	UNLIKELY MOVIE STAR: Fifty years later, Clinton Jenks reflects on Salt of the Earth 

Clinton Jencks isn’t an easy man to get on the phone. When I called to set up an interview, there was a nearly five-minute period of silence after his wife Muriel answered. When Jencks finally picked up the receiver, he considered the request politely, but cautiously: What paper is this for? What’s the circulation? He didn’t sound entirely reassured by the responses, but we set up a time to meet nonetheless. 

Jencks has good reason to be cautious. Fifty-three years ago, as an international union representative of the Amalgamated Bayard District Union of Mine, Mill, and Smelter Workers Local 890, he was convicted in El Paso of violating the oath of the non-Communist affidavit required of union officials under the Taft-Hartley Act. Sentenced to five years in prison, he was preparing for incarceration when the U.S. Supreme Court reversed the conviction on the grounds that the defense was intentionally kept unaware of “inconsistencies” by government witnesses. As it turned out, Jencks was convicted largely on false testimony given by an aide to the Communist-hunting Sen. Joseph McCarthy. 

Around the same time, the highly decorated World War II veteran had been a movie star of sorts. In 1953, he was approached by blacklisted producer Paul Jarrico to appear in a film he and other leftist filmmakers, actors and writers expelled from Hollywood were making about the strike Jencks was helping organize in Bayard, N.M., with Mexican-American miners against the Empire Zinc Company. 

The cause—minority workers seeking pay equal to that of Anglo workers, improved safety conditions and healthcare—seemed like perfect dramatic material for post-war progressives like Jarrico, and with the backing of the International Union of Mine, Mill and Smelter Workers, Jarrico and director Herbert Biberman began casting real mine workers to play strikers and convinced Jencks to play the part of organizer Frank Barnes (essentially a characterization of himself). They also recruited Jencks’ first wife Virginia to appropriately play Barnes’ spouse, Ruth. 

Innocuously advertised as “an honest movie about American working people,” the film, titled Salt of the Earth, generated an avalanche of publicity upon its release, most of it negative. The Screen Actors Guild President Walter Pidgeon promptly asked the House Committee on Un-American Activities to investigate the filmmakers and cast members. Howard Hughes, most recently immortalized in The Aviator,
 used his influence to impede the film’s production and distribution, and it was denounced on the floor of the U.S. House of Representatives as Communist propaganda. 

After its opening night in New York, it was virtually impossible to see the film in the United States for more than a decade, as most projectionists wouldn’t dare touch it (it was, however, widely shown throughout Europe), and for more than 30 years the film was unavailable on video. 

Some associated with the film found their careers all but ruined. Star Rosaura Revueltas was deported to Mexico. Cast member Will Geer (later Grandpa on The Waltons) and co-writer Michael Wilson were promptly blacklisted. Biberman was convicted of contempt and went to jail as one of the “Hollywood Ten.” He wouldn’t work again until 1969. 

I first saw Salt of the Earth six years ago at a community-organizing training in a Catholic retreat center auditorium outside Chicago. The audience was a diverse mix: a New Black Panther Party organizer from Detroit; a handful of Public Interest Research Group activists; a coterie of friendly, heavy-set women with the Minnesota Federation of Senior Citizens. The film was shown on a creaky reel-to-reel, the sound fading in and out, but it impressed the social action-minded viewers as miraculously, luminously undated. Despite its mostly non-professional cast and limited production values, the film seemed unusually polished. It inspired. 

At 86, Jencks still stands tall despite frail health, and with his full head of white hair, strong traces of Frank Barnes remain. After greeting me at the door in a gray zippered sweater and white collared shirt buttoned over his Adam’s apple, we retreated to a quiet study in the back of the tidy ranch house he shares with his wife near the San Diego State University campus. He spoke slowly and clearly, like the professor he was, through frequent coughing bouts. 

Raised in Colorado by activist Methodist parents, Jencks first became aware of labor unions as a junior-high student by reading tales of Colorado’s Cripple Creek strike of 1904. After college, he began engaging in the labor organizing that would eventually bring him to New Mexico. 

Filming Salt of the Earth, Jencks recalled, was “stressful, because not only was I in the film, but I had to be negotiating full-time.” Still, he was enthusiastic that the film would bring attention to the Empire Zinc strike. 

“We had high expectations that would have been fulfilled had it not been for McCarthy,” he says ruefully. At the least, Jencks hoped that the film would be as resonant as John Ford’s adaptation of The Grapes of Wrath, which had an enormous impact on the young organizer. Despite the best efforts of its enemies to censure it as dangerously subversive, Jencks recounts that Salt of the Earth “had tremendous appeal to working people, and to people who had an awareness about racism, to blacks and Mexican-Americans.” 

The glamour of a movie actor’s life was short-lived. Facing five years in prison, with a family to support, Jencks found himself caught up in a constant whirlwind: the union had him speaking on his own behalf around the country, his life was continuously threatened and he woke up one morning to find his car shot full of holes. By the time he went on trial, he knew that the venue wouldn’t work to his advantage. “To be a strong union member in Texas was almost verboten, and the judge was so prejudiced that I couldn’t hope to get a fair trial.” 

Even though he escaped a prison term, the blacklist dogged him, and his notoriety forced him to move from job to job. Hoping to secure some stability, Jencks went back to school, eventually earning a doctorate in economics from the University of California at Berkeley. Hired by SDSU in 1964, he became active with the American Federation of Teachers and the United Professors of California. There were attempts to get Jencks fired—the San Diego Union featured an article that raised questions about his “radical” past—but he earned tenure and retired in 1988. 

Meanwhile, Salt of the Earth became revered amongst critics, historians and activists alike. It’s one of only 400 films selected by the Library of Congress for the National Film Registry (alongside Casablanca and the Zapruder film of John F. Kennedy’s assassination), as well as the only blacklisted film honored. 

As for his fleeting brush with movie stardom, Jencks is modest. “I never looked at it like that at all—it seemed perfectly natural to do what I was doing in everyday life,” he insists. 

A casual movie watcher, Jencks particularly admires Michael Moore (whose filmmaking style he praises as “remarkable”) and favors documentaries like Barbara Kopple’s Harlan County, U.S.A., which address labor struggles and workers’ rights. Still engaged in social issues, Jencks believes we live in “a time of very grave danger for democracy and civil rights,” which he expects hopefully will be “followed by a resurgence of democratic unionism, of movements on the civil-rights fronts.” 

As for his own involvement, he has been a supporter of the San Diego Retired Union Members. “You can never rest and say, ‘Well, it’s all done,’” he said. 

He keeps a videotape of Salt of the Earth somewhere in his house, but he rarely looks at it, as he calculates having already seen the film hundreds of times. Still, the film’s power over Jencks remains. “Paul Jarrico figured it was seen by more people around the world than any other American film,” he said proudly. “It still reaches very deep into my emotional being.” 

Overcome, his voice faltered for a moment. “I was very proud that I could play a role in making this country a better place.” 

Director David Riker (La Ciudad) recently announced that he will direct a remake of Salt of the Earth, to be shot—like the original—in New Mexico. 

Sam Sokolove 
From San Diego City Beat (12/30/2005)


	
	


