










J.R. EYERMAN

GRAPE WORKERS NEAR DElANO

Among the most unpleasant of human occupations.

Americans, he is of mixed Spanish and
Indian blood, with liquid brown eyes,
deeply bronze skin and thick, jet-black
hair. He was born on an 80-acre farm
in Arizona's Gila Valley near Yuma,
where his parents tried to scratch a liv­
ing from the arid desert earth. Chavez
met racial hostility early in daily rock
fights between Anglo and Chicano kids
at the village school.

The farm failed in the Depression,
and when Chavez was ten, the family
packed everything it owned into a de­
crepit automobile and headed across
the Colorado River into California. In
Oxnard, Chavez's father found work
threshing lima beans; when all the beans
were harvested, the family took off, look­
ing for other jobs and often turning up
just a few days after a crop was in.

Anglos on the Left

'. That first winter back in Oxnard,
with the little money earned in the
fields already gone, was the family's
worst time. Cesar's brother Richard re­
members: "There was this nice lady
there, and she had a vacant lot that
she let us use. So we put up a tent. It
was a very small tent-I guess about 8
by 10. That's all we had. All the fam­
ily stayed there. And it rained that win­
ter. Oh, it rained. Rain, rain, rain. We
had to go to school barefoot. We had
no shoes. I can't forget it."

The family lived that winter on beans,
tortillas and an occasional potato. Cha­
vez's father sometimes picked peas for
50¢ a day, half of which went to the con­
tractor who drove the workers to the
fields in the back of a flatbed truck.
There was nothing else to do. By the
next spring, the family had learned more
of the harvest schedule, and it set off
for the first of many years on the cir-
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cuit familiar to every migrant worker
in California. Starting in the Imperial
and Coachella valleys of the south,
through the state's bulging middle, the
San Joaquin Valley, on up north of
San Francisco and into the Napa Val­
ley, they worked each crop in its turn: as­
paragus, grapes, beets, potatoes, beans,
plums, apricots-anything that needed
picking, hoeing, thinning, leafing, tip­
ping, girdling, digging or pruning.

In 1941, the family moved to Del­
ano, where Chavez met his future wife,
Helen Fabela. At the movies with her
one night, he had a jarring brush with
discrimination. He refused to stay on
the right side of the theater, which was
reserved for Mexicans, and sat instead
with the Anglos on the left. "The as­
sistant manager came," Chavez recalls.
"The girl who sold the popcorn came.
And the girl with the tickets came.
Then the manager came. They tried to
pull me up, and I said, 'No, you have
to break my arms before I get up.' " Cha­
vez, then 16, was hustled off to the sta­
tion house for a lecture from the chief
of police, but he would not promise
not to do the same thing again.

Like many other teen-age Mexican
Americans, Chavez became a pachaco,
affecting a zoot suit with pegged pants,
a broad fiat hat and a ducktail haircut.
Some sociologists now see the pachaco
movement as the first example of mil­
itant separatism among Chicanos, an as­
sertion of a distinct identity hostile to
Anglo culture. The Anglos took it that
way, in any case, and reacted violently:
during a series of riots in the South­
west during the summer of 1943, sev­
eral thousand soldiers, sailors and Ma­
rines beat up hundreds of Chicano
youths. Police promptly arrested some
of the victims.

Because of his own experience of pov­
erty and acquaintance with prejudice,
Cesar Chavez has made la caasa more
than a labor movement. He is deter­
mined to better the lot of all Mexican
Americans. There is much room for im­
provement. There have never been Jim
Crow laws against them, like those
against blacks, but overt discrimination
undeniably exists. Chicanos still find it
hard to get into the barbershops and pub­
lic swimming pools of south Texas. Still,
though the Chicano is set apart by lan­
guage, assimilation is often easier for
him than for the Negro. For this rea­
son, and because most of the Chicano
population lives in relative obscurity in
the barrios or rural areas, the Mexican­
American community has been slow to
develop aggressive leadership.

Now, because they have seen that or­
ganized black action gets results, the Chi­
canos have begun to stir with a new
militancy. They have formed the Brown
Berets, modeled on the Black Panthers,
and set up a $2,200,000 Mexican-Amer­
ican Legal Defense and Educational
Fund, financed by the Ford Foundation.
"We are about ten years behind the Ne­
groes, and we must catch up," says Dr.
Daniel Valdes, a Denver behavioral sci­
entist. "But I think we will do it with­
out extreme violence." Lawyer Donald
Pacheco puts the plight of the Mexican
American more bluntly: "We're the 'nig­
ger' of ten years ago."

If he is a migrant farm worker, the
Mexican American has a life expectancy
of about 48 years v. 70 for the average
U.S. resident. The Chicano birth rate
is double the U.S. average-but so is
the rate of infant mortality. More than
one-third live below the $3,000-a-year
level of family income that federal stat­
isticians define as poverty. Eighty per­
cent of the Mexican-American popu­
lation is now urban, and most live in
the barrio.

Forbidden Language

The overwhelming majority work as
unskilled or semiskilled labor in factories
and packing plants, or in service jobs as
maids, waitresses, yard boys and deliv­
erymen. Particularly in Texas, Mexican
Americans sometimes get less pay than
others for the same work. Even the few
who have some education do not escape
discrimination. Chicano women find that
jobs as public contacts at airline ticket
counters are rarely open; they are wel­
come as switchboard operators out of the
public eye. Mexican-American men who
work in banks are assigned to the less
fashionable branches. Promotions come
slowly, responsibility hardly ever.

One major impediment to the Mex­
ican American is his Spanish language,
because it holds him back in U.S.
schools. Mexican Americans average
eight years of schooling, two years less
than Negroes and a full four years less
than whites. Often they are forced to
learn English from scratch in the first
grade, and the frequent result is that
they become not bilingual but nearly
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Stimulating and clears the mind.

nonlingual. In Texas, 40% of Chicanos
are considered functionally illiterate. In
Los Angeles, only an estimated 25%
can speak English fluently. Chicano chil­
dren in some rural areas are still pun­
ished for speaking Spanish in school.
Only this year, Chicano students at Bow­
ie High School in El Paso-in a pre­
dominantly Mexican-American section
-managed to get a rule abolished that
forbade the speaking of Spanish on
the school grounds.

The Chicano is as vulnerable to mis­
treatment at the hands of the law as the
black. Seven Mexicans were beaten by
drunken policemen at a Los Angeles po­
lice station on Christmas Eve, 1952; six
of the officers were eventually given jail
terms. During an 18-month period end­
ing last April, the American Civil Liber­
ties Union received 174 complaints of
police abuses from Los Angeles Mexican
Americans. Two of the recent landmark
Supreme Court decisions limiting police
questioning of suspects involved Mexi­
can Americans-Escobedo v. Illinois
and Miranda v. Arizona. Many Mexi­
cans still look on the Texas Rangers and
U.S. border patrols with terror.

Pluralism v. the Melting Pot

That Chavez has dramatized the prob­
lems of Mexican Americans in the city
as well as on the farm seems beyond dis­
pute. Father Bernardo Kenny, a Sac­
ramento priest with a sizable Mexican­
American congregation, believes that
even if Chavez never wins his strike he
will have made a "tremendous con­
tribution." Says Kenny: "He focused at­
tention on the problem of the farm
workers, and he made the Mexican
Americans proud to be Mexican Amer­
icans. Chavez must be given credit, I
think, for really starting the Mexican­
American civil rights movement." Iron­
ically, mechanization hastened by union­
ization may eventually diminish Cha­
vez's farm-labor base-but it will not
slow the momentum of la causa.

The new Mexican-American militan­
cy has turned up a mixed pinata of lead­
ers, some of them significantly more
strident than Chavez. In Los Angeles, 20­
year-old David Sanchez is "prime min­
ister" of the well-disciplined Brown Be­
rets, who help keep intramural peace
in the barrio and are setting up a free
medical clinic. Some of them also car­
ry machetes and talk tough about the
Anglo. Reies Lopez Tijerina, 45, is try­
ing to establish a "Free City State of
San Joaquin" for Chicanos on historic
Spanish land grants in New Mexico; at
the moment, while his appeal on an as­
sault conviction is being adjudicated,
he is in jail for burning a sign in the Car­
son National Forest. Denver's Rudolfo
("Corky") Gonzales, 40, an ex-prize­
fighter, has started a "Crusade for Jus­
tice" to make the city's 85,000 Mex­
ican Americans la causa-conscious.

As with the blacks, the question for
those who lead the Chicanos is wheth­
er progress means separatism or as­
similation. Cal State Professor Rafael

Guzman, who helped carry out a four­
year Ford Foundation study of Mexican
Americans, warns that the barrio is po­
tentially as explosive as the black ghet­
to. He argues for a new pluralism in
the U.S. that means something other
than forcing minorities into the estab­
lished Anglo-Saxon mold; each group
should be free to develop its own cul­
ture while contributing to the whole.

Yet there is no real consensus in the
barrio. The forces for assimilation are
powerful. A young Tucson militant, Sal­
omon Baldenegro, contends: "Our val­
ues are just like any Manhattan exec­
utive's, but we have a ceiling on our
social mobility." While federal programs
for bilingual instruction in Mexican­
American areas are still inadequate, that
kind of approach-if made readily avail­
able to all who want it-leaves the
choice between separatism and assim­
ilation ultimately to the individual Chi­
cano himself. He learns in his father's
tongue, but he also learns in English
well enough so that language is no long­
er a barrier; he retains his own culture,
but he also knows enough of the ma­
jority's rules and ways to compete suc­
cessfully if he chooses to.

Cesar Chavez has made the Chicano's
cause well enough known to make that
goal possible. While La hueLga is in
some respects a limited battle, it is also
symbolic of the Mexican-American's
quest for a full role in U.S. society.
What happens to Chavez's farm work­
ers will be an omen, for good or ill, of
the Mexican-American's future. For the
short term, Chavez's most tangible as­
piration is to win the fight with the
grape growers. If he can succeed in
that difficult and uncertain battle, he
will doubtless try to expand the move­
ment beyond the vineyards into the en­
tire Mexican-American community.

THE PRESIDENCY
Sporting Life

Americans are one of the world's
most sports-conscious people, yet for
years they have not had a President
who shared that enthusiasm. President
Eisenhower's interest was largely con­
fined to golf and John Kennedy's to
swimming and sailing. In the Johnson
years, the principal sport was hunting
ranch deer from a Lincoln Continental.
Richard Nixon, by contrast, is an all­
round sports enthusiast who not only fol­
lows the sports pages with the attention
of a Monday morning quarterback, but
has learned to relax by attending sports
events and by participating in sports as
well.

Nixon has already watched the Wash­
ington Senators lose three times this
year, which sets some kind of atten­
dance record for modern Presidents.
He enjoys chatting with the players,
which has led a few wags to the con­
clusion that the White House has bet­
ter relations with Senators on the field
than with Senators on the Hill. Bob
Short, owner of the Senators, marvels
that Nixon "knows more about baseball
than I do. I was amazed to hear him
say he'd been following the Senators
on his trip to Midway." Nixon and
David Eisenhower attend games together
and frequently talk baseball. One re­
cent evening, the duo sped out to the sta­
dium, Nixon rushing away from a press
conference, David forsaking his bride.
The Senators lost, but Nixon was still op­
timistic about their future.

No Dumb Questions. As Vice Pres­
ident, Nixon once said: "Baseball is a di­
version that both stimulates and clears
the mind." Yet his interest in the arena
does not fade when the World Series
ends. He likes hockey, and is the kind
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