
The National Farm Worker Ministry  ~  Standing with farm workers in their struggle for justice. 

Summer 2003 

How the pilgrimage came about … 
 

In the summer of 1973, the grape and let-
tuce boycotts were in full swing with farm 
worker pickets staged throughout the 
Coachella Valley of California. Strike-
breakers were hired to “unleash a cam-
paign of violence against farm workers.”  
In June, the General Synod of the UCC 
met in St. Louis, MO. The delegates were 
to consider a resolution supporting the 
UFW’s boycotts; but they ended up doing 
much more.  
 

On the first day of the Synod, Cesar 
Chavez called and asked if a small delega-
tion could come to Coachella to encourage 
nonviolence. A day later, a chartered 
plane left St. Louis with 95 UCC delegates 
on board.  During their brief pilgrimage, 
the delegates witnessed and stood against 
the violence on the picket lines and they 
gave courage and hope to the striking 
farm workers.  The delegates returned to 
the Synod meeting committed to the cause 
of farm worker justice and to the thunder-
ous cheering of the entire Synod.  
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NFWM Joins Four Major Farm Worker Organizations  
in Celebrating UCC Commitment to Farm Workers 

 

United Church of Christ Synod Remembers  
Historic 1973 Pilgrimage to California’s Coachella Valley  

Farm labor leaders parade into the assembly hall flanked by an honor guard 
waving flags and followed by fifteen of the original “grape saints.” This Synods’ 
delegates unanimously endorsed continued UCC support for the farm worker 
movement. Farm worker leaders and NFWM thanked the UCC for its active 
and longstanding solidarity.   
 
Pictured Front: Bernice Powell Jackson, Executive Minister of UCC Justice 
and Witness Ministries; Baldemar Velasquez, President of the Farm Labor 
Organizing Committee; Dolores Huerta, UFW co-founder;  Rev. John Thomas, 
UCC President & General Minister.  Back: Rev. Avery D. Post, UCC President, 
1977-89; Ramon Ramirez, President of Pineros y Campesinos Unidos del No-
roestes (PCUN);  Chris Hartmire, NFWM Director in 1973 and current NFWM 
Board Member; Lucas Benitez, President of the Coalition of Immokalee Work-
ers; Olgha Sierra Sandman, NFWM Board Member & Chair UCC Executive 
Committee; Rev. Paul H. Sherry, UCC President, 1989-99.  
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Benton Rhoades:  
A Lifetime of Commitment 

More about the NFWM Board meeting on page 5 .  

Benton Rhoades and NFWM  
Executive Director, Virginia Nesmith 

The June NFWM Board meeting began with a 
tribute to Benton Rhoades, staunch farm 
worker advocate and long-time NFWM Board 
member and officer, who  died March 19, 2003. 
Benton, a Church of the Brethren minister, first 
became involved with the farm workers during 
the 1973 grape strike in Coachella, CA as Direc-
tor of Agricultural Missions. All his life, Benton 
labored tirelessly for a better world and in such 
a deeply peaceful, affirming, and joyful way 
that many found their loads lightened in his 
presence.  We miss him.  



1,400 Farm Workers in California  
Win Contracts in June 

NFWM MEMBERS SUPPORT NATIONWIDE BOYCOTT OF TACO BELL 

On May 15, 2003, shareholders of 
YUM Brands, Taco Bell’s parent 
corporation, voted an unprece-
dented 39% in favor of a proposal 
calling for greater transparency and 
reporting on social and environ-
mental practices of the company.   

 
The resolution was sponsored by 
the United Church of Christ, the 
Center for Reflection, Education 
and Action, Trillium Asset Manage-
ment, and others.  It was inspired 
by the struggle of the Coalition of 
Immokalee Workers for decent 
working conditions and fair wages 
from the farms that supply YUM  
restaurants.  
 
The 39% vote represents the third 
highest for a social issue share-
holder proposal this year. The vote 
strengthens UCC’s efforts to engage 
the company in substantive dia-
logue on the issue of justice for farm 
workers.   

Look for & BUY Coastal Berry Strawberries 
 

In June, the United Farm Workers (UFW) signed a new contract with 
Coastal Berry Co. covering 800 strawberry workers in Watsonville, CA.  
These workers join the nearly 900 Coastal Berry workers already cov-
ered by contract in Oxnard.  

 
Now all of the of the workers employed 
by the largest single strawberry grower in 
California are under contract and can look 
forward to improved wages and benefits, 
working conditions and job protections in 
one of the most physically demanding 
jobs in agriculture.   

Shareholder Campaign 
with YUM Brands  
Makes Progress  

in Louisville 

Religious Leaders Act in  
Support of CIW’s Hunger 

Strike in Irvine, CA  

Fifty Florida farm workers, members of 
the Coalition of Immokalee Workers, and 
their supporters conducted a hunger 
strike from February 24 to March 5 out-
side Taco Bell headquarters in Irvine, CA.   

 
Hundreds of supporters from around the 
country joined the fasters to pressure the 
company to enter into negotiations with 
CIW and with the Florida growers who 
supply Taco Bell with tomatoes. Religious 
leaders were a strong presence, and sup-
port for the Taco Bell boycott continues to 
grow within national denominations. 

 
Efforts made during the action to commu-
nicate directly with Emil Brolick, CEO of 
Taco Bell, were rebuffed. Responding to 
pleas from religious leaders concerned for 
their health,  the workers ended their fast 
during an Ash Wednesday service.    
 
The National Council of Churches Execu-
tive Board has called on member com-
munions to initiate study of conditions 
leading to the Taco Bell boycott.  The 
NCC is conducting such study now in 
preparation for determining whether or 
not it will recommend endorsing the boy-
cott to the NCC General Assembly in No-
vember, 2003. 

News from Miami 
 

 A growing number of congregations in 
south Florida are joining the cause for 
farm worker justice behind the organizing 
work of Erin Balleine.  Coral Gables Con-
gregational Church in Miami has devel-
oped a Farm Worker Support Committee. 
Twenty-one people responded to the ini-
tial request for committee volunteers. Erin 
has moved into a new office and can be 
reached at: 1320 S. Dixie Hwy, Miami, Fl 
33146, 305-663-5455 (phone/fax), or  
eballeine@nfwm.org. 

New Contract in  
Tree Fruits 

 

The UFW has signed a 
contract with Excelsior, 
a tree fruit company in 
Hanford, CA.  Up to 
600 farm workers will 
now be covered.  
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About 50 Florida farm workers 
and their church, union, and 
student allies demonstrated 
across from YUM headquar-
ters, parent company of Taco 
Bell, in Louisville, KY as share-
holders met inside. 
 
Clifton Kirkpatrick (above), 
stated clerk of the Presbyterian 
Church (U.S.A), which has 
endorsed the Taco Bell boy-
cott, spoke at the YUM rally.  
“Our hope and dream in all of 
this is that companies like 
Taco Bell will move from being 
part of the problem to being 
part of the answer,” Kirkpatrick 
said, “that they will join with us 
in an effort to pay decent 
wages to farm workers, to rec-
ognize their rights to human 
dignity and ... build an econ-
omy and society that provides 
justice to farm workers and 
well-being to companies.” 
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Farm Labor Organizing Committee (FLOC) Boycott 
Director, Nick Wood, asked me to speak in support of 
the Mt. Olive Pickle boycott at Kroger’s annual share-
holders meeting and so, with a proxy letter from the 
National Farm Worker Ministry Board President, Sam 
Trickey, I attended the June 26th Kroger meeting in 
Cincinnati, Ohio. 
 
There were nearly l,000 shareholder attendees inside 
the Cincinnati Music Hall as over 300 boycott support-
ers rallied outside the building.   
       
Introducing myself as a Kroger shopper for 49 years 
and a farm worker advocate for 30 years, “ I am here 
today to urge Kroger to stop buying the nationally boy-
cotted Mt. Olive pickles, thereby supporting the rights 
of North Carolinasʹ cucumber harvesters to organize - a 
right which your own workers have and which you 
already honor. 

The statement then described 
NC farm worker conditions, 
reasons for the boycott, and the 
national support and media 
attention which the boycott is 
receiving. I pointedly stated 
that dropping the boycotted 
pickles, ʺwould distinguish 
Kroger from WAL-MART and 
your other competitors.ʺ 
 
I concluded: ʺAs a Kroger cus-

tomer, I want my company to establish a positive image 
among my fellow consumers by showing sensitivity, 
awareness and support for the hard working and hard 
pressed North Carolina cucumber harvesters whose 
labor brings Mt. Olive Pickle to your shelves. The posi-
tive attention you will gain by making this decision will 
help not only the farm workers but also your concerned 
shoppers and your dedicated shareholders.ʺ 

Supporting the Mt. Olive Boycott at 
Kroger  Shareholders’ Meeting  

 

BY JOAN PAPERT PREISS 
NFWM BOARD MEMBER, DURHAM, NC 

On Palm Sunday, April 13, 2003, more than 400 farm worker 
supporters marched through the town of Mount Olive, North 
Carolina and rallied in support of FLOC’s boycott of Mt. Olive 
Pickle Co. Virginia Nesmith, NFWM’s Executive Director, Bal-
damar Valesguez, FLOC’s President, and others spoke to the 
festive and resolute crowd. 
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NC Sister Communities Project Gets  
Help from Summer Interns 

  

Four North Carolina churches are participating this 
summer in NFWM’s Sister Communities program.  
Each church pairs with a sister labor camp which 
congregants visit twice monthly for cultural ex-
change and recreational activities. Working with 
Lori Khamala to coordinate and facilitate the pro-
gram are NFWM’s two summer interns,  Jose Vil-
lasenor, a Duke Divinity student, and Emily Hall, 
from Student Action with Farmworkers. 
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Farm Worker Conditions  
in North Carolina Reported 

 

FLOC began its summer organizing campaign in 
June, visiting about 100 camps in North Carolina. 
The most common complaints received from the 
workers are: 

 

• NO bathrooms in the fields 

• NO water or cups in the fields 

• Constant threats of being fired 

• Low pay 

• Being sprayed with pesticides 

• Too many pay deductions 

• Horrible housing conditions 

Donna Graham, OSF, spoke on behalf of NFWM at the 
FLOC sponsored rally outside the shareholders’ meeting. 

 

“Harvesting For Mt. Olive:   
A National Farm Worker Ministry Delegation Report”  

can be found at:  
 www.nfwm.org/articles/mtolivearticle2.shtml.  

For a hard copy of the 6 page report,  
contact our St. Louis office.  


