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80 Unit 4, Chapter 15

Name Date

CHAPTER

15
LITERATURE SELECTION from Hard Times

by César Chávez
Hard Times is a collection of oral histories about life in the Depression-era United
States. This account, told to collector Studs Terkel by César Chávez, gives details
about the particular treatment of Mexican Americans which made hard times
even harder. As you read, think about how Chávez’s childhood experiences
might have formed and shaped his adult life.

Section 3

Oh, I remember having to move out of our
house. My father had brought in a team of

horses and wagon. We had always lived in that
house, and we couldn’t understand why we were
moving out. When we got to the other house, it was
a worse house, a poor house. That must have been
around 1934. I was about six years old.

It’s known as the North Gila Valley, about fifty
miles north of Yuma. My dad was being turned out
of his small plot of land. He had inherited this from
his father, who had homesteaded it. I saw my two,
three other uncles also moving out. And for the
same reason. The bank had foreclosed on the loan.

If the local bank approved, the Government
would guarantee the loan and small farmers like my
father would continue in business. It so happened
the president of the bank was
the guy who most wanted our
land. We were surrounded by
him: he owned all the land
around us. Of course he would-
n’t pass the loan.

One morning a giant tractor
came in, like we had never seen
before. My daddy used to do all
his work with horses. So this
huge tractor came in and began
to knock down this corral, this
small corral where my father kept his horses. We
didn’t understand why. In the matter or a week, the
whole face of the land was changed. Ditches were
dug, and it was different. I didn’t like it as much.

We all of us climbed into an old Chevy that my
dad had. And then we were in California, and
migratory workers. There were five kids—a small
family by those standards. It must have been
around ’36. I was about eight. Well, it was a strange
life. We had been poor, but we knew every night
there was a bed there, and that this was our room.
There was a kitchen. It was sort of a settled life,
and we had chickens and hogs, eggs and all those
things. But that all of sudden changed. When

you’re small, you can’t figure these things out. You
know something’s not right and you don’t like it,
but you don’t question it and you don’t let that get
you down. You sort of just continue to move.

But this had quite an impact on my father. He
had been used to owning the land and all of the
sudden there was no more land. What I heard . . .
what I made out of conversations between my
mother and my father—things like, we’ll work this
season and then we’ll get enough money and we’ll
go and buy a piece of land in Arizona. Things like
that. Became like a habit. He never gave up hope
that some day he would come back and get a little
piece of land.

I can understand very, very well this feeling.
These conversations were sort of melancholy. I

guess my brothers and my sisters
could also see this very sad look
on my father’s face.

That piece of land he wanted . . . ?

No, never. It never happened.
He stopped talking about that
some years ago. The drive for
land, it’s a very powerful drive.

When we moved to
California, we would work after
school. Sometimes we wouldn’t

go. “Following the crops,” we missed much school.
Trying to get enough money to stay alive the fol-
lowing winter, the whole family picking apricots,
walnuts, prunes. We were pretty new, we had never
been migratory workers. We were taken advantage
of quite a bit by the labor contractor* and the crew
pusher. In some pretty silly ways. (Laughs.)

Sometimes we can’t help but laugh about it. We
trusted everybody that came around. You’re  travel-
ing in California with all your belongings in your
car: it’s obvious. Those days we didn’t have a trailer.
This is bait for the labor contractor. Anywhere we

You know something’s
not right and you don’t

like it, but you don’t
question it and you

don’t let that get you
down. You sort of just

continue to move.

* “That’s a man who specializes in contracting human beings
to do cheap labor.”
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stopped, there was a labor contractor offering all
kinds of jobs and good wages, and we were always
deceived by them and we always went. Trust them.

Coming into San Jose, not finding—being lied
to, that there was work. We had no money at all,
and had to live on the outskirts of town under a
bridge and dry creek. That wasn’t really unbear-
able. What was unbearable was so many families
living just a quarter of a mile. And you know how
kids are. They’d bring in those things that really
hurt us quite a bit. Most of those kids were middle-
class families. 

We got hooked on a real scheme once. We were
going by Fresno on our way to Delano. We stopped
at some service station and this labor contractor
saw the car. He offered a lot of money. We went.
We worked the first week: the grapes were pretty
bad and we couldn’t make much. We all stayed off
from school in order to make some money.
Saturday we were to be paid and we didn’t get
paid. He came and said the winery hadn’t paid him.
We’d have money next week. He gave us $10. My
dad took the $10 and went to the store and bought
$10 worth of groceries. So we worked another week
and in the middle of the second week, my father was
asking him for his last week’s pay,
and he had the same excuse.
This went on and we’d get $5 or
$10 or $7 a week for about four
weeks. For the whole family.

So one morning my father
made the resolution no more
work. If he doesn’t pay us, we
won’t work. We got in a car and
went over to see him. The house
was empty. He had left. The
winery said they had paid him
and they showed us where they
had paid him. This man had taken it.

Labor strikes were everywhere. We were one 
of the strikingest families, I guess. My dad didn’t
like the conditions, and he began to agitate. Some
families would follow, and we’d go elsewhere.
Sometimes we’d come back. We couldn’t find a job
elsewhere, so we’d come back. Sort of beg for a
job. Employers would know and they would make
it very humiliating . . . . 

Did these strikes ever win?

Never.

We were among these families who always
honored somebody else’s grievance. Somebody
would have a personal grievance with the employ-
er. He’d say I’m not gonna work for this man.
Even though we were working, we’d honor it. We
felt we had to. So we’d walk out, too. Because we
were prepared to honor those things, we caused
many of the things ourselves. There were other
families like that.

Sometimes when you had to come back, the con-
tractor knew this  . . . ?

They knew it, and they rubbed it in quite well.
Sort of shameful to come back. We were trapped.
We’d have to do it for a few days to get enough
money to get enough gas.

One of the experiences I had. We went through
Indio, California. Along the highway there were
signs in most of the small restaurants that said
“White Trade Only.” My dad read English, but he
didn’t really know the meaning. He went in to get
some coffee—a pot that he had, to get some coffee
for my mother. He asked us not to come in, but we
followed him anyway. And this young waitress said,
“We don’t serve Mexicans here. Get out of here.” I

was there, and I saw it and heard
it. She paid no more attention.
I’m sure for the rest of her life
she never thought of it again. But
every time we thought of it, it
hurt us. So we got back in the car
and what a difficult time trying—
in fact, we never got the coffee.
These are sort of unimportant,
but they’re . . .  you remember
‘em very well.

One time there was a little
diner across the tracks in Brawley. We used to
shine shoes after school. Saturday was a good day.
We used to shine shoes for three cents, two cents.
Hamburgers were then, as I remember, seven
cents. There was this little diner all the way across
town. The moment we stepped across the tracks,
the police stopped us. They would let us go there,
to what we called “the American town,” the Anglo
town, with a shoe shine box. We went to this little
place and we walked in.

There was this young waitress again. With
either her boyfriend or someone close, because
they were involved in conversation. And there was

Name Hard Times continued

If we were picking at a
piece rate and we knew
they were cheating on

the weight, we wouldn’t
stand for it. So we’d

lose the job, and we’d
go elsewhere.
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this familiar sign again, but we paid no attention to
it. She looked up at us and she sort of—it wasn’t
what she said, it was just a gesture. A sort of ges-
ture of total rejection. Her hand, you know, and the
way she turned her face away from us. She said:
“Wattaya want?” So we told her we’d like to buy
two hamburgers. She sort of laughed, a sarcastic
sort of laugh. And she said, “Oh, we don’t sell to
Mexicans. Why don’t you go across to Mexican
town, you can buy ‘em over there.” And then she
turned around and continued her conversation.

She never knew how much she was hurting us.
But it stayed with us.

We’d go  to school two days sometimes, a week,
two weeks, three weeks at most. This is when we
were migrating. We’d come back to our winter base,
and if we were lucky, we’d get in a good solid all of
January, February, March, April, May. So we had
five months out of a possible nine months. We start-
ed counting how many schools we’d been to and we
counted thirty-seven. Elementary schools. From
first to eighth grade. Thirty-seven. We never got a
transfer. Friday we didn’t tell the teacher or any-
thing. We’d just go home. And they accepted this.

I remember one teacher—I wondered why she
was asking so many questions. (In those days any-
body asked questions, you became suspicious.
Either a cop or a social worker.) She was a young
teacher, and she just wanted to know why we were
behind. One day she drove into the camp. That was
quite an event, because we never had a teacher
come over. Never. So it was, you know, a very
meaningful day for us.

This I remember. Some people put this out of
their minds and forget it. I don’t. I don’t want to
forget it. I don’t want it to take the best of me, but
I want to be there because this is what happened.
This is the truth, you know. History.

Activity Options
1. With a classmate, role-play an interview between

an oral historian and a person discussed by
Chávez, such as one of his family members, a
fellow worker, or someone who displayed the
sort of prejudice that Chávez fought.

2. Draw a scene from Chávez’s childhood. Create a
caption for the scene that describes what Chávez
learned or experienced.

3. Interview an older member of your family or
community about their childhood. Focus the
interview on issues of social justice, overcoming
obstacles, and “life lessons” learned during the
subject’s youth.

4. Create a 1930s poster encouraging farm workers
to protest mistreatment. What sort of protest
will you encourage? Use persuasive language
and include examples of the wrongdoings you
attempt to challenge. You may wish to research
the style of 1930s protest posters to make yours
more realistic. 

Name Hard Times continued

aran-0415ir  11/15/01  2:34 PM  Page 82


