LBST 140—Labor in the Movies

Behind Each Miner There Is A Great Woman 

By ROBERT NOTT | The New Mexican 02/24/2003  

The tear gas frightened Dolores Jimenez away, but she came back to the line the police threw her into a squad car, but she darted out the other side and went back to the line. And when law enforcement came looking for her or for any of the women who took the picket line in the historic 1950-1951 miners' strike against Empire Zinc in Hanover, N.M., Jimenez, like the other women on the front, told them that her name was Jane Doe. They were all, in fact, named Jane Doe, though most of them probably didn't look like Jane Doe. 


The women's line held for seven months, time enough for Empire Zinc to give in and negotiate with the miners. The story of that strike is the story of the 1953 film Salt of the Earth, which was filmed on location with actual miners and their wives participating as actors. "It opened our eyes and made us stronger," Jim Jimenez, still energetic at the age of 70-something, said. "Have there been lasting changes? My daughter-in-law is fighting for my son in (mine) company meetings now. She said, 'I have a right to a voice because I've sent my husband to the mines.'

So it continues." 


The story behind the strike is the story of racial and sexual discrimination, of determination in the face of physical and verbal threats and violence, and of a people who were willing to put everything on the line to gain self-respect. 


The strike, which initially involved about 150 workers from Empire Zinc, one of several mines in southwestern New Mexico, erupted out of workers' demands for portal-to-portal pay, an increase in paid holidays and equal treatment among the ethnic groups. The men took to the line on a road leading to the mine in October and held it, rather uneventfully, for nine months. In June 1951, District Judge A.W.Marshall handed down a Taft-Hartley restraining order (the Taft-Hartley act of 1947 is basically strike-breaking legislation). The men had to give up the line or go to jail.


At a fevered meeting at the local union hall, the idea of the women taking over the line came up. The men were resistant for several reasons, including their fear that the women would be hurt. But macho pride may have played a role in the men's reluctance as well. 


"Some women were for striking, and some against, and some had husbands who didn't support them (striking)," recalled Anita Torrez, a participant in the event. "Some of the women said, 'Well, I'm coming (to the line) whether he likes it or not.'"


Within three days of the women taking the line, the local sheriff, bolstered by a cadre of deputies, began intimidating the women. They used tear gas, charged the line in big Sedans and Chevrolets, and arrested many of the women. The women fought back.


"I remember we pulled the hood up on one car and put sugar in the gas tank," Torrez recalled. "We also used knitting needles (as weapons)." Jimenez recalled that she ran "like a jackrabbit" when the tear gas was first fired but eventually the substance dissipated in the air, or, if the wind shifted, flew back into the faces of those who fired it. The women never abandoned the line. 


One summer day the sheriff, the local district attorney and a company of deputies arrested about 100 of the female strikers. Fifty were put in the local jail; 50 in local hotels. They were all released within 12 hours after driving their captors crazy with singing and chanting (as in the film). Eventually the mine and the law gave up. Empire Zinc agreed to negotiate. The union won many of its demands, relinquished a few and picked up a few it didn't ask for.


The strikers' stand against a massive corporation struck a chord with blacklisted film artists Paul Jarrico, Michael Wilson and Herbert Biberman, who banded together to make “Salt of the Earth.” The miners earned the respect of the mining companies. The Hispanic workers

earned the respect of their Anglo counterparts. But, did the women – stuck in a time and culture in which they were not expected to take leadership roles - really gain much in the way of respect?

Yes and no.


"The women gained a greater sense of self-esteem and respect during and after the strike," said Clinton Jencks, one of the strike organizers (his wife, Virginia, marched on the line). "The extent to which they held onto those gains varied widely from home to home. In general, conditions never went back to the 'old ways,' nor were the highs of strength and power maintained."


"Sometimes the relationships with their husbands didn't change," succinctly noted Jimenez, declining to elaborate on the thought.


But for Torrez, who with her husband, Lorenzo, runs the Salt of the Earth Labor School in Tucson, Ariz., the fact that she and her soul sisters won the strike remains a battle cry for women all around the world. 


"Women can do this and so much more," she said. "Vivan las mujeres!"

The screening of Salt of the Earth will take place Feb. 27 at 7:30 p.m. followed at 9 p.m. by a discussion titled Salt of the Earth, 50 Years Later with Virginia Chacon, striker and wife of Salt lead actor Juan Chacon; Anita and Lorenzo Torrez, strikers and film participants; Sylvia Jarrico, wife of Salt producer Paul Jarrico; Becca Wilson, Daughter of Salt screenwriter Michael Wilson; Eva Bodenstedt, filmmaker and granddaughter of Salt lead actress Rosaura Revueltas. The screening will be at the Lensic Performing Arts Center. Additional panels are planned as part of the Salt of the Earth conference. All panels will be held at Greer Garson Theatre, The College of

Santa Fe, 1600 St. Michael's Drive. Tickets are available at CSF, 424-4001 and on the Salt of the Earth Web site at  www.salt.csf.edu     <http://www.salt.csf.edu> .
