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Chávez, César (1927–1993)

When he was a boy, César Chávez never stayed in one place for very 
long. Every day, he and his family walked up and down rows of crops. 
Sometimes, they hoed the beds. Other times, they picked fruits or 
vegetables. Up one row, then down the next, that’s how they spent 
their time. 
 
At the end of these long days, the workers walked to their temporary 
homes. They lived in houses owned by the growers, or the companies 
that owned the farms. 
 
The worst thing for young César was moving all the time. After a harvest, 
the Chávez family moved to another farming town. The Chávez family moved all over California and parts of 
Arizona. César and his brother attended more than 35 different schools. 
 
César and his family were migrant farmworkers. A migrant farmworker moves to find farmwork. Life for migrant 
farmworkers was hard. They worked in the heat, rain, or cold. Growers did not pay workers a lot of money. 
Children often missed school to work or to move. 
 
When he grew up, Chávez decided to help farmworkers. He wanted them to join together in a group called a 
labor union. A labor union is a group that works to protect workers. These unions make agreements with business 
owners about what workers will be paid and what their working conditions will be like. Often, growers didn’t want 
farmers to join labor unions. Growers wanted to keep their costs low for paying workers and improving working 
conditions. 
 
Chávez started a union called the National Farm Workers Association (NFWA). He tried to get as many people as 
possible to join the union. Most of the farmworkers who joined the NFWA were Latino. 
 
In 1965, Filipino American grape pickers in Delano, California, started a strike because of the way they were 
treated. The workers refused to work until they were treated better. Larry Itliong started the strike. Two weeks 
later, Chávez and the NFWA joined the strike. Chávez and Itliong came together to form a new union called 
United Farm Workers (UFW). The UFW kept the grape strike going for more than five years. 
 
César Chávez knew how hard life was for farmworkers. He spent his life working to improve their lives. 
 
Reflect:

1. How did Chávez help people in his community?

2. Why did farmworkers in Delano go on strike in 1965?

3. What is one question you have about Chávez’s life? How could you find the answer to this question?
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