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these days as Mexicans. Everyone
should be proud of what he is, of
course, but race is only skin-deep. It's
phony, and it comes out of frustra­
tion-the La raza people are not secure.
They want to use Cesar as a symbol of
their nationalism. But he doesn't want
any part of it. He said to me just the
other day, 'Can't they understand that
that's just the way Hitler started!' A
few months ago, a big foundation gave
some money to a La raza group-they
liked the outfit's sense of pride, or
something-and Cesar really told them
off. He feels that racism will destroy
our union faster than anything else­
that it plays right into the growers'
hands if they can keep the minorities
fighting, pitting one race against anoth­
er, one group against another."

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

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

lliiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiill Th ere we re ma ny misgi vings and

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

•
Motorists driving between

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

-Columbus (Ohio) Dispatch.

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

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

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

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

-PETER MATTHIESSEN


