
The Biography 
of César E. Chávez
The man who founded the United Farm 
Workers Union, who fought for the rights of 
some of the most powerless members of 
American society, and inspired thousands of 
people to better their own lives and the lives 
of those around them was not marked for 
greatness when he was born in Yuma, Arizona 
in 1927 on his family’s farm. The Chávez family 
eked out a living on their small farm, but as 
the Great Depression wore on through the 
1930s they could no longer make ends meet 
and eventually lost their farm and were forced 
to become migrant farm workers, following the 
harvest through California and Arizona. Chávez 
attended over 30 different schools before his 
formal education ended after the seventh 
grade. His education in the ways of being a 
migrant worker would continue, however.
The Chávez family, like all migrant farm 
workers at that time, worked very hard picking 
fruits and vegetables for a pittance. Living 
conditions were harsh, many farm workers 
couldn’t afford to rent a place in the miserable 
shacks near the fields and were forced to sleep 
in their cars. Farm owners would sometimes 
refuse to pay the workers what they were 
owed for their work or would charge them for 
expenses as petty as the water they drank 
while they worked in the field. César escaped 
this life temporarily in 1944, when at age 17 
he joined the U.S. Navy to fight in World War 
II. Returning to California in 1946, Chávez 
married Helen Fabela and they made their 
home in Delano, a small town in the Central 
Valley. He resumed his life as a farm worker, 
picking grapes and cotton and as he worked he 
realized that nothing had changed for those in 
the fields since the war had ended, and nothing 
would change unless farm workers won for 
themselves the rights other workers enjoyed. 
He resolved to work to better the conditions of 
farm workers like himself.
In 1952, Chávez joined the Community 
Service Organization (CSO) and became a 
community organizer, sometimes helping fellow 
farm workers with their everyday problems, 
encouraging them to register to vote or to 
become U.S. citizens. He tried to convince the 

CSO leadership that farm workers needed a 
union devoted to their interests. 
When the leadership refused, he resigned from 
the CSO, took his life savings of $1,200 and 
formed the National Farm Workers Association, 
the precursor of the United Farm Workers 
union (UFW). The first years of the union’s 
existence were a struggle to survive. Chávez 
traveled to migrant labor camps all over 
California and Arizona, discussing with farm 
workers the need for a union and recruiting 
organizers to help him do what many labor 
leaders thought was impossible. Past attempts 
to form a labor union of farm workers had been 
defeated by violent reprisals by farm owners 
and law enforcement against organizers and 
union members. The migrant workforce was 
scared, divided, and easily manipulated by 
farm owners and labor contractors, and a lack 
of connection between well meaning labor 
organizers and the migrant workers had also 
doomed previous organizing efforts.
One of Chávez’s great insights was that a 
successful union of farm workers had to be 
one they formed themselves. Much of his time 
was spent recruiting, training, and inspiring 
farm workers to take on the monumental 
task of forming a union, negotiating contracts 
with hostile growers and withstanding the 
sometimes violent reactions of the communities 
that hated the idea of a farm workers union and 
hated the man who led them. “Si se pueda!” 
(“Yes We Can!”) was a rallying cry of the UFW, 
and in part it meant that the people in the 
union, whom no one thought were capable 
of doing anything more than picking fruit and 
vegetables, could indeed fight for their rights 
as workers and human beings, and succeed. 
Again and again one reads testimonials by 
former farm workers whose potential was 
recognized by Chávez (often even before these 
people saw it in themselves) and whose work 
for the UFW opened new vistas in their lives, 
changing how they thought of themselves and 
what they were capable of. 
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1 - Intercalary Days end (Baha’i)   
3 - National Anthem Day (US)   
4 - Employee Appreciation Day (US) 
6-12 - Girl Scout Week (US)
8 - Maha Shivaratri (Hindu)
10 - Salvation Army Day (US)
13 - L. Ron Hubbard birthday (Scientology)
14-18 - LGBT Awareness Week (International)
17 - St. Patrick’s Day (Christian)
21 - Norooz “New Year” (Persian/Zoroastrian)
22-28 - Tsunami Awareness Week (International)
23 - Magha Puja Day (Buddhist)
24 - Hola Mohalla (Sikh)
27 - Easter (Christian)
28 - Khordad Sal (Zoroastrian)
30 - Mahavir Jayanti (Jain)
31 - Cesar Chavez Day (International)
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The Irish American Heritage Month is celebrated in March.  A special proclamation is issued yearly by the 
United States President or Congress to honor the achievements and contributions of Irish immigrants and 
their descendants living in the United States. 

“As we celebrate Irish-American Heritage Month, we recognize the Irish people’s contributions to 
our country’s dynamism, and we reaffirm the friendship and family ties between our two nations. For 
centuries, sons and daughters of Erin have come to America’s shores, adding to our rich vibrancy and 
putting their full hearts into everything they do. From building our country’s cities as preeminent architects 
and earnest laborers to building our national character as people of great joy and cherished culture, Irish 
Americans have endured intolerance and discrimination to find a place for themselves and their children 
here in the United States. While remembering the great Irish Americans of the past, we celebrate what 
forms the foundation of the lasting Irish-American story -- a shared embrace of hard work and humility, 
fairness and dignity, and a mutual quest to secure a freer and more peaceful future.” 

March is the Irish American Heritage Month

In traditional Vietnamese cutlure, the causes of illness are understood through 
different, although overlapping, models. Illness can come from spiritual causes, 
imbalance of Am and Duong (similar to the yin and yang in other Asian cultures), and 
western concepts of disease (i.e. germ theory). These beliefs are the foundation for 
the traditional healing practices and views of Western medicine described below.

Vietnamese hold great respect for people with education, especially doctors. Doctors are 
considered experts on health issues and are expected to diagnose and treat all conditions 
in one visit with little examination or invasive laboratory/diagnostic tests. In addition, blood 
drawing for laboratory tests is feared and even resisted by the Vietnamese, who believe 
that blood loss will exacerbate their illness and that their body cannot replace what is lost. 
Surgery is feared for this reason as well, and is used only as a last resort. 

Vietnamese often will combine traditional healing techniques with Western medicine. 
They view American health care as a way to relieve symptoms and expect to be 
prescribed something to cure their illness immediately. Individuals will frequently 
discontinue medicines after their symptoms disappear because they feel that if 
they don’t experience any symptoms, there is no illness. They also might readjust 
their dosage to what they consider to be correct, since they believe that Western 
pharmaceuticals are developed for Americans and Europeans, and that dosages are 
too strong for their culture’s body build. It is quite common for Vietnamese patients 
to save large quantities of half-used prescription drugs. Since they believe Western 
medicines, especially oral medications, throw the body out of balance, traditional 
alternatives like a balm may better meet the patient’s needs. Because of these 
beliefs, it is important to help the patient understand the value and proper use of 

preventive, long-term medications.  

Traditional healing practices include:
• Coining: a coin dipped in mentholated 

oil is vigorously rubbed across the skin 
in a prescribed manner, causing a mild 
dermabrasion. This practice is believed to 
restore balance.

• Cupping: a series of small, heated glasses are placed on the skin, forming a 
suction that leaves a red circular mark, drawing out the bad force.

• Pinching: the skin is pinched to form a dermabrasion, which allows the 
causative force to leave the body.

• Steaming: a mixture of medicinal herbs is boiled, the steam is inhaled, and the 
body bathed.

• Balm: various medicated oils or balms are rubbed over the skin.
• Acupuncture: specialized practitioners insert thin steel needles into specific 

locations known as vital-energy points. Each of these points has specific 
therapeutic effects on the corresponding organs.

• Acupressure or Massage: fingers are pressed at the acupuncture points and, 
together with massage,mulate these points to maximize their therapeutic effects.

• Herbs: various medicinal herbs are boiled in water in specific proportions or 
mixed with “wine” and consumed to restore balance.

Health Beliefs and Healing Practices in Vietnamese Culture

(continued from the previous page)

In 1965 the UFW reached a turning point. Migrant grape pickers had gone out on strike, demanding a raise from the dollar an hour they were paid. More and more workers 
joined the Huelga (Spanish for “strike”), even in the face of threats from farm owners and labor contractors. Chávez worked tirelessly in support of the strike. In March, 1966 
he led a group of strikers on a 250 mile march from Delano to Sacramento, to take the union’s demands to the state government and to bring national attention to the cause 
of the UFW. By the time the group arrived in Sacramento, one of the large Delano grape growers had settled with the union, signing a contract guaranteeing better pay and 
working conditions for migrant workers. The battle for the rights of the workers would continue. In 1968, to draw more attention to the cause, Chávez began a 25 day hunger 
strike, organized more rallies and demonstrations and called for a national boycott of grapes. By 1970, the grape growers had agreed to a contract with the UFW which gave 
the workers health care benefits and a raise in pay. A similar call for a boycott of lettuce was less successful, but in 1975 Governor Jerry Brown signed the Agricultural Labor 
Relations Act - the first bill of rights for farm workers ever passed in the United States. It gave workers the right to vote on which union would represent them for the first time. 
The UFW easily defeated the Teamsters in an election to represent the lettuce pickers.

César E. Chávez continued to fight for the rights of farm workers as head of the UFW until his death in 1993. Over 50,000 mourners came to pay their respects to the humble 
man from Delano whose simple, humble manner belied a man of iron principles, and whose commitment to social justice was absolute. His efforts to better the lives of his 
fellow men made him, in the words of Robert F. Kennedy, “One of the heroic figures of our time.” He was awarded posthumously the nation’s highest civilian honor, the 
Presidential Medal of Freedom, by President Clinton in 1994.

http://www.colapublib.org/chavez/about.html

www.whitehouse.gov/the-press-office/2016/02/29/presidential-proclamation-irish-american-heritage-month-2016

http://www.vietfamilyhealth.org/culture/beliefs.html


