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    To
Baldemar Velasquez
Founder and President of FLOC, the Farm Labor Organizing Committee
 
who taught and inspired me through the example of his experience, strength, hope and forgiveness


    

​​​Preface

Although this is entirely a work of fiction it is based on my experiences with various organizations in the U.S. farm worker movement, especially the Farm Labor Organizing Committee, FLOC, as noted in the Afterword. For those readers of this book who have experience in the farm worker movement, I would forewarn at the outset that you will see the eras of farm worker organizing from the late 1960s and more recent times mixed together to a degree. This is especially true with regard to so-called guest workers. The rules that govern them and the actual practices of recruiters and farm labor contractors, including the illegal abuse and extortion they often suffer, are conflated in the novel regardless of which era they stem from. This I did in the interests of good fiction and truth telling taking precedence over chronological history.

A word on culture and identity. There is nothing in this novel that does not either replicate or stem from a direct experience I have had in service to the farm worker movement. That does not make my perspective authoritative by any means. I do not speak for anyone but myself. Dialogue on substantive matters from persons in cultures not my own is virtual quotation taken from fictionalized depictions of such persons acting in the situations depicted in the novel. Personal experience is my identity here. No more, no less.

I write in praise and love of this movement, because for all its sometime human traits and squabbles, it is the soul of the American labor movement. And a glimmer of hope for us all.
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​​​​​​Chapter One

[image: image]


The four men who called themselves the executive board of the Sandusky County Tomato Growers Association frowned over a sheet of numbers as they sat at a conference table at the Days Inn on State Route 53 near Fremont, Ohio. The sheet had been brought to the meeting by Walter Bauer, president of the board. The sheet had a line graph depicting the volume and profits of the members of the Association for the past five years. The line was heading down.

The group’s authority was partly granted by the Association’s membership and partly self-appropriated. That was one of their problems. They couldn’t act cohesively in their own interests. They were a bunch of independents and proud of it. GDIs, as they called themselves—Goddamned Independents, and nobody could tell them what to do. Nobody but Cambrells Tomato Corporation, which not only bought their fresh and canning tomatoes, but dictated what varieties to plant, when to plant them, how to plant, weed, fertilize and kill the pests that attacked them. The only thing the so-called independent growers had sway over was their labor, and that was on the agenda for the discussion as they met. That, and the competition they faced from Cambrells other growers in Mexico.

The laminated fake wood conference table stood in a small room just off the lobby of the Days Inn, a space donated by the hotel in view of the Association’s quarterly dinner reservation at the hotel restaurant that usually amounted to some 25 or so dinners served. The room was painted a now-faded powder blue with cream art nouveau decorations running around the perimeter of the ceiling made of molded plastic. A dimly lit chandelier hung from the center of the ceiling that offered four weak bulbs on fake brass stems complete with curling tendrils and leaves spread below the bulbs.

The four had just finished a working lunch and the table was strewn with the leftovers—cold cut sandwich makings, potato salad, Cole slaw and iced tea. 

“You can see which way the graph line goes, boys,” said Walter Bauer in his deep voice. The man had a squared head and lantern jaw, looking more like a prize-fighter than a farm association president.  “You don’t need to be Einstein to figure it out—she’s going down.” He slapped the table. “We’re talkin’ tonnage that means market share of purchases by Cambrells Food Corporation. Bottom line, somebody’s eatin’ our tomatoes and I ain’t talking about for food.”

Rick Sturgis nodded in agreement, then tented long bony fingers in front of his sharp face, elbows on the table. “Yep. And we know who,” he said quietly, his voice hoarse with age.

“The damn Mexicans!” barked Andrew Givens, double chin rolling, eyes slits inside the rolls of his cheeks.

Jim Pearson, seated opposite Bauer, raised his hands like the traffic cop he was in these meetings of the Association Board. “This is all too true, gentlemen, but we’ve been over this each month for the last four. So, fact established, we are losing market share in paste tomatoes to the growers in Sinaloa, Mexico.”

Pearson put his hands under the table to hide his tremor. He hoped his fear wouldn’t show. The men who faced him were supposed to be his friends, and they said the right things in each other’s company. But he was up against the financial wall, his debts virtually out of control. His farm mortgaged beyond its true value. One of these men, a so-called friend, was pressuring him to sell it all—and at a price matching his desperation, not what he felt was his intrinsic worth. He wanted time and a break—a chance to recover. He had some ideas, he was talking to some potential new allies. But all of this was under the table—and shaky, like his hands.

Despite his debt and his tremor, Pearson was tough. And despite his tough exterior, he was a kind man, willing to hear another out, willing to work with almost anyone. So he tried to put the discussion on a rational basis and continued.

“It is one thing to state a problem, even to remonstrate about it,” he said, “but quite another to solve it. Let’s get down to solutions, please.” Then he ran his left hand over his flattop haircut as if he could spruce it up a bit.

“Well, ain’t that purty talk,” rasped Sturgis, “don’t we all wish we had a damn master degree from Ohio University and a snooty nose to go with it!” 

The four men continued in this vein for some fifteen minutes more. They argued among themselves the various tactics of increasing acreage, reducing acreage, raising or lowering piece rate wages for farm workers, even diversifying to other early season cash crops. They weren’t principally tomato farmers. Most of the farmers in the Association earned their primary income from growing basic grains like corn, wheat, or soybeans in large amounts on small profit margins for sale to giant export buyers like Cargill, Conagra or Archer Daniels Midland. Tomatoes came in quick and early and brought cash for the massive outlays they needed for seed, fertilizer, pesticides and equipment for their grain crops. The tomatoes weren’t big—but they were vital.

Vital—but finicky, volatile, and in this year of 1969, they were a labor war zone. Hence the tension, even fighting, around the table of the Association executive board.

“Come on, guys,” said Walter, patting the air with his hands, “no fighting. We got to put our heads together, not our fists. Jim’s right, though, I don’t see a way out of this. Bottom line? The Mexican farmers—especially the ones in Sinaloa—grow cheaper because their labor is dirt cheap. We gotta pay more and even that ain’t enough. It don’t go no further than this room, but much as I hate to admit it, them socialistic bastards over at the so-called Agricultural Labor Organizing Committee, or as they put it, ALOC, got a point.”

Bauer paused and stole a conspicuous glance at his watch. Tiny beads of sweat popped up on his broad forehead. Beads of foreknowledge—and of fear. Yet he went on.

“I know what I’m about to say is gonna sound crazy. But hear me out. We’re in crazy times. We’ve had to cut piece rate in the last year on account of this competition from Mexico, not to mention that Cambrells continues gouging the shit out of us. So, as it turns out, ALOC has let me know that they want us to work with them and the union down there. Some sort of parity in labor cost idea. Raise costs for the Cambrells farmers in Sinaloa. Force ‘em to up their prices with Cambrells, push Cambrells’ buyers back to us. Dubious if you ask me, but there it is.”

Bauer kept swinging his head between the table and the door. He’d thrown the idea into the meeting in the abstract, but what would happen in the moment it became flesh and appeared before them?

“What the hell does ALOC have to do with it? The silk tie stuffed shirts down in Pittsburgh in the Cambrells executive suites are just loving it,” put in Givens. “They cut our contract price, then tell us, ‘take it or leave it, or we’ll source all our tomatoes to Sinaloa.’ Bastards!”

“Meanwhile, it’s getting rough out there,” Sturgis chimed in. He leaned in a bit and looked at the other three men. “Things might get out of hand, the way it’s going. The ALOC leaders are maybe okay, say they’re for nonviolence, take after that Chavez guy out in California. Want to do marches and pickets and stuff. But some of the young bloods running behind ‘em are hotheads. I’ve seen and heard some nasty threats. And let’s face it, some of our foremen are carrying baseball bats if not worse. Hell, one of my men knocked down one of ALOC’s pickets the other day with a tire iron when the ALOC man blocked his car from getting out of the field onto the county road.”

“Yeah and I swear I heard a gunshot the other day when their honcho, that Valdez guy, was running up and down the road standing in the back of that pickup with the sound system,” said Bauer. “I hope to hell whoever fired it did it just for show.”

Bauer looked at his watch, then at the door. His forehead glistened by now.

“Look, we know our men,” Pearson broke in. “Some of the picker families have been coming to our same farms for years—some for more than a generation. They’re like family. Okay, we don’t treat them as well as white folks, gotta admit. But they’re the ones we give the best housing, best sections in the fields, no low spots, all that. Am I right?”

Nods around the table—grudgingly given in Givens’ case. Pearson went on.

“Then there’s some foremen who’ve been around a long time too, those who don’t care much about race. Oh, they’re white first, all right, they’re not traitors, but they treat the pickers with respect. Besides, there’s some Mexican foremen too—mayordomos. Some good ones and a few hard-asses trying to prove they’re not playing favorites with their own kind.”

All of this was simply the way the world worked and evinced no comment, so Pearson went on.

“But then there’s some white foremen that are out and out bigots. Let’s face it, we keep them on the payroll and on the job despite knowing what they’re capable of—all right, what they actually do sometimes. Why? Because these same sons of bitches push the labor hard and beat their quotas, making us money, that’s why.”

Growls of dissent met Pearson, hands raised in rebuke. An angry Givens said, “Just a damn minute, Pearson, speak for your own self. I don’t lose no sleep at night on account of my operation, not one bit, get it?”

But James Pearson was not deterred. He knew he was right and plowed right on. “And hey, there’s some of the pickers who’ve picked up on this brown power Raza thing,” he said.  They’re spoiling for a real fight. I figure some of the worst in each camp are armed. You talk about bottom lines, Walter? One of those is that somebody could get hurt, the tension is so high. Even killed.”

“Well, all that just underlines what I’ve been saying,” Bauer replied. “We’ve got to stick together. We’ve got to look out for each other. Like a band of brothers. Which, given what we’re up against, is kind of what we are, you know?”

Jim Pearson was silent. He put his shaking hands under the table again. But as he did so he faced each of his grower colleagues directly, one at a time, and when they didn’t challenge him, he nodded slowly and went on to the next man.

The specter of serious violence had risen like a nightmare ghost over the table. Each man had personal knowledge of the violence and the abuse done to their workers—either by himself or someone acting in his name. Wage cheating that left a family hungry. Abuse of a wife in the labor camp—a foreman’s act of sexual assault overlooked. The beating of an upstart worker—one that stood his ground. Dubious dismissals that left a family stranded a thousand miles from home with no way back. And now, with this H-2 foreign worker program—retaliation through deportation. Things they had done or known about that were done under pressure—but things that soaked the pillow with nightmares. 

Yet they’d all done acts of kindness, they pleaded with the judging ghost that Pearson had raised in themselves. Images of food baskets, a day off for an injured man, a second-hand dress for a worker’s wife, a piecework bonus here and there. Back and forth. The bad and the good. Balances and imbalances that moved in each man’s insides. It never stopped. A tightness of the gut that almost never let loose. At least not for most of those who worked the workers. For most. 

The four men sat back in the vinyl conference room seats in a tacit truce—not so much with each other as within each one himself. One after another shifted his posture and his weight. Chairs creaked. Givens tapped a pencil on the table. Sturgis doodled on his paper placemat. Bauer kept clearing his throat. Bauer developed a nervous tic on his cheek. He kept looking between his watch and the door. Pearson shuffled farm production papers.

Pearson shuffled but he did not read. He kept his head down but his eyes surveyed the other men at the table. Band of brothers? Not from where he sat. Not on the receiving end of their ‘concern.’ Rather than a band of brothers James Pearson could almost hear the hot huffs of a pack of wolves on the hunt, a pack stripping a weaker prey from the herd. One was pushing him to the wall to sell cheap to stave off foreclosure—the shame of being thrown into the street. Another was trying to steal his best, longest and most trusted employee, the man who’d made Pearson Farms what it had been in better times. The one Pearson was counting on to bring it back. Another had shown up a bit too often with one too many smiles for his wife. Band? Brothers? 

Well, James Pearson had an answer to them. He was going to win out and save his farm the real American way—not with phony rhetoric but with ingenuity and hard work. He had a secret, a device, a machine. It was ahead of its time. Sure, so far it hadn’t worked well enough. It mangled where it should merely separate. But he would fix all that. Right now the tomato bins ran blood red.

Soon they’d be bringing him the green stuff. He was sure of that. Jim Pearson just needed a little more time.

There was a sudden knock at the door to the room. Walter Bauer stood up and in a shaky voice said, “Now, boys, everybody keep your shirt on!”
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​​​​​​Chapter Two
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The double doors to the room swung open and Benito Valdez, Daniel Torres, Manuel Valdez and Alejandro Rojas walked into the room.

Andrew Givens knocked his chair and his water glass over as he jerked to his feet, seeing the four ALOC leaders invade his sacrosanct space.

“What the hell you think you’re doin’ bustin’ in here!” he shouted. “This is a private meeting and we ain’t invited no wetbacks, nossir!”

Alejandro started to leap at Givens but Benito Valdez grabbed his left arm as Daniel Torres did the same with his right. When Alejandro was still, Benito walked up to the head of the table and stood just behind and to the left of Walter Bauer.

“As a matter of fact we’ve been invited here by Mr. Bauer,” said Benito coolly, “and for your information, Mr. Givens, my family has been in this country long before it was a country and at least a hundred years before your ancestors immigrated here. As we like to say down in the Rio Bravo Valley, we didn’t cross the border, the border crossed us. Now I’ve got a business proposition to discuss with you guys.”

With that he turned to Walt Bauer, lifted his palms in a question-mark shrug. “Mr. Bauer, what’s up?” he said. “You didn’t let your colleagues on the board know about our phone talk on mutual interests last night? Or that you’d invited us here to discuss them?” 

Benito leaned down and stared right into the seated Bauer’s eyes. It was a look not so much withering as penetrating. Not so much fire as ice. That was Benito’s way. It was how he pulled the truth out of his adversaries in negotiations. His look, his countenance, promised not to destroy but to extract the truth. Not by tortuous means but by seeking it in its hiding place deep down inside the one holding the secret, then welcoming that hidden thing into the light. 

Benito held this gaze on Walter Bauer while Daniel, Manuel and Alejandro spread out around the walls of the room. They were preparing—not for what they thought might happen, but for what in all scenarios was conceivable. And with Sturgis and Givens, as they had come to know during the strike, tempers heated by sudden feelings or shocking ideas from Chicanos could lead to regretted actions. The four union leaders were impressive men, even on first glance, and that impression wore well. 

Benito Valdez was tall, a shock of hair falling over his left eye and sideburns near to his chin. He moved with pent-up energy like a coiled spring, using his hands as semaphores to cut the air and add urgency to his words.

Daniel Torres, though not especially tall, came across as a big man, both due to his solid muscular body and full beard but also in the powerful, effortless way he moved. He knew he had a right to be wherever he was and wasted no effort at defensiveness.

Alejandro Rojas, with jet-black hair shot through down the middle with a premature streak of white, was a lithe, athletic, peripatetic man always on the move, even in a sit-down meeting—a setting that rarely held him to his seat.

Manuel Valdez, the youngest of the group, was also the calmest, at least by outward demeanor, often cocking his head and looking askance as if evaluating another with the cold eye of logic.

“Well, uh...not just yet, uh, Benito,” Bauer replied to Valdez’s pointed question. “See, I sorta mentioned the idea of working with ALOC and the Sinaloa Mexicans for parity, just not that you might join us here in the meeting. But I was about to get to it—next thing on the agenda, yep, next thing.” Sweat popped out on Bauer’s brow as he stumbled through his little speech.

Neither Benito Valdez nor any of his colleagues in ALOC missed the use of the first name without the surname. If Benito had been white, Benito would have been addressed differently in a meeting such as this one, whether he was previously known or not.

Givens was right on Bauer. “You mean you was dealin’ with the enemy behind our backs? That what you sayin’ Walter? I thought you was an American!”

“Hold on, now, men, let’s cool it off a little,” said Jim Pearson, ever the peacemaker. “If Walter got a call last night he’s hardly had time to reach us all today. Come on now, guys, he’s got a farm to run in the morning, then he came here. Let’s face it, we were just discussing the ruination of our farms in this oppressive climate of the industry—especially the competition with Mexico. And if there’s some kind of “mutual interest” that was good enough for Walter to agree to hear these ALOC guys out, then I for one am willing to give them some time. After all, that’s more than we got from Cambrells last time we asked for some time at their board meeting.”

Pearson’s words struck home. Every farmer in the room remembered the closed doors at the hotel in Pittsburgh, New Jersey where Cambrells’ buyers held a dinner meeting about tomato prices and excluded them from even a five-minute presentation on how precarious their position was, on the danger they faced of losing farms that had been in families for generations. 

Some of the growers might disdain anything Benito Valdez or his kind might say, but Jim Pearson, for one, Walter Bauer for another, and from the slow relaxation of his rigid facial muscles, Rick Sturgis, too, might listen. After all, though they consciously and unconsciously enforced a racial and cultural hierarchy, they respected the backbreaking work, and truth be told, the contribution men like these had made to their farms and their families over generations. 

That this reality did not in their minds confer equality on these Chicanos, the contributors of so much, made the oppressiveness of their system an insidious daily trial for farm workers. 

“Yeah, well, all right. I’ll hear them out,” said Rick Sturgis. “Let’s face it. We’ve put up with a lot more crap for a lot less money—especially from Cambrells.” That making it three to one, Givens shrugged his shoulders and sat his considerable bulk down, causing his chair to groan.

Walter Bauer motioned to the empty seats at the far end of the conference table. “Well, I guess you’ve got the floor, Benito. Better make the most of it,” he said.

Benito Valdez took his seat and was silent. He wore his usual blue denim work shirt open at the collar, sleeves rolled back, jeans and work boots. He idly ran his palms over the chipped thinly veneered walnut conference table. He poured himself a glass of water from a nearby pitcher. He looked intently at each farmer, then cleared his throat. He began to speak, slowly, carefully, evenly.

“I’ve fought a long time to get a seat at this table,” he said. “Even if this isn’t a collective bargaining negotiation. Now I’m here, I notice the table isn’t so fine. My grandfather’s homemade oak table back down in Linn, Texas, is put together better than this. I’m kind of like those black brothers who fought so hard to get into the white hamburger joints then found out the burgers weren’t so good after all.”

Daniel, Manuel Valdez and Alejandro laughed. Jim Pearson let himself grin and chuckle a little. The rest of the faces remained grim.

Valdez raised a palm turned flat and continued in a matter-of-fact tone.

“You gentlemen know that the 800 pound gorilla in the room is Cambrells. You’ve alluded to that. They’ve got the power over you and they’re using it. What I’ve come to say is that there’s another power in the room that can leverage theirs. If we work together we can win. It comes from what the world sees as the bottom of the heap. I suppose you can guess what that is?” It was a question, not a statement.

Nobody said a word for a long minute. Then Givens said.

“The workers?”

“Not just that—although that’s part of it,” replied Valdez. “Tell ‘em what you said last week, Alejandro, what’s the power that leverages this thing?”

“Two words,” said Alejandro. “La Raza.”

“The Race,” said Valdez. “Meaning, Mexicans. Not just workers, not just Mexicans, but Mexican workers.”

Valdez rose from his seat, sliced the air with the blade of his hand as he made his points.

“What I’m proposing is that ALOC go down to Sinaloa and cut a solidarity deal with SRTAC, which stands for Sindicato Regional de Trabajadores Asalariados del Campo, the Mexican farm worker and tomato paste factory union that works in Cambrells fields and factories. And we want, no, we need you guys to come with us. Show SRTAC that you’ll work with us, that there’s something in it for their comrades, their amigos, their greater family in La Raza if they sacrifice and fight for us. Matter of fact, I’ve already cleared the meetup with the overall head of labor in Mexico, Felix Velasquez, who’s given us his nod, his visto bueno, to at least talk it out with SRTAC.”

Again Valdez went from farmer to farmer, looking each one in the eye before he continued to speak. His words began to catch fire and tumble out faster, his hand chopping the air in time to the phrases.

“We can get international church and foundation support for a campaign to raise wages down there, a parity campaign, relative to our respective economies, that will drive the price of tomatoes up and force Cambrells to pay more in Sinaloa. Add to that their high transport costs, and Cambrells might as well buy from you guys.”

“That’s our weak spot, all right—we’re up against Mexican labor down there!” said Sturgis.

“It wouldn’t take much of a price rise down there to make us competitive again,” said Bauer.

“You’ve got a good point in bringing in the paste factory too,” said Pearson. “Cambrells would be even more vulnerable to labor troubles there than in the fields, I would think.”

“You’re exactly right,” said Valdez. “I’ve already talked with my counterpart, Vicente Rodriguez, head of SRTAC, and he agrees. They’re prepared to shut down the Cambrells tomato paste factory if it comes down to brass tacks. Been wanting to do it for years because Cambrells has been nickel and diming them on pay and other issues. Velasquez has given permission for SRTAC to strike for a 17% wage hike instead of the Mexican labor law’s 10% limit.”

There was a loud snort in the room and it came from Andrew Givens.

“Okay, okay, you knuckleheads, before you all drink the Kool-aid, let’s just ask Mr. La Raza here one little question,” barked Givens. “What the hell’s in it for you and ALOC? You ain’t gonna go down there and fight for us white boys outta the goodness of your sweet Mexican hearts, right?”

“Right. We’ll do it for union recognition and a commitment to a framework for a first collective bargaining agreement, wages based on parity with what we get for SRTAC, taking into consideration the relativity of the two economies.”

The room exploded with expletives and fists pounding on the table, the four farmers alternately standing and sitting, the four ALOC men doing the same. 

Finally, Jim Pearson went from farmer to farmer, put his hands firmly on each man’s shoulders and sat him down, demanding silence. Seeing this, the four ALOC men did the same in response. Then Pearson went and stood next to Benito Valdez.

“Leverage,” said Pearson from his position next to Valdez, seeking eye contact with Bauer, Givens and Sturgis in turn. “That’s what we need. And Mr. Valdez hints at leverage. It’s a wild card in the game. But the hand we have been dealt by Cambrells is a loser.” He put a paternalistic hand on Benito Valdez’s shoulder. 

Then Rick Sturgis pushed his seat back and stood as well.

“I say we give ALOC a chance—long shot as it sure is,” he said. “What have we got to lose?”

“Power!” shouted Givens. “Control! Independence! Our way of life! Can’t you fools see that?”

“Just you wait a goddamn minute,” said Rick Sturgis. “Nobody calls me a fool and gets to sit at a table with me. You take that back, Andy. And besides, what independence? We were just pissing and moaning about the straight jacket contracts Cambrells has us in—like we was factory hands or something.”

Hearing this, the four farmers grumbled a bit among themselves, then finally nodded their heads in assent.

“Just so long as we’re talking about a framework, right? An outline to be filled in through negotiations—not an actual collective bargaining agreement with an effective date?” said Bauer. “I mean, we ain’t even got ourselves together into a legal body that could sign for our group as yet. We keep talking about incorporating the Association, but there’s always a bunch of GDIs that don’t want to give up their so-called individual rights and traditions as so-called ‘American’ farmers, to cooperate legally with their fellows. So we’re a long, long way from being able to do what you’re talkin’ about.” He shut his eyes and let out a huge sigh. “But we can start, I guess. In good faith.”

“Si, a good faith outline of proposed issues we agree to negotiate. Meanwhile you guys can get organized so you can legally deal with us,” Valdez said with an accommodating shrug. “And if we can’t agree on the specifics, we agree to mediation. Mediation, not arbitration, at least for starters,” replied Valdez.

Walter Bauer nodded his head. Then he looked at his fellow growers. At the grim lines on the face of Rick Sturgis. Resignation. At the deep crease settling on the face of Jim Pearson. Acceptance. At the tight drawn lips and downturned mouth of Andy Givens. Opposition. “Good enough for me,” Bauer said at length. “Make a motion, Jim, and it’ll be official.”

“Wait, there’s one more thing,” said Valdez.

“Had to be,” said Givens, “seeing as we’re dealing with a two-faced...”

“Shut up!” barked Sturgis.

“Thank you,” said Valdez. “We want the scabs called off and those of our members who were fired for union activity hired back on for the duration while we’re working this out in Sinaloa with SRTAC.”

“Same piece rate?” said Sturgis.

“Same piece rate,” agreed Valdez.

“Put that in the motion,” said Walter Bauer, “so we can pass it and go home. I got thinning to get done on the wheat.”

“Now just a damn minute,” gruffed Givens. “It’s just fine and dandy and liberal as hell to talk about firing the scabs and rehiring the ALOC members, but those scabs are H-2 workers from Mexico. They’re just two or three weeks into a ten or twelve week contract. Those are federal agreements with the INS. You can’t just rip them up like a goddamn page of yesterday’s newspaper. So what about them?”

Alejandro Rojas slapped himself on the forehead in astonishment. “Sheeit, now I’ve heard it all. The gringo ranchero standing up for the guys, the ones he calls wetbacks!” laughed Alejandro in derision at Givens. “My hero!”

“Shut up!” Daniel Torres silenced Alejandro. “We need to get this done, and done right now.”

Valdez nodded. “The fact is that despite his negative rhetoric, Mr. Rojas has a point. The scab crews are foreign non-immigrant workers hired by growers. It is the growers that have the contractual obligation, and are under regulatory duty to the INS. The worker’s contract is with the grower. The grower has the right—no, a duty—to fire the worker if a suitable U.S. worker applies for the job any time under halfway through the term of the contract. Since the worker was hired for an illegal reason—strike breaking—neither the worker or the grower has a duty to complete the contract.”

“Bullshit!” shouted Givens. “You ain’t no H-2 expert or lawyer, that’s for damn sure.”

Benito gave Andrew Givens a long, penetrating look. His fellow ALOC brothers started to rise but Valdez waved them back down. Then Benito’s voice, though still calm, now harder, cutting like steel, continued. 

“What you did was illegal. Under the law, USC 218, section 1188, Rules for Application Approval, paragraph B, it says you guys can’t adversely affect wages and working conditions of existing or eligible domestic workers, and lists specifically as the first condition of that, item 1, under B, that there be no strike in progress.”

Rojas jumped in. “You think we’re just some dumb wetbacks, but dig Mr. Valdez, he knows your law better than you do!”

Here Valdez lowered and shook his head sadly. Then his deep brown eyes blazed with anger and he went on.

“It’s brutal, but there it is. Strike breaking isn’t allowed, and besides, the contracts are less than halfway complete. The H-2 workers cannot enforce their contracts legally. They weren’t told that, of course. Their recruiters lied about it. Nor did you, the growers, go out of your way to inform them of that part of the contract as, morally and legally, you should have. But the fact is that under H-2 regulations you rancheros have all the power. I hate to say it, hate what it will mean to those hermanos of mine, but that’s what you’ll have to do. Invoke that part of the H-2 law. It’s a case of two wrongs don’t make a right, but in this particular case they restore an original state of basic fairness that you broke. Damage will be done and it’s down to you guys as the cause of it to accept responsibility. If you’ll work with us on a collective bargaining agreement, we won’t take the blame but we’ll help the workers who are hurt work through the damage and minimize it.”

Valdez shook his head sadly. Alejandro put his head down on the table, fisted hands silently hitting it in pantomime. Daniel’s eyes grew moist. They saw the broken dreams, the empty hands, the crushed spirits of men and women, of faces lit by hope. Of grandparents once-expectantly awaiting a new roof on a one-room house, of wives awaiting a smokeless stove, of children eager to have uniforms and books to attend school for the first time. Alejandro, Daniel, Manuel and especially Benito saw the light in those upturned faces darken as their husbands, brothers, sisters and fathers came home with nothing but a broken worthless piece of paper.

“We’ll talk to the workers, call a mass meeting,” Valdez sighed. “We’ll talk to them, not their crew bosses, who are exploiting them, and invite them to join the union when they get back to Mexico. Then if there’s still a genuine labor shortage they can come across the border again but this time as ALOC crews under the H-2 sponsored by you guys. But seniority rules apply. Previously employed workers get the vacated jobs when you cancel the scab contracts. That’s non-negotiable.”

“You mean you’ll deal with the ruckus if there is one?” said Bauer.

“We’ll try,” said Valdez, “just know we’re going the second mile here. It’s really your mess, you hired them to break our strike. The point is that we want this to work, so even though you’re responsible, the H-2 workers are our compañeros, so we can best talk sense to them about taking the long view on this thing.”

“Yeah, pretty words, sounds nice, but I’m warning every man at this table,” Givens hissed, shaking his index finger at them all, “this will lead to trouble. Bad trouble. You’re messing with a U.S. gov’ment program now. You meatheads are out of your minds!”

“Well, I for one think that’s right damn generous,” Bauer replied. “You got that for the motion, Jim?”

Jim Pearson did. The motion passed three to one.

Andrew Givens started in on a speech denouncing the majority. “I just wanna say this is not just dumb, it’s giving in to a bunch of greasers an’ it’ll go over my dead body!”

“Now there’s the best idea I’ve heard yet!” growled Alejandro on his way out of the room.
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​​​​​​Chapter Three
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At five in the morning Diego Morales opened the aluminum-clad door of the giant pole barn and stepped quietly inside, opening only as much as needed to squeeze his slender body through, letting in as little light as possible. Most of the 50 foot long building remained in the dark, its sides crammed with numbered tomato tubs stacked in long rows, hundreds of them. Part of his job was to keep it all inventoried. That meant early mornings like this one, an hour or more of work before the picking crews showed up at daybreak.

Another part of the job was running interference with those work crews and their crew bosses. As head mayordomo, or foreman, Diego kept them in line. Not that handling that task was especially hard at Pearson Farms. Jim Pearson was one of the least prejudiced of all the farmers in the area. His labor camp was one of the best kept. He sometimes went to the Rio Grande Valley or South Florida over the winter and visited worker leaders just to show respect.

And to make sure they came back to Pearson Farms and not to a competitor’s.

He even went to home communities in Mexico every once in a while where extended family members of his workers lived to visit and even recruit. He had one requirement, though. The worker had to immigrate legally to the U.S. No illegals worked Pearson Farms.

Jim Pearson was no wild-eyed worker advocate. But most folks called him decent, which wasn’t always appreciated by some of his Anglo neighbors, who had other names for his attention and respect for Chicano and Mexican immigrant workers. Dirty, racist names.

But Jim Pearson had heard them all before. He’d grown up in Sandusky County. Racism was nothing new to him. He’d grown some of it inside himself too. Then he’d worked on working some of it out, getting rid of it, as he’d come to know his workers and their families.

Despite his remaining white allegiances, he’d become one of the so-called good guys.

Still, workers and their bosses had a built-in conflict and it sometimes erupted over workers’  accusations about short-changed piece-rate pay, wage tax deductions, assigning bad rows, all kinds of grievances, real and imagined. Pearson’s mayordomo kept his eye open and his ear tuned and kept the lid down on reaction to them. In fact that was what brought him to the pole barn this particular morning. He’d received a poorly scrawled note stuffed in his box of time sheets last evening warning, Sé del engancho del patrón. Encuéntrame al lado de la gran máquina a la madrugada.  I know about the boss’s trap. Meet me beside the big machine early in the morning. 

Diego had been Pearson’s head foreman for going on ten years now. He knew that keeping his mouth shut was sometimes part of the job. He’d said nothing about the note, not even to Jim Pearson. Diego would handle this malcontent himself, if that’s what it was.

Which was why Diego, alone, now stole slowly and quietly through the semi-dark down the left side of the aisle of “machines.” He kept listening for anything out of the ordinary. The breeze outside rattled the aluminum siding, running down the wall like a concussive wave towards him from the rear of the building. The wooden beams, stanchions and uprights creaked in their turn. 

But it was the human sounds Diego listened for. A footfall, a scrape of body against wall, an unfortunately timed cough. 

Diego was a careful man, always prepared and ready. As he was this morning—armed, clutching the .45 caliber pistol he’d had since his days as an army Military Police in Korea. Diego pointed the gun at the floor, holding it close beside his right leg. 

Suddenly Diego heard a scuffling noise and a beam of light shot across the cavernous room from the far end. He raced towards it and realized that someone had opened the far door and run out, a figure Diego might have seen before. As the door cracked open it threw a small amount of light on the mechanical tomato harvester at that end of the building.

In that brief increase of light Diego saw a hunched figure sitting on the right side harvester bench seat. One that, if on the harvester at all, was supposed to be in the cab behind the wheel, not on the sorter’s bench.

He ran towards the harvester, heedless of the dark, and as he did so, he heard feet running counter to the rhythm of his own, looked again at the door, and just in time saw another, different, dark figure escape into the near-night. This one too he thought he might know.

Then Diego came to a halt just shy of the harvester, gasping for breath, and all thoughts of shadowy figures fled Diego’s mind. He was staring at the hunched, very still figure of his boss, James Pearson. Diego was suddenly frightened. Pearson’s figure was nearly doubled over, his head at an impossible angle propped against a steel rail of the sorting conveyor on the machine.

“Patrón!” he shouted. “Hey boss! You okay?”

Pearson didn’t move, didn’t say a word.

Diego gulped and walked the last three feet up to the harvester. Then he saw the jagged hole at the base of Pearson’s head where it joined the neck. Shaking, Diego checked the man’s wrist for a pulse. He knew he had to. But he also knew he’d find none. 

Diego immediately climbed down off the harvester and went to the wall phone at the back of the barn and called the Sandusky County Sheriff’s office. 

He’d been an MP. He knew not to touch a crime scene. Also, he was a brown man. He knew to keep off, to touch nothing. To leave no prints. Then he snorted at that thought. No prints! He’d been working on the harvester the previous afternoon. His prints were all over it. He could only pray for no more accidental damning evidence.

Because as innocent as he was, Diego knew that he’d just called in trouble on his head.

Diego opened the back door of the barn and left it to wait for the police. While standing in the doorway he looked around but saw nothing but a few footprints in the sandy soil—they could have been, and probably were, put there by workers over a period of days.

Diego didn’t go back into the pole barn. Out of consideration for his, and his employer’s families, Diego had asked them to please come without sirens or lights.

But murder being murder, they came roaring up the driveway, lights and sirens blazing, jumped out of their two cars almost as they skidded to a stop, and screamed, “Police! On the ground, hands and legs spread!”

Diego complied immediately, silently, without protest, reminding himself as he did that brown bodies commanded no respect and that for him life itself was on the line, never mind the fact that he’d played high school baseball with one of the deputies.

In the hours that followed, Diego thought long and hard about the first figure he fleetingly saw as it disappeared through the doorway at the end of the long pole barn, throwing light on the harvester just as Diego was beginning to walk cautiously down the aisle. 

It was a figure that began to crystallize in Diego’s mind. A figure of controversy with whom he’d had a recent argument, thus a figure impressed in his mind. 

Diego had questions. Was it the man he’d argued with? If so, was this man the same one who’d written the note? Was the note a threat? What was this so-called trap, or “engancho?” And if it was indeed the man he was increasingly feeling suspicious of, did this have anything to do with ALOC?

For the man who he suspected might have been in that pole barn certainly did—oh yes, he most certainly did have something to do with ALOC.

And what about the second figure? Notorious in his own way as well. A sort of opposite way. He could not have been the author of the note. Not by himself. Yet there were ways.

Diego knew these were things best kept to himself. 

Even though he was considered a solid citizen of the Fremont and Sandusky communities, a trusted Mess‘can. Even though he got his pay and had given a certain loyalty therefore to a white man, he was first and foremost a Chicano. The questions in his mind were Chicano business first.

They would stay that way until he had some answers.

What Diego could wait for, however, the Deputies could not. Diego was grilled for two hours at the barn by the Sheriff's deputies. They also rousted Diego’s wife, Juanita, and his three kids, and asked them when Diego got up that morning, when he went to bed the night before, and a whole lot of other questions.

While this was going on, the Medical Examiner, Charlie Evans, and a team of evidence technicians arrived and started going over the scene at the barn. The immediate problem for the ME was that Pearson’s neck at what the ME guessed was cervical vertebrae C1, where the spine joined the brain stem, had a nasty hole, clearly an entrance wound, but there was no exit wound for the slug. He figured there should have been one. The other problem the ME noticed right away was that the entrance wound was slightly serrated, not round, but in a star-burst of flaps. Now how, he wondered, could the smooth cylinder of a bullet do that? Finally, there was a definite absence of blood on the bench where Pearson’s body sat. That meant to him that the body on the tomato harvester had been staged. The ME ordered a search, and after a short time, one of his team, a woman medical student on her first case, found that James Pearson had been murdered on the other side of the barn, near the front entrance. She found a pool of blood staining the packed sandy soil of the barn’s floor—dark red, almost black, because it had
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