area traditionally reserved for women and one
that does not attract the public attention given to strikes and orga-
nizing campaigns.” In her association with the union Helen Chévez
did not seek a policy—making role. Although she wielded considerable
informal influence over her husb and, and by extension the UTW, this
influence was exercised in the privacy of her home. :
[{uerta’s service O the uniomn, on the other hand, has clearly been.
pontraditional. As & cofounder of the union with Césat Chévez, and
as first vice president, Huerta has held 2 decision-making post in th
UEW from the outset.? She was also the union’s first contract negotia
tor, founding the negotiations department and directing itin the eatly
years. (César] Chéavez left the negotiations up to Dolores Huerta
observed one commentator.” Collective bargaining talks such as th
mid-1960s Christian Brothers negotiations were demanding, drawn.
out, and tedious. “They were difficult,” Huerta recalled, “and this:
where persistence pays off, you just have o keep hammering aw
You may have to have five meetings t0 change two words . . -
where César gets uptight. He never really quite trusted what 1 did unt
he started to negotiate himself; then he found it was pretty hard to el
the kind of language that I had gotten, and he started respecting i
1 had done.”® As she assumed responsibilities and stances that ¥
traditionally held by white males, Huerta encountered criticism b :
on both gender and othnic stereotypes. One grower repxesentati‘l
reacted to Huertas forceful negotiating style and uncompromis?

Another major r ihili
the boycolt in Njew ;)srll)(o;mblllllty for Huerta was the directorship of
he U.S.. and her service atsy, Et e largest grape distribution centeii ,
and 1969, Her leadershin th ast Coast boycott coordinator in 19(;n
* . boycott in mobilizing | E t ere. contributed to the success of °
Organizatiohs, reli iogu abor unions, political activists, com t'he
 ndent protestersg amsi supporters, women’s clubs, p,eace oy
| uThe whole thrust (,)f » goncernled consumers behind theglrlm'lpS,
can.” she declared. “Yourh oycott is to get as many supporters alsnon-
umions, to the churches ?ve to get organizers who can go out tozzu
divide an area tp—n N,e “? ;hn—;( students and get that support Yoj
unel oach organizer Is res 01.‘ we split it up into eight sectio.n _
elp us picket and leaﬂetPonmble for an area. We get supporter: ;
.shoppers where they can ,ﬁwe go after one chain at a time, tellin S ;0
1oots coalition forced th nd other stores.”* The power o% this B e
ogotiate the historic ta;;C)oacheﬂa and Delano grape producge];aSS_

<o abilities and influen € grape contracts in 1970. Huerta’s ex e
oo York (o administor ;:le were also apparent when she retur e(; o

1 1973 to 19752 Thte e lettuce, grape, and Gallo wine camn:j to
ultural cooperatit;n in Npressure of revived cross-class andI:: -
passage of the Agricult ew York and across the nation led trots;_

!ze he collective bar l;rial.Lab(')r Relations Act, the firstlaw to re(: e
uring the late 197‘05g }; e r}1 ghts of farm workers in Califom'co’i;
she assumed the directoruz]ftas leadership was spotlighted ala.' ;

Sirtment (CPD), the s. l.p of the Citizenship Participationggln,

d untit 1982 In a]ilJ (t)lllmcal arm of the UFW, which she adm‘ay
utive boand o the UFWese capa(fities, Huerta has served on tl}rll -
__l_g:yﬁrnaking in the uni and participated in the highest level e

ion. She has proved a formidable strategeisi ?rf

tical contests fi
Wior s for power withi ;
ltience on guiding the UFW, tn the union and has had a direct

hévez’s -
o and Huerta’s di :
SIT: are also iHfering approaches
i rev . . to trade uni
ealed in their relationship to the publ'e o
ic world.

positions, “Dolores Huerta is crazy. She i
. She is a violent
woman, whe
Te
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Helen Chévez has always preferred to remain out of the public eye—3a
personal choice, but also the result of a more traditional_Mexican
upbringing, lack of confidence due to limited education, and the fact
that English is her second language, characteristics she shares with
pmmigrant Mexicanas, many of whom speak only Spanish and have
even less schooling. The most visible aspect of het life has been her
four arrests, tWo of which were widely reported. The first occurred in
the Delano area in 1966, when she was arrested with the celebrated
group of “forty-four,” many of whom were members of the clergy, for
shouting “huelga (the Spanish word for “strike”). “Being in jail didn't
scare me,” she explained, “because 1 know that what 'm doing is right

and that I'm doing jt for people who have worked and sacrificed so .

hard.”® The second highly publicized incident took place in Arizona

in 1978, when she was arrested with her husband for violating an all

encompassing ban on picketing issued by alocal magistrate. The two
Chévezes underwent arrest to test the constitutionality of the ruling.
«Jt was a disgusting, filthy jail,” she recalled. “Twent there and 1 started
cleaning up the place where 1 had to stay. Mopping. And it was the
worst jail Thad beenin.’ Although her acts of civil disobedience have
been few, her example has encouraged other Mexicanas and Chicanas
to undergo arrest, thus expanding the social sphere for wives, grand
mothers, aunts, and daughters in addition to women field workers ¥
the UFW. S'rgniﬁcanﬂy, however, Helen Chévez shuns public appear
ances on her owil and feels very uncomfortable in this role. One of he
rare solo ventures occurred in Los Angeles at @ fundraiser in 1976. :
will not speak Hormally to the audience] because 1 have not spoke
in front of & crowd,” she told a reporter who was covering the event
Instead, opting for the more traditional practice of female hospital
Chavez chose to greet people personally in a reception line.

In contrast, Dolores Huerta’s educational background- and
middle-class resources gave her self-confidence and made h
from her earliest association with the union, 2 sought-after
lic speaker. She has addressed countless 1abor, student, religio
women’s, political, antiway, environmental, and consumer
Through print, radio, and television, she has raised much-n
funds as well as public awareness of the UFW struggles.® Huer
also been a very able Jobbyist and advocate o1 behalf of farm worke

A bolores Huerta Reader / 61

before national, s
o appearancetj‘ii;fznd local governmental comtnittees. In f
S pos-tre congressional hodies, she has fer fi Iy
et Lo 1o “1,, ion on a wide range of issues from ace o
A fn 159 ;0 the health problems of field w llcnend_
. 4 she testified before a House ctonfirti .
ee:

The Simpson-Mazzoli bill i i
e Simpson is a thinly disguised effor
abor o ifélrl ) ;zg1aI;;gZarr10ng farm workers. The other prtoff(i)s?top
meamngk;ss e :ttron, that would apply to so few it wouli(l);}]s
meaning Of,the I Hiorrs thar would be another political tool 'e
A rrrrgratlon Service, would be used a hm
their power: against unionization.’ e

Although an a ; '
oppesifi o lategfijsl'e;sml? of the.bill eventually passed, the UEW’?
greatest asset has been Er er provision prevailed. ProbaI;IY Huert ’S
reprosentative of the UFV\?r constant presence in the public eye rn
diverse constituenci and the ease with which she has ly- dto
es, such as student, religious, labor, worrrlzs:ted t;'
] S, an

thnic groups. A fo

- A four-day trip to Michi

.. igan i i

mmersion in and dedication to la caus f n in 1974 typifies her total

In addition to boycott day, Dol

" . . A ores partict i

| Ecu;llrsnig;ngeg:étiy ef Michigan [Ann Arbfr?teccirgjjsrauy

e Sponsoref(:iebm Betroit, a reception of trade urrizn
e, Spon: Meﬂzaiu; nCd(:;iiti(;n of Labor Union Womez

- wd endence Da ion i

gramsa,c]ial\é[il‘;:ill)rian. Dolores erppeared on th i?ieili)sriae[;lon o

Bl grams and did taped interviews, On th Ero-

| y we got news coverage on 2 Detroit T.V. staetio?ri-

a newspaper

: story, sever, i

g al radio i

‘arti . station

_ cles were written on Dolores.?” s and three feature

trta, in contr

: ast to Cha

clife. dvez, clearly relishes the demands of
a

inally, the co
. ) nirast betWee Cha 5
raditionalis n Chdvez’s traditionali
m . — alism an )
adbome appeers in their divergent attitudes tow d Huerta’s
: e. Chavez described her role as follow: arddomes-
s
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I felt that my jo‘b was at hon%e taking care of my children. That I would [get criticism fr
was the most important thing to me and felt, as a womarn, | comes from middle ol om] farm workers themselves, but it
[that] that’s very important to a child. You have children and .-: = “They'te more hung ucpa;i Peoi)lle,” she explained in, an int;‘l\?iSﬂy
i i L - out : ewW.
hildren should be raised by you, not bya L. because the poor people have ttoelslzut;hirﬁgs than the poor people are
i eir kids around fro .
m school

I think that your €

habysitter.” t
o school, and wo
men have to go out and work and they'v
e got to

: either leave their kid
the onion fields and grape (e . ids or take them out t .
cult economic times while - ;Iympafhlz.e e lot more with my Pl’c%bln:erflst }Ilrf felds with them. So they
amagement of Hetrt.?) s distinct perceptions of wifehood an;Erms of my children.”
per place z‘::if‘; Uf?d to her two divorces. “I knew that Imﬂth(,arhood have also
G hedgezr? € bgt I'wasn't clearly facing the issue ”fzsn t fomfortable p
i , 1 1M : ’ 4 ea “
' cared more abg ;‘:{;u?e?‘ I'didn't come out and tell m;;i‘;::’ledged. I
. doing my hair. ,,45m;f:ng other people than cleaning our hiild that ;
. ' ) manYWOmen mi S€ an
task(ss Huerta simply disregarded them ght have resented household
ne might ar N
tion, work, iubli Cg‘-:; tlljlat these differences with regard to politici
sibility, and domesticity merely refl Iz‘;{“mlza-
ect Huerta'’s

ct that Chévez wentto workin
vineyards to support her family during diffi
her husband organized field workers, and despite her m

| maintains that a woman’s pro

the UFW credit union, she stil
is in the home. This value reflects ihe aspiration of many working-
immigrated Mexicanas who desired to

class Chicanas and recently

care for their families like middle-class Anglo wives and mothers but
were denied this opportunity because of economic need. Like hlack
women, who were also forced to work, they were pushed into the
labor force by the inferior wages their husbands earned in a racially

segmented labor market.*
f domesticity ¢

Despite the fa

ontrasts greatly with that of

Huerta's perception 0
Chavez.To accommodate her hectic work and ravel schedule and fre Chicanas and M
. : . exicanas in th
e made unorthodox child care arrange- . . n the UFW
g upion activism, a deeper process th follow Helen Chdvez’s path to
C an temperament
seems to be indi-

quent residential changes, sh
ments, often leaving her children with nonfamily members and union
have to make a deci-

supporters for extended periods of time. “You
sion,” she once told a reporter, “that it working with people, the pe
family must understand.”** In another.

ple have the prioTity and the
interview during a fundraising trip to Chicago, Huerta indicated h
total commitment to the union. “There is 80 much to be done. My life ot Juanita Valdez, who tr 1
! ) ansplanted her ei -
ght children to Cincj
cinnati

is the union, every minute of it.”# Like other prominent female labot
leaders—Mother Jones, a Tenayuca, and Luisd
Moreno—Huerta reversed the traditional female priorities, placing
personal autonomy and trade anion activism before family life.*
Women who did not conform to the conventional O del of feﬁ_li
ninity and domesticity were often subject to criticism and, al th
very least, ambivalence.” While Chéavez was praised by women inth
union for keeping her family together under trying circurmstance
Huerta, like her well-known predecessors, endured criticism frol
family, union colleagues, and the public at iarge for her nontradition
attitudes toward her personal and family life. “You could expect'_ﬂ?

values, social ex .
e ’ pectations, views
. s of m ,
the sexual division of labor. otherhood, childrearing, and

grape, lettuce, and Gallo wine boycotts 1}31.(3., in 1973 for the renewed
—have all participated
as part

QE a family unit and juggl
o o ggled the competing interests i
- e ;}jfzaz?pli;a;f (of the UFW. Chicanas Zi?nl\zlilg(’jc‘::;z(s:
ool e service} centers loca i ily i
g ;:iil;;l_e; egrtl)ughou_t 'California continuteecinpilllll;a?llyl n
. 7 —— GOHZ;; Z{jrtr;nzstrators of other union progr:nf:
b wotkeney. e oAt e }?gbayani Village (retirement homeJ
union bulding & e this pfittern. Because their contribu-
g has blended with domestic responsibiliti;s uit

Lucy Parsons, Emm
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remains largely hidden from public view and goes unrecognized.

In contrast, Dolores Huerta's style of union activism attracts
widespread attention and conveys the inaccurate impression that
women in the UFW see in her a model for their own trade unionism.
In actuality, Huertas approach is a rare phenomenon. Women, usu-
ally U.S.-born, who rose to positions of prominence in the boycott,
such as Jessica Govea, director of the Montreal operation, and Hope
Lopéz, head of the Philadelphia effort, were exceptions like Dolores
Huerta. In June 1969, out of forty-three boycott coordinators in major
cities, thirty-nine were men and five were womern. The elevation of
those five to power was accomplished in spite of ambivalent and in
some cases even hostile male attitudes toward women with author-
ity. Recognizing their uncommon and tentative status, Hope Lopéz,
whose ascent to the upper echelons of the union hierarchy was facili-

tated by the chronic shortage of male candidates and the crisis atmo- :
sphere of the union’s early years, noted, “0)f course, the real test for
the female farmworkers will come after we win this strike. The female i
farmworker will either continue to help the administration of labor or '
she will be sent back to the labor room.” Chicanas and Mexicanas |
who aspire to nontraditional positions of power and decision mak- = | - '::"
ing, such as women in the ranch committees (local union governanceff_ 5':.1_
bodies), are also few in number and encounter obstacles to and'zéi ;
gender—based criticism of their participation in this traditionally

male-dominated activity. Ranch committee-women Mary Magafia,

Carolina Guerrero, and Cleo Goémez demonstrated stamina and

determination in resisting opposition from male family members
and coworkers who did not accept womens participation at this level,
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Unsung Heroine of La Causa

Jean Murphy

If César Chavez is the hero of the farm workers’ movement, Dolores
Huerta is its unheralded heroine.
As vice president and director of negotiations for the AFL-CIO
United Farm Workers Organizing Committee, Mrs. Huerta plays a
key role as she has since its beginning—in the union’s struggle for
~ contracts with California’s growers, However, her name is almost
- unlmown outside the movimiento. The role is not easy. Eighteen hour
-~ days of planning the lettuce boycott, of speaking at rallies, of negotiat-
© ing, or traveling and of seeking public support for La Causa are more
common than not.

$5 a Week

Noris the work well paid. Like all other union officials and employees,
she makes a salary of $5 a week and a subsistence largely depending
upon contributions of food and clothing.

- "All of us have very exotic wardrobes. We get our clothes out of
donations,” Mrs. Huerta said during a recent irip to Los Angeles,
where the only adornment on her hand-me-downs was a new boy-
cott button.

Clothes and comfort mean little to her. Home these days is a sofa
in an organizer’s house in Fresno but she sleeps wherever her work
takes her. She eats, when she remembers to eat, “the groceries our
Supporters give us.”

Dolores Huerta on Picket Line, Dejano,
1966. Courtesy of John A, Kouns.

Down from Delano
.She is divorced and her seven children are scattered from the Univer-
ty of Oregon to the homes of relatives and friends. She is known

riginaily published in Regeneracidn, 1, 1971, p. 20,
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among co-workers as a dedicated, tireless leader, second only to
Chavez, who is devoting her life to the movement.

The union, she said, is seeking to replace the “inhuman” piece rate
system with contracts providing for minimum howty wages, medical
and death benefits and pesticide controls.

«The average life span of a farm worker is 49 years,” she said. “Tt -

makes you want {0 CIy. None of us want our food at that price.”

Mrs. Huerta, 40, began as a farm worker when she was a 14-year-
old Stockton girl, picking cherries and tomatoes. . . . Her maother
worked in canneries but refused to work in the fields.

Real Problems
«with no toilets in the fields, even going to the bathroom was a real
problem,” explained Mrs. Huerta, who, even after her martiage,
worked in the vineyards of Delano.

[n the meantime, she had earned a provisional teaching creden-
tial by attending Stockton Junior College and taking night classes at
the University of the Pacific. She taught for ayear in Stockton.

“] realized one day that as a teacher I couldr’t do anything for the:

kids who came to school parefoot and hungry,” she said. :
She joined Chévez in the Community Service Organization and,
in 1962, they began organizing the farm workers. Today, about 30,000
farm workers are covered by union contract. '
“We couldn’t have a union without the women,” says Mrs. Huerta,

who insists that other women are the real heroines of the movement.
“Their sacrifices have been unbelievable. And the participation of -

wommen has helped keep the movement nonviolent.
“They're so damn poor. It's necessary for most of the womnen 0

work in the fields. Imagine trying to keep a family together when

you're migrant workers living in extreme poverty and your kids stil
have to work in the fields, too.”

Bad Treatment
«Women in the fields get treated very badly . . . with additional humili
ation and indignities. When you get propositioned by a foreman, {
you can do is quit. :

«] can remember picking tomatoes for 1 1 cents alug—one day mY
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husband and I to
gether made $4—and th i\
for all of the workers to drink water out o? Te was Just one old beer can

“Those are some
ofthe reasonswo
INen ar .
They want to get rid of this system.” e 50 strong for the union.
Among women fi '
eld workers wh

sibility in th ) o now hold positions of re B
Giorizysoto _e union are Mrs, Chdvez, its credit union ma R

), in charge of services; and Ester U : nager;
membership. randay, in charge of

“Working in the § i
elds is the
Mrs. Huerta said. only other work they've done,”
The onl
Mrs. Huerta 3; ;T; mafil among five vice presidents of the union
‘César doos ,‘t) 1(‘)k en the only woman at the negotiating table ,
't like to negotiate,” sh s 1w '
ers tak ; » she said. "And maybe
e scoldings from me that they wouldn't take fromya mti}e”gr o
1i.




The Women of the Boycott

Barbara L. Baer and Glenna Matthews

Dolores Huerta, vice president of the United Farm Workers, was
standing on a flat-bed truck beside César Chdvez. She didn’t show her
eight-and-a-half months’ pregnancy, but she looked very tired from
the days and nights of organizing cross-couniry travel plans for the
hundreds of people who were now waiting in the parking lot along-
side the union headquarters at Delano, Calif, She leaned down and
talked with children, her own and others. Small children held smaller
* ones, fathers carried babies on their shoulders,

] The parking lot was filled with cars, trucks and buses, decorated
. with banners and signs. People sang strike songs and Chévez spoke to
' them about the boycott. Dolores listened intently, nodding, brushing
- her straight black hair away from her face from time to time and smil-
ing softly at the children. A priest blessed the cars and buses whose
destinations read like a history of the great American migrations in
reverse: “Hasta la Victoria-Miami!”;, “Viva la Huelga-Cleveland!”;
‘Hasta La Boycott-Pittsburgh!”

Five years ago there would have been nothing unusual about fam-
ilies assembling to move out with the crops, but this time the decision
to pull up roots was different. The people on the dusty blackiop were
UFW members and until a week earlier they had had a commitment
to'stay in the area. The union had made it possible for most to have a
use or rent one, send their children to a school all year, get medical
re. Most of these people had spent the summer on strike lines or
in jails. They, within one week of César Chévez's announcement of a
tional baycott of grapes, had sold their houses and everything they
uld not carry with them to buy the cars, winter clothing, whatever

iginally published in The Nation, February 23, 1974, pp. 232-38.
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Joaquin Valley. They

else they might need for years outside the San Th .
e U
nited Farm Workers would not fight violence with viol
ence.

were ready to leave b the last day in August. fe
We hzd come tg Delano s Yeciﬁca%l to meet Dolores Huerta . When the funerals were over, Chdvez called f .
; p y . 1 Bl leave on a second national b or all strikers to get ready
As we waited for the caravan to leave, she told us to lookwellatthe | Thisone, though bett ‘ - oycott. The first had lasted five years
other women. These women were «nonmaterialistic.” They packed | . now : er organized, was more complicated: )
AR grapes, wines, lettuce and Teamsters as well as th ed: there were
as the growers.

up their families and pledged them to stay out on the boycott until
the union got its grape and lettuce contracts pack, If the woman of a
family refuses, Dolores said, the family either breaks up ot is lost to
the union. Families are the most important part of the UFW because
a family can stick it out in a strange place, on $5 a week per person,
the wage everyone in the union is paid {plus expenses). Often the
leaders would be women becalise women were strong at home and
becoming sironger in the union. The women led the fate of the union, '

By noon the dust h
ad settled in a 1

between vi ‘ ow haze on this c
The unio:ngards—the stucco buildings the UFW calls “FO:t(;S;roads
0 n
Wewent into abare 10 nearly empty, though telephones kept rirfgrifé
room with a long tabl :

Dolore e to talk to Dolores 0

organizin SfWas the first person Chdvez called upon to work m;le;t-a'
years agogssfn; workers into a union. That was more than a d im
. She became the UFW’s first vi a dozen

. . vice president, i ,
tiator, lobbyist, boycott strategist and public Spok;ls "A:ct); Chleirll;go_
Arl. in

da t i

Dolores told us.
Jnew the people they weie talking and democratic philosoph
¥

Chévez and Dolores Huerta
about—and what they were asking of UFW members they asked of -
fought to win second con-

themselves first. All summer the union
tracts from the grape growers in southern and central California val- -
leys who had signed with them first in 1970. But as each contract’
expired, the Teamsters signed up the growers immediately—thirty at-
once around Delano. Chavez called the contracts illegal, “sweethear
agteements,” because the workers had not voted on their represen-:

Ted for pickets on the Teamsters—contracted fields.

tatives. Chévez ca
County coutts, sympathetic 10 the growers, enjoined the UFW stri

ers from active picketing. Thousands of clergy and students came to
support the farm workers and some were jailed. Jailings and trials
went on all summer. :

Farm workers have never won a major strike in the fields because
they are not protected by the National Labor Relations Act, whose

provisions guarantee the right to picket, because growers and theit
allies have used violence and, most important, because there 18 an
unlimited scab labor force across the Mexican border. There is nowd
to win a strike when met will scab at any price. :
Toward the end of the summer the picket lines became violent.
separate incidents in the town of Arvin, two unjon Imen were killed
A sheriff struck Nagi Daifullah, a Yemenite, on the head with a ﬂ_ shh
light. Juan de la Cruz was shot as he came off the picket line.

- In 1955, Fred Ross brought Dolore
Com i ' ‘ s Huerta to a meeti
pontilzl;il:ctzioslfz:ce (_)rgamzation in Stockton, and she E:: itfefnt 1rilfl
“had taken César (f}]; ’Slnce, RO.S s, working in San Jose with Saul Alinsky,
and César say the avez 1o bis first CSO meeting there. Both Dolores
g the i yS owe their present lives to Fred Ross, and they kee
e i hack b pare man, now 60, away from his book about thp
e DOlorlntl(; UFW struggles. )
s prognant w:if] aesg:; ziiaig:ﬁ, zilve already had six children and
gy venth. enty years later, th
Oimaeglgr,lzl;lcir[i)zll(l);es is still so slim and graceful that we f?rrfi ?tr izz
erself for anythin ) i’]omhi fh_e 2ge o' her daughter: She has not saved
oy Tthoontt meds lgl, as let life draw and strain her to a fine inten-
St pouple. She teHer tense, harsh or dry. She shouts a ot and laughs
héié an elusi;feness iES Sh’e has a sharp tongue but it seems to us she
diroctess and wi]li(; eeping her own counsel, mixed with complete
e gness to spend hours talking. Her long black hai
rom high cheek bones, her skin is tanned reddish froalz

he sun
on the pi ; .
o th .Plcket line, and in her deep brown eyes i
\ at relieves her serious manner yes is a constant

- Lontradictions in her life
o ; must have taken, and continu
Wes o ;I;y {;:l;.ﬂdren, Catholic faith and a divorce, her higl;:ttake,
elicate health we know she disregards. It must ber;lng
. at
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her work, the amount she has accomplished and the spirit she instills
in others, have healed the breaks. We talked to Dolores Huerta for sev-
eral hours in the union offices when the last cars had left Delano.

« had a lot of doubts to begin with, but T had to act in spite of my
conflict between my family and my commitment. My biggest problem
was not to feel guilty about it. T don’t any more, but then, everybody
used to lay these guilt trips on me, about what a bad mother I was,
neglecting my children. My own relatives were the hardest, especially
when my kids were small; I had six and one on the way when I started
and 1 was driving around Stockton with all these little babies in the
car, the different diaper changes for each one. 1t's always hard, not

just because you're a woman but because it’s hard to really make that .

commitment, [t's in your own head. I'm sure my own life was better
because of my involvement. 1 was able to go through a lot of very seri-
ous personal problems and survive them because 1 had something
else to think about. Otherwise, I might have gotten engulfed in my
personal difficulties and, I think, I probably would have gone under.

“If | hadn’t met Fred Ross then, 1 dor't know if T ever would have
been organizing. People don’t realize their own worth and T wouldn't

have realized what 1 could do unless someone had shown faith in
me. At that time we were organizing against racial discrimination—
the way Chicanos were reated by police, courts, politicians. I had

taken the status quo for granted, but Fred said it could change. So

1 started working.
“The way I first got away from feeling guilty about neglecting my
family was a religious cop-out, I guess. [ had serious doubts whether
[ was doing the right thing, giving kids alousy supper to go to a coun-
cil meeting. So I would pray and say, if what'was doing wasn't beal-
ing fruit, then it would be a sign [ shouldn’t be doing it. When good
things came out of my work, when it bore fruit, 1 took that as a sign |
should continue and that the sacrifices my family and I were making
were justified.
«“Of course, 1 had no way of xnowing what the effects on my kid
would be. Now, ten years later, [ can look back and say it’s O.K. becaus
my kids turned out fine, even though at times they had to fend fo
themselves, other people took care of them, and so on. 1 have a kin
of proof: my ex-husband took one of my kids, Fidel, during the firs
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z:ﬁ;e. \i\f;did;’t have any food or money, there was no way I could
ort him. He was eating all right, like i
: , all the strikers’ kids, but
Ec)lt:)nlfkt.un;sl. So my ex-husband took the boy until he was 11. 1 Jgollh?rz
ack just last year. He had a lot of nice ‘
clothes and short hair, b
zvats a(;(n the verge of a nervous breakdown. When my ex-hush arled;l: 'hg
o take another boy, the judge ruled i 0
. ; against him. You could see th
dlfferznce when you compared the two kids—one was skinny and irf;
?agg; 3; clothes and with long hair, but real well, happy. Fidel is.com
ing D 3\({: now t()) the way he used to be, and he’s got long hair too
f e h;went had a stable place to live—I haven't been anyvslfhere
or more than two months, except in New York on the boycott—since

:;5' 1?70‘ Blit taking m¥ kidS. all over the states made them lose their fear
- ofpeople, of new situations. Most of us have to be mobile. But th
. e

. kids are in school, they go to school and work on the boycott. Even th
. 10-year-olds are out on the boycott in the cities . ’

“My Id.ds are totally politicized mentally and the whole id
Woriil;g wﬁ‘hout materialistic gain has made a great differenc:: iflatl?:
\;\;agu ;3; thl'[;l(. IX;’Vhe.n one of our supporters came to take my daughter
o! gew V\;C Et es in New York, she was really embarrassed. We never
Shzsaid f: I\;; ntla:, t};;)gt;;z‘}(:m wi iet ezerything out of the donations.
) . wanted to buy me a lot of new thi

.I told her they didn't fit me.” You know, she came h i e
of little things to please the lady, but sile didn’t viar?tntls ‘:)Nﬂh . (':O'Ilple
zi:er r\;il;l:?;e people and 1:10t things. It has to be that way(iit‘;?;ig\?\:lllz
oren . o works full-time for the union gets $5 a week, plus gas
ey e.m whatever food and housing they need to live on, li

e minimum they can.” reondt
.wmiog ::joiti I:appt;li‘}ed, :\re as:ked, that in the very culture from
el e wor ;nac 19;1110 .dferlves, the women have more visible,

e 1" p ?ver of decision than women elsewhere? Dolores

the union had made a conscious effort to involve women

:_given them every chanc h
L y e for leadership, but tha i
:.. swant it. rsilp, tt t the nmen dld not

. (I] ;Ze;ilzrl;;lilz;?what tl:}e feminists stand for. There is an undercur-
I 'ﬁgh Conar gos 1gntagfa;1_13t women in our own organization, even
o o ut of his way to see that women have leadership
= ésar always felt strongly about women in the movement
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This time, no married man went outon the boycott unless he took his
wife. We find daycare in the cities so the women can be on the picket
line with the men. It's a great chance for participation. Of course we
take it for granted now that women will want to be as involved as men.

But in the beginning, at the first meetings, there were only men. And

a certain discrimination still exists. César—and other men—ireat us
he demands more of us.

differently. César’s stricier with the women,
But the more I think of it, the more I'm convinced that the women '"
have gotten strong because he expects so much of us. You could even
say it'’s gotten lopsided . . . women are stronger than the men.
“wWomen in the union are great on the picket line. More staying
£ reasons our union is nonviolent

and we're nonviolent. One ©
nt our women and children invoived, and we stay non-.

nt because of the women and children,
re trying to provoke a fight to get our

lice were waiting with paddy wag-.
ons. We had about 300 people. The Teamsters attacked the line with
9 X 4 boards. I was in charge of the Jine. We made the men go o the
pack and placed the women out in front. The Teamsters beat our
arms but they couldn't provoke the riot they wanted and we didn't

1. The police stood there, watch us get beaten; the D.A. wouldn't
1t we had gained alot of respect from

protecting them, keeping women at
home, that's the middle-class way. Poor people’s movements have
always had whole families on the line, ready to move ata moment’
notice, with more courage because that's allwe had. It's a class not al
ethnic thing.”

We knew that the women of the UFW found. themselves in‘s
unique situation. Unlike the sex-determined employment of th
urban poor, the jobs of farm worker women and men had alway
been the same. They had to work, but it wasn't housework or eV’é
factory work separating them fro e
and packed in fields, canneries a
would the women decide to let the men organize
Huerta had spoken for herself alone;
between family, political, union action,
women in her own terms.

power,
is that we wa
viole

“One time the Teamsters we
picketers arrested, Forty, fifty po

givei
even let us signa complaint. B
our men. Bxcluding women,

m men.
nd sheds side by side with _
the union? Dolo?
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Lupe Ortf; .
oft sclfool S’f;Ze f_las tt))een an organizer in a union field office since she
: is about 25, a natural lead i
eonle 1 er, with a quality of i
She lc)lidnilt{;gh (o get work done. Yet for all her big VDiCean I;;akmg
u
idat workn\—/(\?%v 1;0;\7 wolmen could assert themselves at home as ?;1013
. What she told us seemed th ey
middle-ck s e reverse of our more famiki
i aa’s,f1 femmlsm, here, by contrast, a woman insisted 0;'“ e
a4t ‘W» nd in large part received it, but she wouldn’ work
traditional order of the family, 't challenge the
As Lupe directed her
male co-workers in Spani
: . . panish, she e
:t‘(; us ;1; E;lghsh the differences between Anglo and Chicanxpounded
ou Anglo women, you do it yo 0 women,
4 LU wi ?
equal to my husband.” ¥ ay, but I don't ever want to be
“You get . ,
"I Wirkﬂ;il Stamfz sal;ry, don’t you want the same voice at hore?”
: ,» but not at home. No, at home ¢
“to open ’ you have to know
- pen your mouth and when not to. You have to lear W,hen
places men go, like bars.” n you can't go

nflicts.”

Ester Yurande, a generation older th
] . an Lupe, showed a i
“ﬁmizzzg?oier ;L:ipearétnc.e: sh‘.e was as carefully, feminineglye/Icllj:sl;;)cil
oo Sweatghirtrairzl glghttermg earrings, as Lupe had been rugged,
ool o b tﬁ ose-cropped curls. Ester had worked in the
e e became F\?\; boolkeeper for the Medical Clinic at Forty
5608 o e hmember from the start, been jailed in the
YoM, CaH,le o e . er, had the union changed the lives of the
A doctor treats u. N C mm'? i
havinga bot Ws with dlgm’ty now. We don't get charity when
nd hen used]fo C;eogeth care. It’s to do with pride. Mexican women
i . T a.t the men said, but Dolores Huerta was
omething different. We could see one of our leaders

oman, and she was alw: i
, ays out in fron
he wasn’t scared of anything.” t, and she would talk
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Dolores herseif had told us that she didn't hesitate 0 argue-. “You
know, César has fired me fifteen times, and I must have quit aboutten.
Then, we'll call each other up and get back to work. There have been
times when 1 should have fought harder. When he tells me NOW, ‘you're
getting really impossible, arguing all the time,’ I say, ‘you haven't seen
anything yet. I'm going to get worse. Because from now on, I'm going
to fight really, really hard when [ believe something. There have been
times I haven't, I can be wrong too, but at least it will be on the record
how I felt.”

When we asked Ester how she felt about fighting back herself, she
didn't want to answer. We had become outsiders once more, women
who didn’t comprehend her way. Men have accepied strong women

in the union, but there remains deeply engrained in these women a
respect for their men’s rnachismao.

There is a religious fervor about the union, which has made
its members call it La Causa. Perhaps the closeness of the Catholic
Church to the movement is one Mmore reason women have been able
to identify with its goals. The UFW women have prought their per-
sonal strength and their faith to the union; the union in turn has

reinforced and completed their lives by giving them a direct form of

action and an ideal. _
Dolores, very religious herself, told us that women were most
important to the union because a woman determined the fate of a
whole family. If a wife was for the union, Dolores said, then the hus-
band would be, too. If she was not, if she was afraid or too attached to
her home and possessions, then the family usually stayed out of the
union, of it broke up. There had been a number of broken marriages
that had cost the union the strength of a united family.
Maria-Luisa Rangel did not want to go out on the first boycott. At
that time—in 1968-—many women were stayingin California while the
men lived together in boycott houses i Fastern cities. The Rangels.
parents of eight children, had saved enough money fo owWn part of
family store, and they owned their home in the small town of Dinuba
near Fresno. They would have to part with both if they went to Detr_(_')i_
for two years. Hijino Rangel was determined to go. S50 Maria—Lﬂiff
went, Looking at her unsoftened features, her inaccessible but no
unfriendly black eyes, we sensed the strength that had enabled I
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;};(zr}f o .\lavrench herself away from everything she owned and kee
het| EI;H ylFogether. 5‘3he had a hard time in Detroit; she didn't knovl\}r
Operaﬁ;;g 1'sh,t 1tlhe- climate was completely strange; and she had two
s in the city. But when the ,
y returned to the valley i
ope ey in 1970,
e ;1;1%;15 knew that they had helped win the boycott that secured
e a;)er; Sco;lntzlac:ls with grape growers of the Coachella and San
. the experience had worked f
: on Maria-Fuisa. Sh
iﬁ?k-e otu; kas .a representative of the union about the present bo Cotte
s jus b1 e it was then. The struggle is for the people to win nzt the:
grov;/r\c}rs ut the people. I know it, and they—the growers——kn,ow it.”
e 1'omen have paid different prices for making the union part. of
e ml;fres{.f'l‘he '100 \.Nomen.who spent many weeks in Fresno jails last
) or violating anti-picket injunctions) ranged from minors
?Uireat—grandmother‘s. There were field workers and nuns, lay reli
g . assv:omeﬁ an 1}111011 officials. For some of the Chicanoy women,
_ reminder of previous jailings when ’
. no nuns had been -
gnt a}.ad the guards had beaten “the Mexicans.” For others, it wazrtf
'3 E)1rskt téﬁ}lle, and almost a vacation from their daily lives. Work,—hardenes
ezczs f}{:d; became almost soft. All the women shared their experi
—the farm workers told city women lik _
: . e Dorothy Day, edito
: _the Catfzohc Worker, about their struggle, and learned fromyher a‘nr o
y on;;nsl m.ovements in the cities and in the Church "
o le\lflmﬁ-la de la Cruz and her husband, Juan, were born around
ot Tex:lco. Juan entered America on the bracero program, picked
-ci t ;ln e}f;as and then in New Mexico, where Maximina wo’rked in
ing factory. They married, mowv i i
‘ ) ed with their son t
quin Valley in 1960, and joi i © oot s
, joined the union durin i
| . ' g the first strik
";3'1235. ]lli;n de la Cruz was killed last summer by a man who ﬁlr:S
.22-caliber rifle into the picket line fi
L : e from a truck, Maximina told
e?u{z;ls:;bers j[hat many times the growers or the Teamsters put sri
ey ges, joined in beating the fa
L rm workers, and then arrested
: grounds of self-defense. The
btirod = olon I . man who shot de la Cruz has
v courts th i i
:.piCket pled at he shot defending himself from
- Maximi i
we'came?rﬁa V;rlas ()b.servn%g the thirty-day mourning period when
er home in Arvin. Hearing us arrive, she and her mother,

firia Cor i
: onado, met us at their gate, and without a word, in the
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dark, she took us, with hands that felt like warm, worked clay, into her
living room. Candles beneath pictures of saints and near a wedding
photograph were the only light. As the night went on, she told us of
her early life of hardship, the many moves, purchase of their small
house, and the changes the UFW had made in their lives.

“We know the growers. They want to go back to the old days, the
way it was before we had a union, whenwe gota dollar an hour, no toi-
lets or water in the fields, no rest periods, and they could kick you out
without any pay for not picking fast enough. A whole family earned
less than one union man today. They fought us hard and dirty each
time, but we didn’t give in. We won't. This time weTe out in the cities
again to tell the good people what it is like to work here. I'm staying
on here, and 'll be back at work in the fields, but not until the union

gets its contracts back. I might have to wait a while but L know people

will understand and help us win back our union. I'm proud to be a
woman here. juan was proud of the union, You know, on the picket "
lines, we were 50 gay, peaceful and atirativas, even the grandmothers:

Until they shot their gun.”

Except for the Catholic Church, the powerful and wealthy insti-
tutions of California have opposed the UEW at one time or another. -
Grower-biased central valley law enforcement and the courts have .

made a mockery of legal institutions; agri-business has never give
up trying to break the union through legislation; Gov. Ronald Reagan

has been photographed eating scab grapes; even the U.S. Government:
helped the growers by buying non-union lettuce in great quantity-.
to ship to troops in Vietnam. Yet the greater the odds, the more thé_.

union has come to represent poor people against the rich and mighty.
Dolores Huerta fights best when the situation looks bleakest. Sh
attributes her refusal to give up {0 her mother’s influence.

~ “My mother was one of those women who do a fot. She was.
divorced, so 1 never really understood what it meant for a womail

to take a back seat to a man. My brothers would say, ‘Mama spoiled
you, because she pushed me to the front. When I was first involved__
organizing, my mom would watch the kids for me, but then she g0t
involved herself and she couldn’t baby-sit anymore. She won the first
prize in stockton for registering voters and increasing membership_ ;

«To tell the truth, 1 was prejudiced against women foralongt
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and I didn't realize it. T always liked to be with men b
: ec
;}::;;JSV\;;; crin(())fr:v interesting and the women only talk{jclll Z{;;E:uBgE:
D Wozrlnengoo. It.was. in the unjon that I lost my fear of
A Helenegl - r put it this way, [ learned (o respect women
was really C(,)mmitted ;Vfli’;:: liifuzf née're e o Sh‘;
- . . César’ izi
iz:; :lvleeliff ;{eielril, his wife, and Richards,[his bfoi;z:g;l;z;ziii?;??g
toac el ¢ ;:111 az&:js. Helen kept saying she wouldn't do anything, ang
she s srox g stubborn that he couldn't convince her to cha
hor . She took care of the food and the kids, and while Césa was
kei : 1zmg. she Was. supporting them too, working in the field r”was
ping his machismo intact in those days, would o
home and cook dinner. , ke her come
“We wanted her to learn the credit union b i
e ted he . ookkeeping. We ye
boom(ec;rgzrr’ugﬁz 1ntl§) the kltCl"lel’l, “You're going to be t!?e asssi(stielten(i
o Boy. o ng ;c;(l;'a;;zll; NO:)I, Ihwon’t either,” but we voted her
:__inve;igated a hundred times azd tt?e; Eiiesf ;Il;lgzt;z;li:k‘;v’?’ve e
- lfcztril;c;n (iai t? Feach its members—farm workers with almost
fo edhcarlon direaltmnﬁg—the professional skills it required. Marie
abada th,e o u; ‘s the R. E Kennedy Medical Plan, Helen Chévez,
fead of the credit un tuz;l, and Dolores, chief negotiator and writer of
oo SI,)eCi agl ; de@selyes. Dolores made it sound almost easy
o very spee uize s@ls in a week’s time.
i had vt oo ot e oo e o
c . re, [ talked to lab
Dgithi ;(:gia;;s and studied them for a week and a‘;lrall)ft,3 (;I(;lf Jklnge?nf
- l;:ame to ﬂ?e workers. César almost fell over because
oot 1o thc.u.':ulzl’c all written and all the workers had voted on the
e pu_t - Cog twe (?ught.to have an attorney, but really it was
. vl o ab(l)ltra;ts in a simple language. I did all the negotia-
ool vou Canu; ve yea.rs. Women should remember this: be
PR :)hanythmg, whether you have experience or
b theyOth at th.e first e(_iucation of people is how to be
e hen the er thn'lgs fall into place.
2 lot o pot are partlcllﬂarly good negotiators because we
nce, and no big ego trips to overcome. Women are
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(more tenacious and that helps a great deal. Tt unnerves the growers to
negotiate with us. César always wanted to have an all-woman negoti-
ating team. Growers can’t swear back at us or at each other. And then
we bring in the ethical guestions, like how our kids live. How can the
growers really argue against what should be done for human beings
just to save money?
“We knew everyone was immensely proud of the union services,
We also knew that the legal staff (as well as the doctors and nurses at
the clinic) were volunteer lawyers from the outside. In the past, the
growers got rid of nascent farm-worker organizations by breaking
them in the courts, The UFW has an excellent, tough legal staff. But to
. stay permanently with the union doctors and lawyers need to come
from the farm workers themselves. The union will have to send its
men and women out of the community for training. There has never
been the luxury of a few years in which to do so, and there is a certain
fear of becoming ‘corrupted’ by the universities.”

The United Farm Workers headgquarters are located in Delano, '
between Bakersfield and Fresno, and also at La Paz, a town no larger
than a half-block of post office, store and gas station, eastof Bakersfield-

in the Tehachapi range. Union field offices lie in small towns in the

central valleys. From anywhere in these valleys it is about three hours,
north to San Francisco, or south to Los Angeles on any of the state’s
three parallel freeways. Meeting only union people, in their austere
but clean and bright offices, we hadn’t seen what local fieldworker

conditions were like. We took a look at some company towns by lea
ing the freeways and taking side roads at random into the fields.
Company towns dre wholly dependent for their income on the

prosperity and good will of the growers. Since the big growers are the
fast employers in America to escape collective bargaining, one cat

judge their civic responsibility by the looks of the town: boarded-up
or gutted buildings, cracked sidewalks, decaying stores—they all show
that the growers spend their profits on themselves. Only the bars, pre:
serves of the men, where the wine is sold, do business.

Livingston is a company town of Gallo Wines near Merced ofl
Highway 99. Outside the town, the Gallo brothers haven't hidd
their wealth. They have splendid houses, isolated even from 0!
another, surrounded by velvety slopes leading to pools, tennis €
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and
ane iireenhcnuses. Not far away, but well hidden, the Gallo workers
e Sompany- camps lost at dusty terminals of country roads i
o al dow of e.normous vats guarded by armed men. When we w, .
Une;:; aG f—ge’rmmed nucleus of UFW strikers who had refused to w:j:;
allos new Teamster contract had
Gallos . also refused to ohe
grower. s eviction notices. For that, they had been deprived o
collection and water. privedolgarbage
D .
- ;)v;?;;wn Livingston seemed only slightly less bleak than the
¢ Sﬂle)n.t people .had gathered in front of the local courthouse for
2 fprotest against the imprisonment of fellow strikers. Apgie
e Z, af S;mer elementary schoolteacher of Portuguese ancest.ry %vga
ad of the union office. As she s o
: . poke to the men and women f
- . 0 )
;ng tthe procession, encouraging and exhorting them in Spanish ;Ix?d
; (())Irl Sliguzse to kf.:ep their spirits up, the intensity of her light eyes, her
const ‘;ln ny;is\;ng tlfnn figure, momentarily brought life back ’into
. e of marchers circled the courth
tow ouse for a whi
Police m.squad cars hovered along dark streets. There w. W o
do but disperse. ' e noting o
D .
n (;tlo;;s weould soon ?e back in New York directing the East Coast
x VCO . e was determined that we understand, before we left, wh
the Eglon would not be defeated, not even in Livingston T
ir.ealizene ?f the reas.ons the growers are fighting us so har.d isthat the
:Withou:ve re ci}z}nglng people, not just getting a paycheck for themy
our militancy we wouldn't have a union. So we keep pushing:

Our peo i
our people, getting them out on other issues, like the tuition rise in

fornia colleges, or the Presidential campaign. We had farm work
. rk-

3

omwthe blz)ycott, they will be stronger than ever.”

e asked Dolores whether sh '

. . ¢ had ever bee

confidence in her ability to organize people o seared or facked
llOf ¥, - .

. evercot?;se‘ I've bee1‘1 afraid about everything until I did it. I started

g 3; t enot knowing whatI'was to do and scared to death. When

o ::;‘fh 1;1113 1;(:; Negv York on the boycott it was the first time

g like that. There were no

" . ground rules. I thought

. 0;1 people in New York, and I have to persuade them to sgto ’

. tog apes. Well, I didn’t do it alone. When you need people 1thep

l0you. You find a way . . . it gets easier all the time.” o




