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like other activists during this and later times, felt as though the organization had failed
him, and quit after 10 years of serving as a disaster representative (Penny 1957, 18).

As ex-migrants and more militant members within the VML raised their voices
they were checked. At first the VML accepted bits and pieces of these demands, hiring
more Hispanics at lower levels until by 1968 /5% of the VML were ex-migrants. "In
most of the VML’s opportunity centers throughout the Willamette Valley, however, non-
farmworkers continue to hold the operational reins as the transition takes place" (Olmos
1968b, 17). More tension rose as several employees told the press that they were forced
to sign agreements that forced them to not involve themselves in UFW activities
(McNulty 1968, 13).

Then in 1969 the VML funded the Farm Workers Home (FHF), a self-help
organization which the VML allowed to run at the grassroots level. But the FHF had
very little real decision-making power. Almost no top positions were held by
ex-migrants. Neither were there any ex-migrants or Chicanos on the VML board
(Olmos 1968b, 17).

Pressure ran high, tensions mounted, the Home struggled with its new-found
power for nine months and than collapsed in conflict. The ex-migrants failed miserably
at their first attempt to run a program. Lack of decision-making and resolution skills
hindered the ex-migrants and mere lip-service support on the part of the VML led to
internal battles. The press ran a story of a fight that broke out at one of the Farm
Worker Home Board meetings between a VIVA member and a Farm Worker Home
member (Kadera 1969, 6). In response, the VML withdrew funding, tightening its grip

and justifying its top-heavy procedures.
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At a UFW meeting in the Willamette Valley in which Senator Willner
volunteered his legal services for the union, one ex-VML member proclaimed the
sentiments of many Chicano activists: "We want to help ourselves and be treated as
equals." As another one stated: "We feel we understand our problems and we can find
jobs ourselves, providing we get help from industry” (Olmos 1969, 24). Tension between
the conservative, charity-oriented volunteers and the ex-migrants continued. Senator
Willner stressed that if it was not resolved, "the migrants will be the losers" (Oregonian
January 29, 1967, 24). An important process of self-determination had began.

The terms of employment at the VML continued to force employees to sign
agreements not to work for the UFW. This was the last straw that broke the camel’s
back, and many quit (Kadera 1969, 6) Consequently, as VML chose to keep its funding,
its more radical members left, setting up VIVA and VOCAL.

VIVA (Volunteers in Vanguard Acton), VOCAL (Volunteer Oregon Citizens for
Agricultural Labor), the United Farm Workers of Oregon and the Campensinos Forum
tried to organize. These groups had more of a self-help attitude and a stronger desire to
radically change the economic system. Efforts were also made to set up a cooperative
credit union "in which farm laborers could invest part of their earnings” (Olmos 1967,
C2). These other groups’ power also depended on government funding and its political
expectations, and most of that funding had already been taken up annually by the VML,
which by now was extremely efficient in acquiring grants (Bustos 1969, 137; Kadera 1969,
6).

Similar battles were being fought elsewhere in the state by Chicano and other
activists. Some hired on for OEO projects in the late sixties in Nyssa came into conflict

with the existing institutions which ran these programs, Activists were working under an
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OEO migrant education project at Treasure Valley Community College. The
educational content they were teaching perhaps included some spirited lessons about
fighting back for what they felt the migrants deserved. The TVCC administrators
reacted with fear; they wanted to maintain a clear division between political philosophies
and government services, not seeing that their own perspective was based on a different,
equally molded, political agenda. Several of these Chicano activists were fired, with the
head of the TVCC claiming that these "outside radicals," supported by Cesar Chavez,
were instigating the migrants. Later, after the press took hold of the story, the fired
were reinstated, with a local Chicano activist of Nyssa replying,
It won’t be called or led by Cesar Chavez and his people.
He has all he can do in California. The people involved
and in command will be the Mexican-Americans from right
here (Guernsey 1971, 1).
The drive towards independence would not be easily forthcoming or painless.
Even within the Chicano contingent some activists supported working within the system
while others chided those "coconuts,"” brown on the outside, white on the inside, for
selling out (Slatta and Atkinson 1984, 114). They preferred to maintain their cultural
identity, and wanted their pride back. The feeling existed that those "other" volunteers
were part of the system that had gotten Chicanos and migrants in this mess in the first
place and that the whole system needed changing, a concept the VML could not accept.
The need for the ex-migrants to learn how to hold and use their own decision-making
power was at hand. And it seemed as if there were no stopping this process of
empowerment.
The division of the Salud Medical Clinic and the Virginia Garcia Memorial Clinic

in Woodburn was an example of this conflict. The 1979 separation stemmed from

political differences over the lack of control the Chicano representatives had in Salud.
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As well, they felt that Salud did not let them make their own decisions since Salud held
the monetary strings (Rural Tribune February 1979, 1).

Throughout the state many religious and political activists moved away from the
VML, joining to support what those in la raza were doing. Now, when a farmer refused
to let a volunteer on the farm to see a migrant who had requested help, instead of just
walking away as in the past, that volunteer would be more likely to go through the legal
system. In 1969 alone sixty affidavits were filed contesting the refusal to allow
volunteers to enter farms where the migrants lived (Guernsey 1971, 1).

On a larger scale, the National Council of Churches and other grassroots
organizations united and protested. This time their voice was beginning to be heard.
Ultimately, their efforts led to the ending of the bracero program. As well, in 1969
Oregon governor Vic Atiyeh set up an Advisory Committee on Chicano Affairs to
monitor state laws and programs affecting Hispanics. Even though this committee had
no real power it symbolized the response of the government to this new force (Slatta
1979, 161).

Since the 1970s grassroots groups more inclined to take risks have taken a front
seat to the old non-political charity-oriented organizations run by wealthy donors. The
new volunteer agencies were led by leadership which had more direct hands-on
experience. Decisions were made with less top-heavy control, and fewer of the "bosses"”
(farmers, landowners) to run these agencies. Hispanics, ex-migrants, the sons and
daughters of ex-migrants, religious, and political activists were the new organizers. They
replaced the old top-heavy style of decision-making which farmers and wealthy
do-gooders controlled. One example of this is the Portland based Women’s Foundation

of Oregon whose rules required that at least 51% of the board represent its target
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group. One of its programs attempted to help Guatemalan migrants become
self-sufficient by helping them to establish markets in which the women sold and profited
from their own handwoven fabrics (Dettman 1990, N2).

This new kind of organization dedicated to helping the migrant become
self-sufficient flourished in the Chicano community, located in Woodburn and Gervais,
where the effects have been spellbinding. The House of Zion, El Centro Cultural, the
Salud Medical Clinic, and El Aguila Federal Credit Union along with other community
agencies helped Hispanics to maintain their own culture as well as speak out against
mistreatment (Cargill 1984, B1; Cowen 1986a, B1; Durbin 1981, C1).

El Centro Cultural exemplified this new concept of self-help and cultural
independence. El Centro was founded in Washington County in 1972 by twelve
immigrant families who had experienced the people’s problems first hand. They
originally called themselves Las Guadalupanas, meaning the people devoted to Our Lady
of Guadalupe.

The members of El Centro have maintained their integrity to the present by
remaining grassroots, relying on volunteers who collectively serve 1,100 hours per month
and adhering to their two main goals: education of Hispanics, and preservation of their
culture. With Jaime acting as liaison between the Church and the community, uniting
Hispanic and Catholic activists, "there appears to be an ongoing connectedness between
the Catholic Church and El Centro Cultural, though neither direct funding nor guidance
is provided by the church. It is a connectedness, rather, of spirit and purpose”
(Freedman 1989, 1).

El Centro greatly aided the migrant and Hispanic communities. In the seventies

El Centro provided a police-community relations class, arts and crafts classes, and a
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monthly newspaper (Slatta 1979, 162). In 1989 El Centro fed between 400 and 1,000

people and served 225 people per day from Cornelius in legal aid, health care, job
services, and other programs aimed at creating self-sufficiency. They also started two
economic projects, one of which made and sold tamales. The other was Ormetex, a
non-profit piecework company working with Tektronix. Sister Mary Louise, who lived
and worked at El Centro explained, "This is an opportunity to both become
self-sufficient and to create jobs for our people” (Freedman 1989,1; Rural Tribune
February 1979, 1).

Salud Medical Center, originally named Salud de la Farnilia, was also started in
1972 by ex-migrants and seasonal workers. With a bilingual staft, it cared for clients
from both the Hispanic and Anglo communities. The Center also visited migrant camps,
bringing health care, distributing condoms, and informing the migrants about the hazards
of pesticides. Along with its other services Salud ran the largest government Women,
Infant, and Children Project in Oregon (Martinis 1987, D10).

Activism in Woodburn did not end here. In 1984 volunteers set up a 24 hour
beeper service for Hispanics in need. Their bilingual staff provided services for the
Washington County Community Action Shelter in the hours when it was closed. They
were there at night to serve the political refugees who often arrived in the dark. They
did the little things that were horribly hard for a migrant or a non-English speaker:
collecting a repossessed car, filling out an employment application, buying insurance for
a car, or caring for someone who has been attacked at night (Cargill 1984, B1).

Recently others in the Woodburn community began to insist on fair treatment.
Parents united, demanding that their children receive what they needed in the

Woodburn public schools. They organized, clearly understanding the use of effective
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tactics, requesting specific programs such as advanced Spanish oriented for
Spanish-speaking students, and bilingual school handbooks for parents. Some of the
parents created a parent advisory committee, and when that was suspended for
investigating complaints of discrimination, these same parents continued the battle,
joining together under another name (Ota 1984, Al).

Hispanics united in 1983, after a shooting death of a migrant by police.
Hispanics all over Oregon demanded that a court certification program for interpreters
be instituted. Hispanics in Woodburn also challenged the local police department,
attempting to create a police review panel, and when the city rejected the plan, they
declared they would demonstrate. They forced the city to comply with its agreement to
hire a Hispanic policeman and to train officers in Spanish and cultural awareness.
Statewide, the police began using a new Spanish "Miranda card,” which previously had
been stated in English or in a broken Spanish that literally made little sense to
Spanish-speakers.

Following this ordeal, th city tried to appease this force by setting up a panel
consisting of 12 members, including four Hispanics. Although this was still only advisory
it indicated that the Hispanics were a power to be contended with (Ota 1984, A1). The
city also fired a conservative city administrator who had proved to be highly insensitive
to the needs of the Hispanics in the city and, after a national search conducted by six lay
persons, a more concilatory administrator, Mike Costine, was hired (Conrood 1985, B2).

The Hispanic community in Woodburn, centered around El Centro Cultural, the
Salud Medical Clinic, and the House of Zion, remained the most thoroughly committed
community in Oregon. Their grassroots efforts, community involvement and self-help

emphasis express this. But, elsewhere in Oregon activism has also thrived, with Chicanos
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still leading the way. Since the Immigration Reform and Control Act of 1986 private
organizations have had to provide services that government funded agencies were no
longer allowed to do. Following Woodburn’s example, other Catholic churches developed
programs to help migrants and Hispanics, their involvement often directed towards
empowering people through self-help programs. The following congregations had
especially strong services for the migrants: St Patrick’s in Portland, St. Luke’s in
Woodburn, St. Joseph’s in Salem, St Henry’s in Gresham, the Sisters of the Holy Names
at Marylhurst, and the Abbey at Mt Angel (Sansregret 1983, B3). There are six Catholic
Community Service Hispanic Programs in Oregon each helping between 300 and 600
families each month in the summer (Perschiera 1990, 4M EP1).

Chicano activists encouraged the press to give coverage to the positive aspects of
the growing Chicano population in Oregon and to the plight of the migrant. When this
was not effective Spanish publications were created, including La Voz Unida (El Aguila
publication), the Rural Tribune published by the Washington County Community Action
Organization in Hillsboro, the bilingual paper, Informa, and the State Concilio (Slatta
1979, 162).

Job training programs were started, with funding from local businesses. And
Chicanos who have risen to good positions have continued to set up committees to
mentor and foster relations with the business community and Hispanics for their people
(Slatta 1975, 340). In the seventies the Chicano-Indian Study Center of Oregon acquired
10 buildings in Corvallis to begin a job-training center (Slatta and Atkinson 1984, 116).

In the 1970s and 1980s numerous other Chicano organizational groups sprang up
to deal with, among other things, migrant conditions, police relations, high school

dropouts, and public relations. These groups were persistent in battling discrimination
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by local communities, the government, and the courts. Some of these groups include the
Oregon Coalition for Immigrant and Refugee Rights, the Hispanic Political Action
Committee, the Human Relations Commission, a Northwest chapter of IMAGE,
(Incorporated Mexican-American Government Employees), COSSPO (Commission of
Spanish Speaking People of or from Oregon), and the Human Rights Action Council.
These groups continue to provide leadership for Hispanics in Oregon. They will no

doubt continue to lead the way in this most important mission.



CHAPTER V

CONCLUSION

Hispanic farmworkers played an important role in the economy of Oregon,
especially after the 1940s. They came in large numbers, increasingly replacing Anglo
workers since the 1950s. As many Mexican-Americans were able to settle out,
undocumented migrants took their place. Young men without their families
outnumbered families in the fields, although children and spouses working beside some
of the men were not an uncommon sight. In the 1960s mechanization reduced, but did
not eliminate, the number of migrants.

The farmworkers’ wages were substandard and their survival generally a
day-to-day struggle. Work conditions and wages remained unregulated under the
NLRA, which helped workers in other jobs better their lives. Even the low wages the
migrants were supposed to receive by law were not always given.

The same lax government regulations that allowed farmers freedom to pay
whatever wages they wanted also perpetuated horrid living and working conditions.
These conditions were adverse to the health of the migrant. During the bracero program
the government assembled temporary barracks which were inadequate for the weather.
After the 1940s, when farmers took over the camps, living arrangements worsened.

Housing was crowded, unsanitary and inappropiate for the cold, wet springs and

falls and hot summers. Workers were not protected from the chemicals sprayed on the
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crops and toilet facilities most often were non-existent. The work hours and location
prevented the migrants from eating enough healthy food.

Migrants’ ability to improve their lives was also hindered by their iack of
education. Many factors reduced the chance for this opportunity. For undocumented
workers’ children this was an impossible task. But even for farmworkers who were U.S.
citizens, work hours, travel, cultural differences, and prejudice worsened their chances
for success in the school system.

Migrants who have ventured to Oregon over the last century in an effort to
improve their lives have taken risks at every turn. Despite the great odds, some migrant
families were ablc to encourage and help their children to succeed. Many of these same
families moved out of the migrant stream, settling in small towns in Oregon. Although
many have come only for the season, others have been able to stay, developing
communities and struggling to retain or adapt their culture to their new needs.

These families created dynamic communities in Woodburn, Nyssa, Ontario,
Cornelius, Gervais, and Hood River. A few of those who have stayed in Oregon have
led the way in organizing the fight for those settled out as well as for those who are still
migrating, whose living conditions have improved very little. Some of these ex-migrants’
children have in turn committed much effort to helping other migrants better their lives.

Ex-migrants and other community activists, both Chicano and Anglo, stuggled to
help these proud and independent peoples. But other groups resisted this effort.
Contractors, who made a living from the migrants, usually had a detrimental effect upon
their lives. It is unfortunate that contractors and crewleaders were not completely

banned, as they are in Wisconsin, where it has been one of the underlying reasons why
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families have been able to become more self-sufficient, and why unionism has had a
better opportunity to spawn (Wells 1976, 272).

Farmers’ profits also were made from the backs of these migrants. The cheaper
they could keep this variable factor the better. And as the wealthiest farmers became
more removed from their workers, they lost perspective on their effect upon the worker
and thc inhumane conditions they put upon them in exchange for the efficiency and
profit they deemed necessary. The poorer farmers struggled hard to survive, blaming the
cost of the migrants instead of the economic system.

The government, largely influenced by the desires of the large farmers, continued
to retain weak laws with insufficient legal punitive actions enforced by uncoordinated
agencies. Overlapping authority within the government bureaucracy created limitations
and confusion among those agencics responsible. And on the local level the small rural
counties in which the migrants worked remained financially unable to fund programs
which might have compensated for what the economy, and more specifically, the farmers’
low wages and housing conditions caused.

The role of the growers and contractors also remained unchecked, leaving it to
the discretion of each individual involved, whose monetary interests often dictate his
decision-making, regardless of its effects on the migrants. The economic outlook for
migrants did and will continue to remain glum as long as competition within the
American system and with corporations in the Third World persists, encouraging farmers
to keep wages and the costs of benefits and camp conditions low. Though some of the
Chicano population will move out of migratory labor, others will take their place,

sweating and struggling in the brutal heat of eastern Oregon and the thick, damp mud of
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the Willamette Valley, moving through camps void of much comfort from harvest to
harvest, from year to year without any fair return for their labor.

If the government had not played a role in protecting the farmers one might
imagine the possibility of the farmworkers having a more equal footing and far greater
power. Farmers might have been forced to contend with the needs of the migrants in
order to attract them to work if the government had not regularly stepped in to assure
the farmers of cheap labor. But this did not happen. This lack of protection and lack of
government support kept the migrants from obtaining any political, social or economic
power.

A new approach should be taken that allows farmers and workers to join
together, realizing that the health of one is the health of the other. Farmers would do
well to follow the lead of the farmer Urban Eberhart in eastern Washington. On his 500
acre farm he has initiated a more environmental approach to farming, using fewer
chemicals and more natural controls. He helped to develop a new worker right-to-know
program in cooperation with the state Department of Labor and Industries in
Washington, Washington State University and the Farm Bureau (Rosemary 1989, G1).

If even a small percentage of the amount of money that is allotted to agricultural
research was redirected with this emphasis, solutions might be forthcoming.
Government research could be directed to find more efficient ways to remain labor
intensive while providing a better life for workers. Research could center on labor
intensive efficiency and self-sufficiency, emphasizing organic methods of production,
which would further improve work conditions for the majority of the people.

But, what must occur to set the improvements for migrants in motion is direct

government support. The government must also, at bare minimum, provide protection
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to the farmworkers as they have for all other workers. This should include fair labor
practices, including wages, the right to organize and strike, and safe field and housing
conditions. The government or a union could set up a “hiring hall" to recontract out as
they do in the seasonal building trades. Very stringent laws, or the elimination of
contractors and crew leaders, should be put into place as well.

As it was, the best resistance the migrants had was their culture, their religion
and their familial ties. Settled Hispanic communities located in the small towns nearby
the fields the farmworkers picked across Oregon regularly refueled these bonds. Union
activism and Chicano advocates also aided the migrants, often through legal cases they
pushed through the courts. Religious and political Anglo activists added their political
influence and know-how to this effort. They improved legislation, insisted on programs
and provided services fo the migrants.

Without a drastic change in the performance of the government and in the
economic system, only some of the symptoms, instead of the cause, will be eliminated.
Whether this type of restructuring will happen depends on so many factors, but
persistence by Chicano and other activists as well as by the migrants themselves is the

answer. Maybe this should be Oregon’s new plan for "economic success."
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