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Colleen Cason: Braceros planted deep
roots in Ventura County

By Colleen Cason
Posted: Aug. 18, 2012

It was Jose Pantoja's time on July 8. Maria de Jesus Leon Castro left this
Earth on May 18. Ramiro Avila went to his eternal rest April 10.

Reading the long, loving obituaries of these Ventura County residents in
this newspaper, it became apparent they had at least two things in
common: All were born in Mexico and they toiled as Braceros.

Started 70 years ago this month, the Bracero Program brought Mexican
laborers to the United States to farm the fields when Americans went off
to fight on the battlefields of World War II.

Just as the Greatest Generation warriors are leaving us at a faster pace as
time takes its toll, so are these former Braceros.

They have cultivated a legacy in Ventura County, which was once home to
the largest Bracero camp in the country, said Jose Alamillo, associate
professor of Chicano Studies at CSU Channel Islands.

Called the Buena Vista Labor Camp, it housed 5,000 of the agricultural
workers. Although the Bracero Program ended in 1964, the Buena Vista
dining hall survives to this day at Rose Avenue and Sixth Street in Oxnard.

Alamillo grew up listening to the stories of the Braceros. As a child in
rural Mexico, he felt the long absences of his Bracero father and
grandfather.
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Alamillo is listening still. Two years ago, CSU Channel Islands teamed up
with the Smithsonian National Museum of American History to document
the Bracero generation. The fruits of that labor went on display at the
Channel Islands campus two years ago.

A similar exhibit focusing on the Piru Labor Camp will open Sept. 29 at
the dedication of the Valle Naranjal farmworker housing complex in Piru.

Described by some as a bittersweet harvest, the program took advantage
of the cheap labor and in some cases subjected the workers to dangerous
and demeaning practices, such as fumigation with DDT upon their arrival
in the United States.

But it also gave the workers a path to U.S. citizenship and a better life for
their families.

That is, if they were willing to work and work hard.

On a typical day, Alamillo said, the workers were awakened at 5 in the
morning after a night sleeping on a wood plank, on a cot or on the floor.

Bracero translates to "strong arm" in Spanish. They also needed strong
backs. Some growers equipped the crew with short-handled hoes that
forced them to bend over deeper than they would with a longer handle.
Growers believed with a short hoe the workers would be more careful in
thinning the crops. That tool has since been outlawed.

Braceros worked six days a week. After a long day, said Alamillo, they
returned to the barracks exhausted. It was "lights out" at 9 p.m.

"It was a lonely life. Some went back to Mexico out of homesickness," he
said.

Others missed the food of their native land. Alamillo said most farmers in
Ventura County made an effort to hire cooks who could prepare credible
and edible Mexican fare.

With Mexico's economy in shambles, many Braceros sought to return to
the United States after their contracts expired. Under the program, they



could get a green card if their previous employer sponsored them.

"That's how they became U.S. citizens," Alamillo said.

The 43-year-old professor believes a strong case can be made that
Braceros helped the Allies win World War II.

"Without their efforts, we might not have been able to keep the soldiers
fed," he said.

When I look back at those years, I am awed by the sacrifice made by so
many. They rose above hardships because they believed the future of this
nation and their families depended on it.

Ramiro Avila, whom I mentioned at the top of this column, was really no
different. He had been born in Michoacan in 1916. He came with the first
wave of the Braceros in 1942. He raised a big family and was married to
his childhood sweetheart for 69 years.

None of it could have been that easy. Yet the final words of the obituary
tell of his great achievement in this life. It said, "There are no words to
describe how loved he was."

TIME FOR CONTEST

Know anyone else who loves hard work?

It's time for The Star's 10th annual Hardest Worker in Ventura County
Contest. If you know an eager beaver or a busy bee, you have until 5 p.m.
Thursday to submit a nomination.

Please limit your essay to 200 words and write in full sentences. Describe
all that the nominee does on the job or jobs. Think action verbs. Also
mention volunteer work or family obligations. Give an anecdote that
shows the nominee's good attitude.

Include the nominee's name, city of residence and contact information.
Give your name and telephone number, too. Attach a head-and-shoulders
photo of the nominee, if you have one.



I select 10 finalists from the nominations. Then Star readers can go to
VCStar.com and vote online for their favorite.

Email nominations to casonpoint101@gmail.com.
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New farmworker complex in Piru has
roots in Bracero program

An exhibit at a new farmworker housing community in Piru holds artifacts from the Piru Citrus
Association Labor Camp, or "El Campo," which housed 250 farmworkers during the Bracero program after
it was founded in 1950.

By Stephanie Snyder
Posted: Oct. 03, 2012

Maria Ibarra is more than grateful that she and her husband no longer need
to worry about whether they can afford to pay rent and buy food for their
three children everyÂ month.

After she lost her job, they had to rely solely on her husband's earnings as
a farmworker to support their children, ages 1, 4Â andÂ 6.

What eased her mind was moving into a new apartment complex where
rent varies depending on family income and that is in a community deeply
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rooted in understanding the life of a farmworker, as far back as
theÂ BraceroÂ program.

Valle Naranjal, a new 66-unit low-income housing development
exclusively for farmworkers and their families, was built on the same land
that formerly housed the Piru Citrus Association Labor Camp, which was
founded in 1950. About 250 Mexican farmworkers lived there during the
Bracero program, which brought 4.6 million guest workers to the United
States to overcome a labor shortage from 1942Â toÂ 1964.

Along with the two-, three- and four-bedroom apartments, Valle Naranjal
? orange grove valley ? features a community center that showcases the
program by exhibiting original artifacts from the site, a replica of the Piru
labor camp, a video documentary of the camp's history, news articles from
the time period, farmworkers' contracts and a map of other labor camps in
VenturaÂ County.

The display shows the efforts and struggles of the farmworkers from the
very beginning, Ibarra said. She wants her children to be aware of
thoseÂ struggles.

"It shows how proud we are of them," Ibarra, 30, said in Spanish. "The
kids will grow from theirÂ example."

Cabrillo Economic Development Corp., which built Valle Naranjal,
partnered with CSU Channel Islands to create theÂ exhibit.

"We knew we had something special, especially for the little ones to know
that this complex has come full circle," Cabrillo Project Manager Miguel
GarciaÂ said.

Garcia gave three CSUCI Chicano studies students creative freedom to
develop the exhibit for class credit during the spring 2012Â semester.

Maria Salas, one of the students who worked on the $10,000 project, said
she has known about Braceros since she was 4 years old ? when her father
explained the work he had been doing in the fields since 1942. He noted
that the food on their table was picked by farmworkers likeÂ him.



"I was so proud and ever since I've always had this thing about Braceros,"
Salas said, recalling the conversation with herÂ father.

Salas said she even served as a farmworker for six months to fulfill her
father's contract after he suffered a stroke in 1973. It meant dropping out
of UC Santa Barbara to help support her family of nineÂ siblings.

"It made me appreciate what my dad had to go through and the love that
he had for us to do that kind of work," said Salas, who took her father's
spot picking green beans inÂ Oxnard.

CSUCI started archiving the Bracero program in 2008 when it partnered
with the Smithsonian Institution's National Museum of American History
to create exhibits documenting Bracero workers, including one at the
Channel Islands campus that focuses on VenturaÂ County.

"They went through a lot of humiliation," Salas said. "A lot of them did
suffer, and that's why a lot of them were hesitant to speak. ... My dad
didn't tell me the truth until he wasÂ aboutÂ 92."

He passed away shortly afterward, sheÂ added.

Documenting Bracero workers remains an ongoing process that requires
attention now that "they're dying out," Salas said. "It is a story that needs
toÂ beÂ told."

And it is a story that CSUCI Chicano studies professor Jose Alamillo said
he hopes more students will hear since Gov. Jerry Brown signed a law in
August that allows junior high and high schools to teach about the guest
workerÂ program.

Alamillo said his goal is to declare each of the 18 Ventura County Bracero
camps as historical landmarks and create specific exhibits for each one
highlighting their local history ? like the new PiruÂ exhibit.

The Valle Naranjal community center was dedicated to Ignacio "Nacho"
Guevara and his wife, Mary, who ran the camp from 1988 until 2003.
Nacho, who passed away in 2001, was contracted as an orange and lemon
picker at the Piru Labor Camp in 1951 for 75 cents per hour and was later



hired as a cook. The camp was closed for 16 years until the Piru Citrus
Association asked Guevara to reopen itÂ inÂ 1988.

Guevara was known to help farmworkers set up residency in the United
States, open bank accounts and send money home to their families. His
generosity is shown at the exhibit with his signature quote on the wall: "If
I had won the lottery, I would've fixed the camp and had the workers
living thereÂ forÂ free."

Mary, who still lives in Piru, said all her husband wanted was to make sure
the farmworkers and their families could live comfortably at the camp and
support each other as aÂ community.

"If he was alive, he would be so happy because it's one of his dreams
coming true," sheÂ said.
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