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“We Want a Share”: Organizing Farmworkers in the Fields       by Jessie Lopez de la Cruz 
 
Like African Americans, Hispanic Americans suffered discrimination and took action to improve their situation in 
the 1960s. Using nonviolent tactics such as boycott, Cesar Chavez organized the United Farm Workers to better 
working conditions for California’s Hispanic farm workers. Jessie Lopez de la Cruz worked with the United Farm 
Workers as the first female organizer out in the fields. 

 
One night in 1962 there was a knock at the door and there were three men. One of them was 

Cesar Chavez.  And the next thing I knew, they were sitting around our table talking about a union.  I 
made coffee.  Arnold had already told me about a union for the farm workers.  He was attending their 
meetings in Fresno, but I didn’t.  I’d either stay home or stay outside in the car. 
 But then Cesar said, “The women have to be involved.  They’re the ones working out in the fields 
with their husbands.  If you can take the women out to the fields, you can certainly take them to 
meetings.”  So I sat up straight and said to myself,“That’s what I want!” 
 When I became involved with the union, I felt I had to get other women involved.  Women have 
been behind men all the time, always. .  .   [But] I’d hear them scolding their kids and fighting their 
husbands and I’d say, “Gosh!  Why don’t you go after the people that have you living like this?  Why 
don’t you go after the growers that have you tired from working out in the fields at low wages and keep 
us poor all the time?” . . . 
 I was well known in the small towns around Fresno.  Wherever I went to speak to them they, 
listened.  I told them about how we were excluded from the NLRB [National Labor Relations Board] in 
1935, how we had no benefits, no minimum wage, nothing out in the fields–no restrooms, nothing.  I’d 
ask people how they felt about all these many years they had been working out in the fields, how they 
had been treated.  And then we’d all talk about it. 
 They would say, “I was working for so-and-so, and when I complained about something that 
happened there, I was fired.”  I said, “Well!  Do you think we should be putting up with this in this 
modern age?  You know, we’re not back in the ‘20s. We can stand up!  We can talk back!  It’s not like 
when I was a little kid and my grandmother used to say, ‘You have to especially respect the Anglos, 
“Yessir,” “Yes, Ma’am!”’ That’s over.  This country is very rich, and we want a share of the money those 
growers make [off] our sweat and our work by exploiting us and our children!”  I’d have my sign-up book 
and I’d say, “If anyone wants to become a member of the union, I can make you a member right now.” 
And they’d agree! 
 So I found out that I could organize them and make members of them.  Then I offered to help 
them, like taking them to the doctor’s and translating for them, filling out papers that they needed to fill 
out, writing their letters for those that couldn’t write.  A lot of people confided in me.  Through the 
letter-writing, I knew a lot of the problems they were having back home, and they knew they could trust 
me, that I wouldn’t tell anyone else about what I had written or read.  So that’s why they came to me. 
 I guess when the union found out how I was able to talk to people, I was called into Delano to 
one of the meetings, and they gave me my card as an organizer. I am very proud to say I was the first 
woman organizer out in the fields organizing the people.. 
 In the Kern Country we were sprayed with pesticides.  They would come out there with their 
sprayers and spray us on the picket lines.  They have these big tanks that are pulled by a tractor with 
hoses attached and they spray the trees with this.  They are strong like a water hose, but wider. . . . 
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Fresno County didn’t give food stamps to the people—only surplus food.  There were no 
vegetables, no meat, just staples like whole powdered milk, cheese, butter.  At the migrant camp in 
Parlier the people were there a month and a half before work started, and once they’d borrowed money 
to get to California they didn’t have any food.  I’d drive them into Fresno to the welfare department and 
translate for them and they’d get food, but half of it they didn’t eat.  We heard about other counties 
where they had food stamps to go to the store and buy meat and milk and fresh vegetables for the 
children.  So we began talking about getting that in Fresno.  

Finally we had Senate hearings at the Convention Center in Fresno.  There were hundreds of 
people listening.  I started in Spanish, and the senators were looking at each other, you know, saying, 
“What’s going on?”  So then I said, “Now, for the benefit of those who can’t speak Spanish, I’ll translate. 
If there is money enough to fight a war in Vietnam, and if there is money enough for Governor Reagan’s 
wife to buy a $3,000 dress for the inauguration ball, there should be money enough to feed these 
people.  The nutrition experts say surplus food is full of vitamins.  I’ve taken a look at that food, this corn 
meal, and I’ve seen them come up and down, but you know, we don’t call them vitamins, we call them 
weevils!”  Everybody began laughing and whistling and shouting.  In the end, we finally got food stamps. 
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What were some of the main challenges faced by farmworkers at that time? 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Why was it important that women get involved in the farmworkers’ movement? 
 
 
 


