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SPEECH G VEN AT ROOSEVELT UNI VERSITY ON MAY 21, 1971

by Eliseo Medina

| want to talk to you today on what I'minvolved in, primrily
the Farm Wrkers Mvenment in this country today. A lot of the
people that | talk to feel that in this country the people who
are producing the food are just sinply little farners who wear
overalls and straw hats, and get up early in the norning and mlk
the cows and mend their fences, have a big hot cake breakfast in
the norning, and what have you. always try to explain that
the situation in this country is not at all Iike that. There are
very few small famly farns left in business who are-still making
a living. My farners today have a small farmbut they also
have a second job in a steel mll or in some other type of industry
in order to make a Iiving

Agriculture today is domnated by huge corporations. In
California today for exanple, 7%of the farns control 75% of the
land. That many percent control about 80% of the labor. I'm
tal king about Standard Q, Bank of America, United Fruit, Purex
Corporation, Cades Rubber Co., Coca-cola. These conpanies in 1969
spent 7 mllion dollars conserving the soil, couldn't get what
Senator Eastl|and got.

Most of our people here should be famliar with the Senator.
Hs famly received sonmething |ike $650,000,in 1969 for conserving
the soil. So it's not a little farm It's a huge corporation.
Wiat we're trying to do is unionize farmworkers and change the
condition of their |ives.

Sone of you may al so have seen sone of the many documentaries



that have been done. They all show the problens that farm workers
have. I will very briefly tell you about some of them Average
wages for farmworkers are $1,500 a year. Wth his entire fanily
working in the fields he'll be lucky to make $3,000 a year. That's
with husband, wife and three or nore children working in the fields.
So many of them have to migrate about the country and never get a
formal education. The average farmworker's child drops out after
sixth grade or never gets beyond the eighth grade. He has to migrate
to every state in this country to keep picking the crops to stay
alive. Even when they do go to school in some of the comunities
they are pushed out because the growers have the philosophy to
keep them stupid so they' Il work for |ower wages. If they get an
education, then who's gonna do our work?

This and everything else is domi nated by the growers because
t hey have the noney and the power. This is what we're trying to
change. American Friends Service Committee has just finished
studying the big deal with child labor in agriculture. In Califor-
nia, which had a nodel child labor bill, they found in 7 countries
that they visited 229 chil dren working. Qut of those, 19% were
under 12 years of age; 17% were working without a social security
card. \Wages range from $1.04 to $1.79 an hour. They estimte
t hat out of 400,000 field workers in the state about 100,000 are
children. I[t's not that the fanmilies don't want the children to
get an education. It's a case of whether to get an education or to
survive. They need the children in order to get an amount to hold
t hensel ves toget her They found, for instance, the infant nortality
rate anong farmworkers is 125% higher than the national rate.

There is nowhere in this country where you could find such a high



nortality rate. The reasons for this are many: 1) the wages don't
make for an adequate diet. 2) the housing even here in the state
of Illinois around the Chicago -- there's about 4 to 6 thousand
farm workers. They're living in converted railroad cars with no
heating or plumbing. In Elk Gove -Village a year and a half ago
there was a fire where a famly lost two of their children. They
had only one heater in the house and barricaded thenselves in that
room They were able to get out and rescue only. two of the children.
The city fathers of Elk Gove Village got terribly upset. W can
not tolerate bad housing in our Village. The next thing they told
themto get out. They had bulldozers outside the door. Then they
went from poor housing to no housing at all. R ght across the
street were the 50 and 75 thousand dollar homes. The great Anerican
nightmare is what it is. So, that adds a Lot to the children getting
killed.

No medical facilities. They will not treat children or adults
or anybody who can not afford to pay them Some of you who have
ever been unfortunate to be in Cook County hospital you think
that's bad. You haven't seen anything yet. They make close to 13
dollars a day -- when they're working. Qut of that they have to
pay rent for a dilapidated run down house. They sinply can't
afford to go to a doctor. They have no nedical insurance. The
| ocal hospitals charge between 50 and 70 dollars for using a corner
of a room The only tinme they ever go to the doctor is if they're
really afraid they'lIl die. Farm worker's wfe gets pregnant. She
can't go to see doctors. Babies are usually born by nidw ves and

as soon as they're able to walk and get around they go back into

the field. They have another nouth to feed. They make cradles
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out of crates and drag themalong the rows as they're picking.
They have to take their children to the fields. They contract
di sease.

One of the main problems is the msuse of pesticides. | don't
know how many of you are famliar with even Richard N xon and
all the politicians, all these people are talking about DDT and
nercury and all this stuff. But never, never do they talk about
peopl e who are poisoned. They always talk about 30 years from now
what it'Il do to our environnent. In California they have dunped
100 mllion tons of pesticides every year. The California Depart-
ment of Health estimtes that about 100 people die every year from
pesticides. Wen you're in the fields, they spray, then
you go back in, it gets into your skin. Qhers breathe it all
the tine and get lung cancer. You know when they spray pesticides
you're supposed to go 30 days before going into the fields. Let's
say they spray today, and the crop is ready to be picked next week
The growers won't wait 30 days because his entire crop will rot.

So he sends sone people in.

Last year | was talking to the parents of a little girl and
her brother who had been taken into the fields to work with the
parents, they were playing tractor. They were spraying parathion
Parathion is a nerve gas. It was used in Cermany to exterminate
the Jews. In the US, they've found it kills bugs. Parathion is
so deadly that one drop can kill you if taken through your nouth.
The kids were playing around and put her finger finger in her mouth and
she started vonmiting. In a few mnutes she was dead. Her brother
had to be taken to the hospital. There are nmany nore dead than

are ever reported. This is one of the nmost inportant issues of

the people.



The consuners are being poisoned as well. Al of you.
Anything that you eat today is contam nated with pesticides.

The water, fruit, vegetables and neats, everything. It doesn't
matter' how many times you it, it's still there. The com
panies won't do anything about it because they' re too interested
in making noney. The federal governnent isn't going to do any-
thing because Standard G, Shell, and all those may be contri-
buters to their canpaign.

So, what we're trying to do is organize a union to change al
these things. Now the farm workers are sinply, powerless. They've
been working all these years, under all this msery to keep Amer-
ica fed. Farnmers are specifically excluded from worknan's conpen-
sation, disability insurance, unenploynent insurance, child |abor
laws, school attendance laws, collective bargaining |aws and
discrimnated on mnimum wage and social, security. Now, our union

"was founded in 1962 to change these things.

Qur first major strike happened in 1965 when all of us wal ked
out of the grape fields. | was busy picking grapes along wth
the rest of ny famly. Wen the strike,started, we all cane
running down. |, for one, thought the revolution had started and
| sure as hell didn't want to be left out of it. In our treasury
we had 76 dollars. W were either very brave or very stupid. You
can't feed or clothe 5,000 people with 76 dollars. W& were so sick
and tired of the injustices.

One of the things we were particularly upset about was racism
Now al I of you have heard or know about racism | suppose. In the
field you can see it even nore than you can in Chicago. In the

| abor canps, the sections were divided. One black, one Puerto



Rican, one white, Japanese. The whites, incidentally were the
ol d people from Gapes of Wath, the ones left "fromthe depression
and all that jazz. They had the best housing of any available.
The Filipinos maybe got a nickel nore per hour. The Mexicans had
the best transportation. The Blacks got better food. Each one had
something that the other didn't have. The growers would cone and
say; "Those Filipinos are very good workers. If you don't hurry
up we'll have to lay you off and hire nore Filipinos." Then they
go over to the blacks and say, "You know what the Mexicans are
saying? They say you're really a bunch of no-good so and so's:" So
there was conflict between the groups because we were separated
and never got together. W were so busy fighting one another that
we never saw who the real eneny was. |f we weren,'t so busy hating
each other we'd see that the grower was using this to keep the
wages |low, the housing bad. And when the strike started he was
thrown in the pickle bin together, nmles and mles fromthe
nearest town. So we get together and started talking

W're all people, who have the same problens. So, things
started working. They saw that we weren't going back to work so
they brought people from Mexico to take our jobs. They weren't
told that there was a strike on, even though by law they had to
But you know as well as | that law and order was never invented
for the rich. The poor are always the ones who break the | aw and
are a menace to society. So the growers got away wth everything.
The athorities are tenporarily blinded. Sone of our people were
shot at, beaten up, they |ooked the other way. The growers were
beating them trying to trick theminto fighting back with pistols

t hemsel ves. Then they say this nob's out of order, bring the



national guard in. W refused to give themviolence back, so they
got more people. W talked to them they left, and the growers
got nore people. They left until finally they got people who

woul dn't |eave; they were too poor. Wen you're hungry you have
to work. Some man said, "No matter how nuch dignity a man has,

he loses it all to fill his stomach."”

So we started an international boycott of grapes. W finally
won |ast year. Throughout the country there were people involved
in boycotting grapes and supporting the strike. W' re now involved
in a boycott of lettuce. Last year when we won the grape strike
we sent telegrams to all the lettuce growers asking for negotiations
and a contract. They say that we are a Comuni st organization
bent on taking over the food supply of this country and turning
it over to Russia. So that way Anerica will be helpless to do
anything. So, what they're really saying is, "W don't want to sit
down across a table wth people who were always consi dered sl aves,
these bl acks, browns, and poor whites." So, what they did is they
went running off to a meeting with the teamsters union. They said,
"Sure." Two hundred growers signed a contract. The workers
found out about it over the radio. The growers went to the fields
and said if you don't sign up with the teamsters you're out of a

job. So on August 24, 1970, 7,000 farm workers wal ked out on

strike. The Los Angeles Tines called it the biggest and nost
significant farmworkers strike in U S. history. [t was the first
time that no one came from Mexico to break the strike because we'd
been doing a lot of organizing there, too. So they went to the

bl ack ghetto to try and get people to cone, but they told them

where to go, too. So they went to the courts. They got an injunction



forbidding all. | eaf | eti ng and picketing on any of the growers
property. Penalties were immediate inprisonment, a $25,000 fine
and for 7 days, $1,000 a day fine. Under the law they said it

was a jurisdictional dispute, a fight between two unions. It didn't
matter that the teamsters were trying to break our contract. It
didn't matter that the workers didn't want them Al that nattered
was the growers were |osing their crops. So we started a boycott.
By then, we had three big conpanies of |ettuce growers trying to
sign contracts. So it was going to be a lot easier. People didn't
have to just buy no lettuce. They could get union lettuce. So
one conpany which was affiliated with Dow Chem cal Corporation went
to court again and got an injunction prohibiting us from boycotting
any of these products. M comng and talking to you about boycotting
their lettuce is to be considered a violation. Wile | was here |
could be charged with conspiracy. W could all be prosecuted.
could be charged with crossing state lines to incite a boycott.

W went to court to appeal it. The judge said, "W'Il accept
your appeal but you'll have to post 2 3/4 mllion dollars before the
appeal can be held." W don't have noney |lying around in shoe
boxes. So the judge said, "Unless you post that 2 3/4 mllion dollar
bond, you'll have to call off the boycott." W weren't about to
call off the boycott; that would mean |osing everything we wanted,
so Chavez went to court in 1970 and the judge charged himwth
two different counts of contenpt of court. He fined him $10, 000
and sentenced himto 5 days in jail for each count. But then our
| awyers pointed out to the judge that the maxinum allowed in
California law for contenpt was only $500 on each count. It was

illegal for himto pay $10,000. The judge then dropped it to



$1,000, but he said -- 10 days in jail, $1,000 fine, but you are
going to remain incustody until you obey the courts order to cal
off the boycott. He spent 20 days in jail, he was finally rel eased
on Decenber 24th by order of the state's Supreme Court. They just
hel d a hearing and found the injuncfions unconstitutional

So, we kept boycotting. The Departnent of Defense then came
in. They started buying a lot of grapes during the grape strike.
They agreed to purchase the grapes by over 350%to send to South
Viet Nam So little South Viet Nam becane the second |argest inporter
of California grapes in the world. It added up to 8 Ibs. of grapes
per soldier. The Departnment of Defense purchasing agents were
saying that the soldiers devel oped a craving for grapes.

Now, they increased their purchase of boycotted |ettuce by
over 472% \What is even worse -- they're paying |6.06c per pound
whil e the average whol esale price is 12.9c per pound. They're
payi ng thema higher price than they would get in the open market.
It's obviously intended to break the boycott.

On March 26th we finally came to an agreenent with the Teansters.
They agreed that they had no business trying to organi ze farm workers.
They got out. They told the growers, "You've got your problens,
we're getting out." W, in turn, called a 30 day noratoriumon
the lettuce boycott to give the growers enough time to sign with
us w thout saying that they've got a gun at their heads. But, the
nmoratoriumruns out Sunday. Meanwhile we've been boycotting
conpani es that never signed contracts with either ourselves or
the teamsters. This is pretty much where we're at. Let nme stop

now and answer questions.



Cearly you had solidarity in the grape strike. What kind of

expl anations do you offer for the sucess of that strike?

The boycott.

Yes | realize that, but how did you successfully boycott it?

Wl l, basically what it boiled down to is that the union had no
funds. We're affiliated with the AFL-CIO and they gave us $10, 000
a month but it cost like $50,000 a nonth to run a corporation, so
what they did was they got ne a car, they liberated fromone of the
AFL-Cl O organi zers and we cane to Chicago and started boycotting.
They gave us a nanme in Phoenix, another one in St. Louis, etc.
Enough noney to get to the first point and fromthere we borrowed
and begged and stole. W got here and we just started making the
rounds of everybody. Qur job was then to get people turned on to
the fact of the farm workers boycott. The farm worker issue had
long been a favorite liberal cause. But, unfortunately the liberals
only think about, spending. Here we were talking about something
concrete. W went and we talked to labor and to churches and
everybody. Once we got support, our job was to channel that
support into pressure against the stores or whoever was selling
the grapes. W kept that up so the pressure kept building, but

we were very successful

| was wondering why this was so successful, why other attenpts at
boycotting just haven't been?

Because they never tried. The AFL-CIO called a boycott. But to
them a boycott is -- phooey on them W do not patronize them

A lot of other organizations call boycotts but they don't do
anything, they just talk. Operation Breadbasket is a good exanple

of another boycott that worked. They went out and picketed A & P



They stuck with it and they picketed and got people to stop
patronizing A & P. \Wen the noney stopped coming into the A & P,
they got real warm They had to be persuaded. W had to do the
same thing. W don't let go until we get what we wanted. Too

many organi zations are not consistant. They work at it for 2
mont hs and get discouraged and quit. Results don't come because
they're right and just. They conme from being consistant, wearing
down the eneny. Cbviously we don't have the resources or power

of a big corporation. So we have to nmake up with consistancy

and our nunbers

How much education did you get?

| graduated from 8th grade and then went to work in the fields,

"The school of life."

You said that you organi zed and then the teansters cane in?

One of the reasons we're fighting the teamsters now. They asked

us to join them W thought about it and said -- well, we know that
the problemwith farmworkers is nore than just insufficient noney.
Now, under the Teansters we would be part of the Teamsters, truckers
union, not a farm workers union. W would not have our own union.
If we were to go with them and it would ever become necessary for
us to take econom ¢ sanctions agai nst an enployer, the teansters
woul dn't like that because that would put the truckers out of

work. Qur problemis nore than, just economics. W need |eadership
and an organi zation that recognizes that. W know that we're being
exploited, not just by the growers but, the comunity at |arge

The banks, hospitals, finance conpanies, the schools, by everybody.
That type of unionismis not relevant today, particularly to

menbers of minority groups. It doesn't do you any good to go into
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a factory or the field and get better wages and working conditions
and inprove-their lives there, if when they |eave they have to go
to bad conditions. So consequently we have another union. W
have the United Farm Wrkers Organizing Comittee. Then we have
the National Farm Wrkers Services, you see. Under it we have

our own clinics. W have co-op gas stations, we have credit
unions and building programs. W have retirement villages where
all the old farmers can retire. W have our own printing shop.

Ve have a clothes truck. People can buy things very cheaply or
use themfor free until they can afford to get new ones. Al of
these things -- we're using our own resources. W are replacing
with a co-operative, stores, banks, everything workers have to
deal with. This is our own rmoney. It's called comunity control
Anot her project we're beginning is our own school. That's very
worthwhile and just barely beginning. W know that these schools
especially for |abor workers are totally irrelevant. The teach
you to read and wite but beyond that they teach you to becone an
enpl oyee of General Mtors or DuPont Corporation. When | went
to sqhool they told me that Pancho Villa was a bandit. In our

own union we are free to take up other issues that are inportant
to us. The Teansters, or any other union that | know of just
sinply is not interested in this kind of situation,

They are not synpathetic with you?

Ch yes. W're not ruling out cooperating wth them

If the Defense Department, keeps buying up all the lettuce you'd
think you'd want to get the Teansters not to ship it to the railroads.
Well, you see they can't do that right now, because no union coul d

help us out by not handling a particular product, to stop cargo or
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what ever they could be sued for every penny they've got. So

they couldn't even help us that way. They help us with noney etc
If you want to know something that | just found out when | talked
to a neatcutters union the other day, renmember the |owa beef
cutting strike they had? The Departnent of Defense purchased the
lowa beef. So, by ny talking to other |abor people, | know that
we're not unique. But, rather than that the governnment tends to help
the corporations every tine there's a big, major strike in |abor.
VWat can be done though?

Continue to build power. W cost the Defense Departnent and raised
so much hell with them we've noticed, that they've been going down
again. | don't know if any of you are famliar with the Anmerican
Serviceman's Union. It's a union being organized for soldiers.

In all the major bases of the country the soldiers conducted their
own boycotts. They held fast-ins, lettuce throwins. W got
Congressmen to yell. W got petitions. W have such a hell-kicked
up, that the government doesn't want to be openly caught.

| don't think many people know about it though.

Vel 1, we make enough key people aware. It's very difficult to
really get it out in front of the press. Say, in Chicago, the
Chicago Tribune runs an editorial saying we're a bunch of Comuni sts.
The Sun-Times doesn't want to advertise it because all the major
chain stores are connected with Wolworths and they do a trenendous
amount of advertising. They try and keep it down as nuch as

they can but we keep enough people aware so that the protest is
groning. |'mtalking to you right now. In every major city in
the country there's people like nyself. W have eight altogether

inthis city. Every one of us on a one to one basis are making
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people aware . They in turn raise hell. You know, we have neetings
here. It's pressure. W first keep the pressure on and it works.
The Department of Defense can't buy all the lettuce.
| heard that about $3,000 a year is the mnimm wge . How has
that increased for farm workers.
You mean now that they have a contract?
Ri ght
| really can't tell you, in terns of average. The lettuce pickers
get $2.00 per hour, conpared to $1.60 before the boycott. W
have one grower putting 10c per hour per worker into a medica

fund. W have 3c per hour for an economc betternment fund. That
is used to set p pension funds, retraining programs, clinics,
anything else we ‘feel is necessary. W have the banning of various
pesticides. And a conmittee set up to help ban all other pesticides
which create human danger. The rent! is free and the board and food.
| think the gains they made are not so nuch the inportant thing as
the gains they nade within thenselves. Five years ago | was

really scared of a cop. It's like I'min a different country.

I"'ma #1 rated U S. citizen because | live here, | amright. It
is no longer necessary for me to be scared. It is no |onger neces-
sary for me to be ashamed of who | am |'ve learned to fight for

ny rights, and there are thousands of farm workers who'll never
go back to the old ways. It's amazing isn't it? W can no |onger
go back. W ,are being replaced by more farm workers who are al so
| earning. Throughout this country today they're catching strike
fever. Coca-cola is next -- in Florida. Throughout the country

the farmworkers are learning that uniting is the nmost inportant
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thing a union can acconplish.
Q. | was wondering about the workers in tobacco in Maryland.
A. No, we haven't gotten every place. There's so nuch throughout

the country to be done.





