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As one of the most celebrated targets in the 1950s of red-baiting McCarthy mania, Clinton Jencks became both a labor-movement hero and a catalyst for legal reform. 

But, hounded by controversy and suspicions of pro-Communist sympathies, he struggled for years to find work.

Turning to academia after receiving a prestigious Woodrow Wilson Fellowship, he earned a doctorate in economics and went on to teach 22 years at San Diego State University.

"Clint never left his radical roots," said David Strom, a former colleague at SDSU. "He could talk about the McCarthy era from having been through the struggles, while most of us had only read about it."

Dr. Jencks, who was a force in the faculty union and a leader of progressive professors at SDSU before retiring in 1986, died Dec. 15 at his College Area home. He was 87.

Increasingly frail in recent years, he had been suffering from anemia and myelodysplastic syndrome, a bone-marrow disease, said his wife, Muriel Sobelman-Jencks.

His work as a leader of striking New Mexico mine workers, many of them Latinos, thrust Dr. Jencks into the national spotlight in 1950. Their struggle was dramatized in a 1954 movie, "Salt of the Earth," in which Dr. Jencks and striking laborers played themselves.

As president of Local 890 of the International Union of Mine, Mill and Smelter Workers, Dr. Jencks represented Latinos who demanded equal pay with white workers, better safety conditions and health care. During the 15-month strike, wives of workers joined the effort, taking over for husbands who had been barred from picket lines by an injunction.

Dr. Jencks paid a price for his activism. Shots were fired into his parked car, and vigilantes who protested the filming of the movie attacked him.

The movie, which made its debut in March 1954 at the Grande Theater in New York, drew the ire of mainstream Hollywood and the House Committee on Un-American Activities in the anti-Communist fervor of the day. It featured in lead roles blacklisted actor Will Geer and Mexican actress Rosaura Revueltas, who was deported for her participation.

Banned at most theaters throughout the country after its release, the 94-minute film subsequently was praised by film scholars for its examination of Mexican-American labor issues and gender relations. It became one of 400 movies selected by the Library of Congress for the National Film Registry.

"The movie evolved from having to cross picket lines to see it to be considered a classic," said Strom, former president of the faculty association at SDSU.

In 1952, the Dr. Jencks-led strike that the movie depicted was settled. Workers won higher wages and insurance benefits but the company, Empire Zinc Mine, denied demands for paid holidays.

Dr. Jencks' unwavering devotion to the laborers' cause was acknowledged in 2000 with a Lifetime Achievement Award from the American Civil Liberties Union.

The award came about five decades after he was convicted of perjury in El Paso in 1954 and sentenced to five years in prison. The conviction, which was overturned, was based on charges that he filed a false affidavit with the National Labor Relations Board in 1950 that stated he was not a member of the Communist Party.

Dr. Jencks had been accused of lying based on the testimony of Harvey Matusow, a former Communist and aide to Sen. Joseph McCarthy (R-Wis.). Matusow later recanted his testimony in the 1955 book "False Witness."

In overturning Dr. Jencks' conviction in 1957, the U.S. Supreme Court held that certain FBI reports on witnesses at the trial were illegally withheld from the defense for use in cross-examination.

Ordered to give Dr. Jencks full access to its records, the FBI refused. As a result, the prosecution dismissed the case.

The landmark opinion established the right of criminal defendants to obtain prior statements made to authorities by witnesses against them.

To blunt the effects of the high court's decision, Congress enacted the Jencks Act, which allows prosecutors to withhold from the defense witness statements, grand jury transcripts and notes from interviews until after the witness has testified.

Dr. Jencks settled in San Francisco after his court victory. "He was trying to get a job any place he could find one," his wife said. "Employers were concerned that he might start employees thinking about unionizing."

A state employment counselor told Dr. Jencks that he might be "politically unemployable."

When he received the Woodrow Wilson Foundation Scholarship, he was employed as a mechanic in the Alameda County town of Albany. Resuming his education – he had received a bachelor's degree before World War II at the University of Colorado – he pursued graduated studies at UC Berkeley.

He served as a teaching assistant in Berkeley before being hired by SDSU to teach economics.

"When Jencks began teaching (at SDSU), the university withstood intense pressure to fire him; it had succumbed to red baiting of prior faculty members and was determined to stand firm behind Jencks," said Marjorie Cohn, a friend who is president-elect of the National Lawyers Guild.

Herbert Shore, an SDSU colleague, said many students who took Dr. Jencks' courses were "greatly inspired."

In 1967, Dr. Jencks was among 61 scholars awarded a grant-in-aid by the American Council of Learned Societies. The grant helped finance his book project, "Men Underground: Working Conditions of British Coal Miners Since Nationalization." SDSU published the book in 1969.

At SDSU, Dr. Jencks became a founding member and leader of the California Faculty Association, a union that has grown to include 23,000 professors, lecturers, librarians, counselors and coaches who teach in the California State University system.

An ardent feminist, Dr. Jencks was instrumental in founding women's studies at SDSU in the early 1970s.

As "Salt of the Earth" began to re-emerge on college campuses as an instructional guide to the labor movement in the McCarthy era, he became popular on the lecture circuit.

Dr. Jencks was born March 1, 1918, in Colorado Springs, Colo. After earning his bachelor's degree at the University of Colorado, he served as a navigator in the Army Air Forces during World War II. Seeing action in the Pacific, he received a Distinguished Flying Cross for a mine-laying mission completed under heavy enemy fire.

Survivors include Muriel Sobelman-Jencks; stepdaughters, Ann Fabian, Dodi Briscoe of Kirkland, Wash., Tanya James of Pleasanton and Linda O'Connell of Holland, Mich.; four grandchildren; and a great-grandson.

A celebration of life among friends and family is scheduled for Jan. 8.

Donations are suggested to the Peace Resource Center, 3850 Westgate Place, San Diego, CA 92105; San Diego Hospice and Palliative Care, 4311 Third Ave., San Diego, CA 92103; and Southern California Library for Social Studies and Research, 6120 S. Vermont St., Los Angeles, CA 90044.



