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CHAPTER ONE:

HUELGA
Thousands of people huddled around the steps of the capitol in Sacramento, California.  They were very tired.  Some with feet covered with blisters and sores had walked hundreds of miles, as part of a march to make their demands known.  They had been attacked many times.  Some of them had even been beaten or hit by cars.  But their spirits were still fresh and strong.  It was Easter Sunday, 1966, and the crowding supporters of the National Farm Workers Association had already heard the good news.
At the top of the steps, a small man took to the podium.  Everyone clapped and shouted, some calling out his name.  As the founder and leader of the union for farm workers, an organization formed to protect the rights of farm working employees, Cesar Chavez had become well known around the country.  A little smile stretched across his face.  For the first time in years, he had good news to announce.

The crowd swelled even larger.  Many supporters from the city joined, having helped in the nationwide boycott.  As a way of protesting the bad employment policies of some companies, the farm workers association had organized a boycott, urging people not to buy the company products.  This boycott had been very successful.  Aimed at a leading wine manufacturer in California, who used the grapes picked by the farm workers, the boycott had cost the company millions of dollars.  Their sales had dropped quite a bit, and now they were starting to listen to the farm workers association.
“Huelga, huelga,” called out the crowd, which spread across the square.

The word had a magical ring to the people.  Based in the Mexican-American communities of central California, the far workers association used both the Spanish and the English language in their dealings.  Huelga was Spanish for strike, which is when employees refuse to work in order to get better working conditions.

As leader of the strike, Cesar Chavez knew how hard their struggle had been.  This march to Sacramento was only the last step of a great journey.  Over the past couple of years, aware that farm workers were working in poor conditions and for very low wages, he had convinced the laborers to go on strike.  Most had given up their jobs to demand more money and benefits.  At the same time, other workers had taken their jobs.

The strike had taken on a new dimension.  Walking a “picket line” around the fields, carrying signs and calling out slogans, the strikers had tried to convince the other workers to join their cause.  Tempers flared.  Many strikers wanted to attack the workers, who they felt had betrayed their cause.  Some of the strikers were attacked themselves, and the police threw many of the strikers in jail.  With little money or food for their families, the strikers had begun to lose faith in the farm workers association.
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Caesar Chavez knew they could not give up.  Nor did he allow his strikers to turn to violence.  Through the boycott, joined by other unions in the state, and aimed at a big company, he was able to make the impact of the strike even tougher on the companies.  Even the workers on the docks in the cities had refused to load the grapes.  The leader’s faith and hard work had paid off.
“I have just spoken to the manager of the company,” Chavez now called out to the crowd.

Flags and signs waved in every direction.  Many people wore hats or T-shirts with the sign of the black Aztec eagle, the symbol of the union.

Chavez could barely believe his words.  The crowd clapped even more.  He was incredibly tired, fighting off a high fever.

“The company has agreed to sign a contract with the farm workers union,” he went on.

A thunderous applause rang out into the square.  After a long and difficult battle, the strikers had won.  The company would meet their demands for better working and living conditions.

For Caesar Chavez this was just the beginning.  He knew the road ahead would be a tough one.  Ever since he was a little boy, his life had been a long journey of big struggles and small victories.
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CHAPTER TWO

THE FARM

Long before Arizona became a state in 1912, the government urged people to move and settle in the western region.  It was part of a national policy to expand communities around the nation, especially in unsettled areas.  As an incentive, “homesteading” laws were passed, giving people the chance to get free land if they showed that they were willing to live on the land and work it.

After leaving Mexico in the 1880s, “Papa Chayo” Chavez arrived in the territory of Arizona, in a desert town now called Yuma.  Located on the Colorado River, the town was surrounded by growing farms that always needed more workers.  After working for a few years on various farms, Papa Chayo finally saved enough money for his wife and family to join him in the United States.  He liked the area and soon became an American citizen.  As part of the homesteading program, Papa Chayo was given 160 acres on a homestead farm, only a few miles outside of the town.  In such a sunny land, with plenty of water from the river, the family was able to plant grapes, lettuce, melons and many types of vegetables.  Before long, the farm grew, and the Chavez family had many farm workers helping them in the fields.  One of the sons, Libardo, even opened a small grocery store nearby.
Born in 1927, Cesar Chavez was the oldest of five children of Libardo and his wife, Juana.  Before he learned to walk, an economic crash had occurred in the United States, bringing the “great Depression” of the 1930s.  Even in the desert land of Arizona, the Chavez family was not spared from the effects of the Depression.  After giving out too much credit to his customers, and then being cheated on a land deal, Cesar’s father found that he had to sell his store.  The family returned to the old farm of “Papa Chayo” to live with him.

Cesar’s first years knew little of the economic problems of the times.  Though his family did not have much money, there was always plenty to ear and things to do.  He liked to help his family in the fields, learning how to correctly plant grapes, prune the branches, water, fertilize the land, and pick the harvest.  The desert fields opened up to huge tracts of land, and Cesar and his friends roamed around for hours, swimming, hunting, fishing and playing ball games.
The young boys had many friends.  Like many Mexican-Americans in the region, he spoke English with his teachers and classmates at school and then spoke Spanish with his family and the workers on the farm.  Many of his friends were children of migrant workers, who drifted from farm to farm in search of work.  The migrant workers would only stay for a season and then look for the next crop to harvest.
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School was not easy for the young Cesar.  Sometimes he had trouble with his English.  The teachers were often unfair.  Whenever he pronounced a word wrong or made an error, some of the teachers would make fun of him and the other Mexican-American students.  They would even punish him for English mistakes, making Cesar feel even worse.  He began to dislike school a lot.  He felt left out, as if the school had no room for him.

The times only got worse.  A bad drought struck the region in the mid-1930s, making it even more difficult to raise crops.  The whole country was hurting.  Many people, unable to meet their debts and take out new loans from the banks, lost their farms and houses.  Prices for crops dropped to the lowest level in years, with too many products on the market.  Within a short time, the Chavez family had to borrow in order to pay for the seeds, fertilizer and even the gasoline to run their machines.  During the harvest season, Cesar even stopped going to school so that he could help on the farm.
When Cesar was ten-years-old, the stability of the farm life ended for the Chavez family.  They could no longer borrow money from the bank.  With their back taxes piling up, they were forced to sell the old grandfather’s farm, along with all of the animals, machinery and house.

It was 1937; Cesar saw his whole world vanish at a public sale.  Packing into a car, the Chavez family took to the road, on their way to California, in search of work.  Their dream was to earn enough money to return and buy back the farm.
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CHAPTER THREE
MIGRANT WORKERS

In the 1930s, California was a land covered with thousands of migrant workers, entire families driving up and down the coast in search of work.  The Chavez family joined the stream of others who had left behind their farms and lives in Oklahoma, Texas and other western states.  The jobs were few.  The conditions were even worse than they had thought.  With so many laborers available, the daily pay became less and less, and to make matters worse, labor contractors, who worked like middlemen, often demanded bribes or money in advance from workers before offering those jobs.

The Chavez family roamed from farm to farm, crossing the state many times.  Sometimes they worked for a week.  Other times they would stop for a month.  They picked everything from grapes, cherries, apricots and walnuts to vegetables like lettuce, beets and broccoli.  They followed the seasons as the work started and stopped.  They could do little else.

Paid almost nothing, the family dreamed of returning to their old farm in Yuma became more distant every day.  In the meantime, the work itself was terribly hard and backbreaking.  Rising at dawn, members of the family would search for a spot in the fields each day, often working during the hottest times of the year.  Under the beating sun, they bent over and picked various crops for more than ten hours a day, taking only a few quick breaks.  They even had to pay for the water they drank.  Treated like prisoners, the workers were told when they could take a break, eat lunch or go to the bathroom.  At the end of the day, their work was hardly rewarded.  The pay was based on how many baskets the workers could fill.  The farm owners often cheated the workers out of money, offering them even less for their work.
The migrant workers had few rights.  If they did not like the work or felt cheated, the farm owners would simply find someone else to replace them.  With children to feed, the laborers felt trapped in a never-ending cycle.

Often without running water or electricity, living in little shacks that had been put together from sheet metal and odd pieces of wood, the Chavez family tried to make the best of their situation.

After the settled life on the farm in Yuma, Cesar now became a child of the migrant workers.  He rarely stayed in a place more than the picking season required.  His schooling changed from camp to camp, offering him only bits and pieces of an education.  By the time he had reached his teens, Cesar knew he was far behind the other children.  At the same time, with his parents’ support and urging, Cesar tried to stay in school as much as possible.
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Life seemed caught up in a whirlwind to Cesar.  His family only had enough money to move onto the next farm, and only enough to barely feed and clothe themselves.

As a young boy, he became both confused and angry by his families predicament.  Joining other boys in the camps, seeing many of them in different parts of the state, he began to retreat back to the routine and defeat of their situation.

He could not understand why his family had lost their farm in Arizona.  They had worked hard.  They treated their workers fairly.  Why did his father lose in the end?

All of the contradictions raced around in Cesar’s head.  He could not believe how the owners of the farms treated the workers like animals.
Cesar’s father wanted to do something about their situation.  He joined other men and women in strikes, but they were too disorganized and weak to win.  Cesar only saw the failure, and this failure ate at him.

He just wanted to play and joke around like other children.  He wanted to be able to buy ice cream and go to the movies.  Everything seemed so unfair to him.

To Cesar’s way of thinking, life could not get any worse.
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CHAPTER FOUR

PACHUCO

Cesar was fed up.  Everything in his life seemed to point to failure.  Far behind in school, often attending classes with children who were much younger, Cesar looked around and felt like everyone else was doing better than he was.  He found reading and writing to be difficult.  The other students laughed when he struggled to read aloud or answer the questions.  Sometimes they even called him a “dumb Chicano,” trying to humiliate him into thinking he was stupid.
He was so much bigger than were the others.  They looked like children.  He wondered what had happened to his youth.  Now, Cesar wanted to be a man.

At the age of 15, Cesar decided to give up on his education.  In school, he felt like a fool.  In the fields or streets, he felt like a real man.  Telling his parents that he could help with the extra money, and noting that his father had just had an accident, Cesar convinced his parents to let him drop out of school and work full-time.

The young man thought the headache of school was over.  Now he was ready to take on the world.  Cesar first took on a new look.  Like other boys at this time, he dressed and acted in a special way called “pachuco” or showy.  Cesar wanted to blend into the popular fashion like other young Hispanics in the barrios, cutting his hair in a certain style, wearing a broad hat, a long coat and tapered pants.  Listening to the pop tunes of the day, Cesar did not want to be considered old fashioned or unsophisticated.  Along the streets, he knew he had the flashy look of rebellion.  He wanted people to look up to him.  He wanted the girls to think he was cool.

With so little to show for his work, Cesar thought he could at least look sharp.  He wanted to forget about his situation.  He wanted to pretend he was without any problems.

Hitting the road with the other migrant workers, and now traveling apart from his family, Cesar entered a rough and hard life.  He watched as young men drank heavily and gambled with their small earnings, losing all of their money in the process.  They laughed, but the next morning they were off to work again, trying to make back the money.  Some of his friends carried knives and did not hesitate to use them.  Others found themselves in and out of jail.

In the evenings, hanging out on the streets, he heard people talk openly about robbing others or breaking into stores and houses.  They bragged about making more money in a night than an entire month in the fields.  Others boasted about their experiences in prison.  When dawn came, though, everyone was back in the fields, stooped over all day, working for little money.
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It was easy to live life one day at a time, not to consider the future, but Cesar saw his future in the broken down spirits of the older men and in the sad faces of the boys his age.  He wanted more out of his life, much more.
The stories were always tempting to the young Cesar.  Looking around at the poor conditions of the slums, people living in overcrowded situations, their children sick, only dirty water available, he understood the hopelessness of poverty.  Crime seemed like one of the few ways to break out.

In one slum, called “Sal Si Puedes” or “Get Out If You Can,” Cesar was overwhelmed by his situation.  Malaria, tuberculosis and other diseases were common in the area.  With little work in the winter, many of the people went into debt, forced to work for low wages in order to break even.  Without an education, no job skills, and caught up in the stream of migrants, Cesar knew he had to either get out or give in to the pressure around him.  His flashy dress offered him little more than did company.  He needed something he could count on.

It was not an easy decision.  Cesar was confused about his future.  He wondered what he could do to change his situation somehow.
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CHAPTER FIVE

GETTING AN EDUCATION

When World War II broke out, Cesar was only in his mid-teens.  When he finally received his draft notice in the mail in 1945, the war was almost over.  Still, the 18-year-old Cesar was sent off to the Navy, serving on several small ships as a deckhand.  Over the next two years, he traveled throughout the Pacific Ocean, often in the areas where the war had once raged.

Meeting different people from around the country was a new experience for Cesar.  At the same time, he realized that few things had changed at home.  During one of his leaves, he returned to his family in central California.  Along with a few other soldiers and some of his old friends, he decided to go to the movies like they always had.  In the past, the movie theaters were divided in sections, with the African-Americans and Hispanics forced to sit in the back.  As a soldier, Cesar assumed the rules did not apply to him.  The manager of the theater thought differently.  He wanted Cesar to move to the back.  The young soldier could not believe it.  Angry and humiliated, he argued with the manager, only to be arrested when the police were called.

Cesar had never felt so bad.  After serving his country in the military, he realized that he was still considered a “dumb Chicano,” just like he had been called in school, and he did not know what to do about it.  How could he make a difference?  He looked at himself, a young man with no education, no job skills and still no future.
After receiving his honorable discharge from the military in 1948, Cesar returned to the migrant fields, unsure of his plans.  There seemed to be only a one-way street for his life, back to the slums of “Get Out If You Can.”  Cesar was convinced that he would never get out.

Something was brewing in the back of Cesar’s mind.  He soon married the girl he had been dating for years, and they started to plan for a family.  Heading off to work in the fields alone, Cesar realized that his future included more than himself now.  He was going to be a father, with more responsibilities than before.  Cesar knew that the unstable, gambling life of the other single men provided him no chance of a hopeful future.  He wanted a better life.

Cesar then met a community organizer named Fred Ross.  He was an Anglo who wanted to help organize the migrant communities in order to get better living and working conditions.  Ross was looking for someone to help him.  After a few meetings, Cesar jumped at the opportunity.  As Ross had pointed out, the migrant community had to help itself if the people were going to get out of their poverty.  The Hispanic community needed to find and support their own leaders.
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Cesar said he was ready.  He was tired of all of the poverty and bad living conditions for migrant workers.  He was tired of being treated differently.  The challenge before him was not at all easy.  Ross warned Cesar that many people would not help him and that some would even try to hurt him.  Even more importantly, Cesar needed to learn about the process of bringing many different communities together to work for a common cause.  He could not just go out and make a lot of noise.

Joining the Community Service Organization as a volunteer, Cesar decided to go back and get his education.  Studying every night after working in the fields, Cesar worked on his reading and writing, especially the hard English words.  He used a dictionary for the work he did not know.  He read everything he could about economics, history and politics.  He knew he needed to know special terms and ideas if he was ever to make a difference.  Soon he shifted to the libraries, reading as many of the important books as possible.

For the first time in his life, Cesar realized that knowledge was as powerful a tool as anything else was, and he realized that he was not a “dumb Chicano.”  He was preparing to become a leader of the people.

Through the Community Service Organization, he was ready to put his new knowledge and energy into action.
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CHAPTER SIX

THE KILLING FIELDS

In the 1950s, the average migrant worker lived to be 49-years-old, compared to an average age of 70 years for other Americans.  The babies of migrant workers died at twice the rate of other American babies, and migrant children suffered from an especially high level of diseases.  For the farm workers themselves, they were hurt on the job more often than was the average factory worker.  The workers in the fields also were sprayed with dangerous chemicals meant for the plants.
For the next several years, Cesar worked with the Community Service Organization, helping Hispanics to register to vote or become American citizens.  Until they organized themselves, Cesar figure that the migrant workers would never have enough power to change things.

Cesar continued to work in the fields in order to make contacts.  Everywhere he went, he encouraged people to register to vote and get involved in the local political process.  This was not enough, though.  Despite his success at voter registration, Cesar realized that the main problems for the migrant workers were the labor practices of the large companies.  Instead of paying fair wages, the companies continued to ignore the demands of the people.  Without a strong organization to support them, the people had little power behind their voices.
Cesar was not satisfied with his work.  He told the others at the Community Service Organization that he felt the migrant workers needed to form a union, which was a type of special organization that defended the rights and concerns of the workers.  The Community Service Organization did not agree.  They felt it was too difficult to do.  Many people over the years had tried to form a union of farm workers, but every past attempt had failed.  Cesar remembered the attempts of his father.  Their strikes were broken, and they had all lost their jobs.  In the end, the people had suffered more.  This was the risk of making a stand.

Cesar Chavez reminded himself that the time had finally come.  The situation was too grave to ignore any longer.  The migrant workers were either going to get out of their trap or remain captive forever.  Quitting his safe job with the Community Service Organization, he set out to do what no one had ever accomplished.
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CHAPTER SEVEN

THE LABOR LEADER

Defying all odds, Cesar and a small group of friends set out to form a farm workers union.  This was a very hard task.  Always on the move, the farm workers were constantly changing homes and jobs and had to compete with other workers for the places in the fields.  Seasonal workers from Mexico continued to pour across the border, working for even less pay than the migrant workers.

With little money and a large family to support, Cesar took a job in the fields picking grapes like had had done years before.  At the same time, he talked to other workers around the state of California about joining a union.  Through one united voice, he told them, the workers would be in a better position to demand more money and benefits from the farms and companies.

Some people thought Cesar was crazy.  Others sympathized but felt he was too ambitious. Over the next couple of years, the National Farm Workers Association came into existence.  Members paid dues and received benefits in exchange.  Through the help of churches and private groups, Cesar was able to start a credit union or bank, providing low-interest loans, starting a cooperative store, where the prices were lower than the prices at the other grocery stores, and a special burial fund for those who died.  He also organized health clinics.
The union faced its first battle in 1965.  Joining those who worked with rosebushes, the National Farm Workers Association organized its first strike.  The company cheated the rosebush workers out of their wages.  By refusing to work, the union forced the company to make good on its promises.  Within four days, the company agreed.  The strike was a success.  The National Farm Workers Association had won their first victory.

In a few months, focusing on the poor working conditions for grape pickers, the union organized another strike, which continued for years.  Through the leadership of Cesar Chavez, the entire world focused its attention on the poverty and lack of human rights of the migrant workers in California, turning into a national boycott of many companies.

Always using anti-violent means, the union was finally able to improve the working conditions of those who labored in the factories and mills.  The migrant workers received a minimum wage, fair labor contracts, better working and living conditions.

Over the next 20 years, Cesar Chavez never stopped organizing.  Even in the 1980s, he led strikes and boycotts against companies that used pesticides on the workers or failed to provide decent living conditions.  He became an international symbol of the farm workers movement.  Instead of giving up to the hard problems of his youth and the tempting options of crime around him, he dedicated his life to better the living and working conditions of all farm workers.  Through education and determination, he was able to overcome the obstacles of his youth and lead in the struggle of justice for all.
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VOCABULARY
ambitious – eager, strong desire for something

barrio – Spanish for neighborhood, often refers to poor Hispanic areas

boycott – when people refuse to buy a certain product

bribe – when you illegally pay to get a special job or service

community organizer – person who helps communities work together for a common cause

contradiction – something that says the opposite

drought – when it does not rain for a long time

dues – what you pay to be part of an organization

harvest – at the end of the season when you collect the crops

incentive – encouragement, special odder

labor practices – how the companies treat the workers

loan – when the bank gives you money on credit

manufacturer – a maker of a certain product

migrant workers – laborers who travel from farm to farm in search of work

pesticides – dangerous chemicals used to kill bugs

strike – when the workers refuse to work and demand better conditions

union – an official organization that represents workers
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REVIEW QUESTIONS
1. What type of problems did Cesar have in school?

2. Who are migrant workers?

3.  Why did Cesar’s family become migrant workers?

4.  Why did Cesar want to quit school?
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5.  Why did Cesar like the “pachuco” style?

6.  Why was education important to Cesar?

7.  How did education help Cesar with Community Organizing?

8.  Why was a union important to the farm workers?
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9.  How does the life of Cesar Chavez inspire you?

10.  Why is Cesar Chavez a hero?
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