CultureWork

Web Site Accessibility | Employment Interviews | Invisible Careers | Digital Museums/Graffiti

CultureWork

A Periodic Broadside*
for Arts and Culture Workers

April, 1998. Val. 2, No. 2.
Institute for Community Arts Studies
Arts & Administration Program, University of Oregon

The Florida Farmworkers' Project:
One Story In Photographs and Text

Text by Catalina Delgado-Trunk
Photographs by Faith Amon

With an Introduction by Kristin G. Congdon
University of Central Florida

Introduction

In the Summer of 1997, 2,500 Florida farmworkers--Mexican-Americans, Appalachian
Whites, Haitians, and African-Americans--were told they would be out of ajob islessthan
ayear. Florida's legidature is purchasing the farms they have worked on for forty to fifty
years and the land will be flooded in an effort to restore Lake Apopka, one of the most
polluted lakes in the state, back to a healthy eco-system. The farm owners are to reap $91
million dollars from the taxpayersin land buy-outs. In contrast, the farm workers have
been granted $20,000 in retraining funds. Land around the restored Lake Apopkaisto be
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redeveloped for recreational use and comfortable resort living. Questions have been raised
as to the whether these actions are economic rather th an environmental. Certainly the
plans to bring Lake Apopka back to health have not included the cultural and occupational
health of alarge portion of the community's residents.

With the impending loss of away of life, difficult asit has been, the Farmworkers
Association of Florida approached several local organizations asking for help. These
groups include the Florida Folklore Society, Seminole Community College, Crealde
School of Art, and the Florida Humanities Council. They asked that their occupational and
cultural history be documented before it islost. These four organizations, among others,
quickly began fieldwork. As | write this introduction, this documentation continues.

However, the story that istold here is one that we had not anticipated, nor isit one that we
sought out. However, it is an experience we feel must be immediately made visible; it
cannot wait for the curation of photographs and text panels. While not everyone involved
in the Farmworkers Project agrees that it should be told to mass audiences, Benito Muro
Banuelos and Jose Muro Martinez requested that it go on the internet, and it is mostly their
story. Catalina Delgado-Trunk, who tells the story, strongly agrees. We believe that Benito
and Jose will be safer because of it.

The photographs of Benito and Jose were taken by Faith Amon who has been
photographing what we have cometo call "The Last Harvest." She teaches photography
classes with Peter Schreyer, photographer and Director of Crealde School of Art in Winter
Park, Florida. They have weekly meetings in Apopka with youth from farm worker
families whom they teach to photograph their communities. This project, along with the
following story and photographs of Benito Muro Banuelos and Jose Muro Martinez, relays
life experiences that are hidden from many of us. And yet, it is these images and words
that we wish to make visible. It is our hope that Benito and Jose, along with all farm
workers, will be remembered when people of privilege purchase inexpensive carrots,
celery, tomatoes, and lettuce, and savor the pleasure of awell grown orange, grapefruit, or
tasty strawberries. Perhaps we need to be reminded that what many of us think of as"our
simple pleasures" are not really so simple.

For the most part the farm workers we have been documenting are legal residents of the
United States. They earn little more than minimum wage, get few--if any--benefits, and
must work when the farm work needs doing, which means long hours some weeks, and no
work on others. Rain and drought can mean a bad year for afarm owner; it can mean dire
hunger for afarm worker's family. Still, hungry people from other countriesillegally cross
the borders for a chance to pick our crops. Their experiences are often disastrous. This
story documents one such experience. Catalina Delgado-Trunk's story, as relayed to her
from Benito Banuelos, istold herein letter to the Wage and Hour Investigatorsin the
United States Department of Labor.
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Kristin G. Congdon

Click on the thumbnails to see the photographs full size.

Benito Muro Banuelos and Jose Muro Martinez
after accident.

Benito Muro Banuel os.

Benito Muro Banuelos
and Jose Muro
Martinez.
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Date: January 11, 1998

To: Mercedes Herrera and Butch Kennedy
Wage and Hour Investigators, United States Departnent of
Labor

From Catalina Del gado- Trunk
Re: Benito Muro Banuel os and Jose Muro Marti nez

As requested by Mercedes Herrera, | amvoluntarily filing a
report with the United States Departnent of Labor as to ny
ni ne days (January 1, 1998 to January 9, 1998) with Benito
Mur o Banuel os and Jose Muro Martinez. | amled by ny
conscience to do so with the hope that this report helps in
maki ng a difference for the thousands of undocunented
wor kers that continuously cross our borders as econom cC
ref ugees from Mexi co.

On Decenber 29, 1997, Jeanni e Econonobs of the Farmworkers
Associ ation of Florida nade we aware of a need for housing
for a father and son who were being rel eased from Leesburg
Menorial Hospital to the Border Patrol. | suggested a small
cottage on the prem ses of Olando Monthly Meeting of the
Rel i gi ous Society of Friends (Quakers) and was advi sed on
January 1, 1998, that they were, indeed, at the cottage and
I n need of sonebody who spoke Spani sh.

| went to the cottage and net Benito Muro Banuel os, age 64,
and his son, Jose Muro Martinez, age 17, who subsequently
descri bed their journey from Guadal upe, Zacateccas, to
Florida. Benito sets the date of his departure as Sunday,
the 18th of Decenber. However, the cal endar indicates Sunday
as the 14th, and in a tel ephone conversation with his wfe,
Rebecca, she stated that the departure took place on Sunday,
the 14th of Decenber. Benito is an occasional bricklayer and
usual Il y manages to get work for three or four days out of

t he week, usually earning $180.00 (Mexican currency) or
approxi mately $24.00 (U.S. currency) per week. On Decenber
14, 1997, Antonio Hernandez Sr., a large | andowner in

GQuadal upe, Zacatecas, went to Benito's nei ghborhood and

I nformed Benito that his son Antoni o Hernandez Jr. a
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resi dent of | mokal ee, Florida, had called himand requested
that he recruit forty workers for the I mmokal ee tonmato
fields. Antonio Hernandez Sr. urged Benito to send his son,
Jose, and if the quota was not nmet, then he would al so allow
Benito to go with Jose. The reason for this is that the
recruiter makes every effort to avoid ol der nmen and wonen
and strives to solely recruit 14 to 17 year old boys and
girls.

It was at this point that Benito asked about wages, |iving
arrangenents, and the cost of transportati on. He was

i nformed that he woul d receive between $300 to $350 (U.S.
Currency) per day, and that his wages would be w thheld
until he net the $1,500 (U. S. currency) "transportation
fee." He was also told that Antoni o Hernandez Jr. owned the
| abor canp trailers and that the rental fee for a bed would
be $250 (U.S. currency) per week. Benito then asked about
food and was told that he would receive a $10 (U.S.
currency) weekly stipend for food until the rent and
“transportation fee" were net.

It was also at this point that it was nade very clear to
Benito that he was going to be "transported" to the tomato
fields of Inmokal ee, and that he was not to go with anybody
el se except Sergi o Hernandez, his nephew, who woul d neet

t hem at the border.

Benito went hone to discuss the matter with his wife and,
as they were in dire straits, it was decided that both
Benito and Jose should go for a year to a year and a hal f.
They went to the square in CGuadal upe where a group of
t eenagers had gathered to neet Hernandez Sr. At the | ast
m nute five young peopl e backed off and Hernandez decided to
take Benito al ong even though he was "too ol d" to Hernandez'
l'i ki ng.

Ei ght young nen and wonen and Benito purchased bus tickets
for Guadal aj ara, Jalisco, with instructions by Hernandez Sr.
that they would then purchase tickets for Altar, Sonora,
where they were to await the arrival of his nephew, Sergio
Her nandez.
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When the nine arrived in Altar, Sonora, they were directed
to what Benito describes as a decrepit forner hotel and
where he recall ed seeing many potential workers and
"coyotes" (smuggl ers). Throughout the night he states that
the "coyotes&q uot; would conme into the building calling out
for specific types of workers and work | ocations. The two
that he renmenbers are poultry workers in Vernont and tinber
workers in Oregon. He also nentioned that it was at this
point that young girls were gather ed in various groups for
prostitution to unknown |ocations in the United States.
Sergi 0 Hernandez arrived shortly past dawn and cal |l ed for
wor kers for the tomato fields in I mmokal ee. Forty people
were | oaded by Sergio into a pick-up truck going to the
border. Before reaching "the wire" they were detai ned by
"Judi ci al es” (Mexican police) and told by their driver that
he had been given the proper bribe noney by Antonio

Her nandez Jr., but that they would have to rei nburse him
(Antonio Jr.) once they started working. Sergio got out of
the pick-up and went to the side of the road to "confer™
with the "Judiciales."

They noved on to the border, crawl ed under the "wre" and
were nmet by a "raitero" or a guide. (I have never heard this
particular term but gather that for a fee this person is a
relay guide.) Sergio paid the "raitero"” and told the group
that he would drive on ahead of them and would neet up with
themin an orange grove in Texas. He advised themto rest a
whil e before their trek through the desert.

As they rested, Sergio took a young girl from Guadel oupe who
Benito refuses to identify, and "la hizo conb su nujer y se
adueno de ella" (made her as his wife and becane her owner).
She returned to the group crying, but at that point, they
felt hel pless and could not help her. Sergio took her with
himin his pick-up and Benito never saw her again. The
“raitero" gathered themup and they wal ked across the

Ari zona desert for one whol e day and one night. At dawn, the
group of forty arrive d at a house of "Indians" where they
pur chased sone bread and soda. Another "raitero” net with
the former one and they exchanged noney for the group and
were | oaded into a pickup for a day long ride to an "arroyo"
or gully. They were told to wait in the gully while the
"raitero" slept in the pick-up truck.
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Agai n at dawn another man in a pick-up showed up, nore
noney was exchanged between the two individuals, and the
group was | oaded up in a pick-up truck for a day long ride
to an orange grove in Texas. Once again the Alter, Sonora,
scene i s repeated as many people gathered in this grove
where various "coyotes" are calling for specific work crews.

It is in the orange grove that Benito net two young
brot hers from Chi apas who start calling him"tio" (uncle) as
they are very frightened. Throughout the night they ask
Benito if they should turn thenselves in the "mgra" (border
patrol) as they are cold, hungry, and tired. Benito advises
to wait until nmorning as he is afraid that a "coyote" wll
see them escape and perhaps shoot them He felt that they
were safer to escape in broad daylight.

Sure enough, Sergi o Hernandez reappears shortly after dawn
I n a van, acconpani ed by his cousin, Antonio, and a wonan
from Caxaca. The group of forty is split up at this point
and ot her people are recruited for the tonmato fields of
| mokal ee anong which are the two brothers from Chi apas as
well as a man and wife also from Chi apas who speak an | ndi an
di al ect.

Ant oni o, Sergi o, and the woman from QGaxaca sit up in the
front seat and twelve young nen and wonen and Benito are
told to lie flat in the back. Wth the exception of the
front seats, all of the van's seats had been taken out and
they are told to lie flat two by two, head to toe with Jose
| ying parallel against the back door of the van. Benito is
| ying horizontally on the right side of the van with his
head agai nst the back door of the van and against his son's
head. It is at this point that he |oses track of tine, as
they are not allowed to raise their heads. They are yelled
at if they nove, and they are each given a small bag of
"tostitos," a bottle of juice to share, and plastic gallon
mlk jug to urinate in. At gas stops the wonen are all owed
to go to the rest room

He recalls both Sergi o and Antoni o sharing the driving
duties and clains that Sergio was driving at the tinme of the
accident. From his vantage point, he observed the driver
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dozing off, he felt the van swerve, hit the shoul der of the
road, and heard the re ar right tire bl ow

The next thing he recalls is being spraw ed out in the

hi ghway, bei ng unable to nove, and seeing his son, Jose,
carried away in a stretcher and calling, "Please | eave ny
son with ne. Do not take himaway fromne." Fortunately,
sonebody at the scene of the accident heard and under st ood
hi m and both Benito and Jose were taken to Leesburg
Menori al Hospital where they were treated for nmultiple linb
fractures.

Jose recalls being throwm out of the van, flying through
the air, and trying but unable to get up. He also recalls
Sergi 0 Hernandez running up to himand telling himnot to
worry as he would take care of everything and pay al
medi cal costs.

According tot he nedical report, treatnent was initiated at
1 a.m Decenber 24, 1997 (Jose's birthday took place while
he was in the hospital on Decenber 26, 1997). By the tinme |
cane in contact with them they were suffering fromserious
arm leg, and hip fractures; they were frightened,
suspicious of all, and conpletely disoriented.

The Farmwor kers Association of Florida and Ol ando Quakers'
first task was to secure housing, food, clothing, and

medi cal treatnent for these two nen with the exception that
the cottage woul d serve as a gathering point for all other
victinms of the accident before their trip back to Mexico.
Thi s never happened.

Jeanni e Econonos of the Farmmorkers Association of Florida
made nunerous tel ephone inquiries and was unable to trace
anybody except a man and woman from Chi apas. She rel ates
that the wonan di ed and her body was clained froma nortuary
by a M. Perez from Del ray Beach. Her brother was rel eased,
again to M. Perez, with nultiple fractures to both |egs. |
amvery troubled that as of January 11, 1998, el even
acci dent victins have not been |ocated. The Farmworkers
Associ ation of Florida as a NGA and with limted resources
was able to zero in on the couple from Chiapas and | comend
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themfor their efforts.

| am further troubled by an incident which occurred during
an interview between Benito Miuro Banuel os and Mercedes
Herrera and Butch Kennedy of the United States Departnent of
Labor. | was invited by M. Kennedy to sit in at this
I nterview which took place January 7, 1998, as Benito
trusted ne, as | had been his nmmjor caregiver. It was
I nperative that he sign his statenent in order for the
I nvestigation to carry on. Toward the end of the interview,
Enri que Ronero, Deputy Consul of the Ol ando based Consul a
te of Mexico, walked into the roomand told Benito, in
Spani sh and | quote, "Deje de quejarse Benito porqui Si
sigue quejando | o boy a tirar de |a ventana del avion cuando
me to | leve a Mexico." "Stop conpl ai ning Benito, because if
you continue doing so | will throw you out of the airplane
wi ndow when | take you to Mexico."

| called M. Ronero's attention to the seriousness of his
statenent, and he told ne that he was "joking." It was no
joke to Benito. People rarely forget their history and
Benito was di soriented, physically hurt, enotionally
traumati zed and very frightened by his experience. After
Mer cedes Herrera and Butch Kennedy's departure he started to
cry and told ne that he had never been in an airplane and
asked me to descri be the "wi ndow system of an airplane."” |
spent a long tinme describing Olando International Airport
W th special enphasis that there were al ways many peopl e
there. | then proceeded to describe a commercial airplane.

| was able to calmhimdown a bit, but it was at this point
that he affirnmed to ne that he would no | onger nmake any
further statenents, and that henceforth he woul d deny
everything that he had stated before. He did indeed |ive up
to his word. Fromthat point on, he absolutely refused to
ei ther speak about the accident or if unable to obfuscate he
sinply denied previous declarations. | have spoken to Deputy
Consul Ronero about this tactless faux pas and | hope that
he takes ny rebuke in the spirit in which it is given and
applies it with wi sdom

Benito and Jose left Orlando for Brownsville, Texas, on the
nmorni ng of January 9, 1998, and were reunited with their
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famly in Matanoros, Tamaulipas. It nust be renenbered that
t he above is ny personal accounting of incidents which were
either told to ne or which | witnessed and is just one piece

of the full story. | amtroubled that Antoni o Hernandez Sr.
as a resident of CGuadal upe, Zacatecas, mght bring further
harmto either Benito, Jose, or their famly. | amalso

concerned that Antoni o Hernandez Jr. of |mmokal ee, Florida,
will find the other eleven victinse and intimdate theminto
silence or worse yet, call for reprisals on themas well as
all who have been involved wth this tragic epi sode.

Wth this report | ask that a full investigation of the
Decenber 23, 1997, traffic accident on |I-75 (near W/I dwood,
Florida) be carried out. Perhaps such an investigation wl|l
hel p in bringing what appears to be a sophisticated and
Intricate snmuggling ring fromMexico into the State of
Florida to a halt. The purchase and sal e of human bei ngs as
a |l abor force in the United States nust stop. However, it is
al so nost inportant that pressure be brought upon the
governnment of Mexico as to the root causes of the Mexican
Di aspora. Benito, Jose, and many thousands of ot her
desperate Mexi can nen and wonen are econom ¢ refugees and
the main responsibility for their situation falls upon the
gover nnent of Mexi co.

Cat al i na Del gado- Trunk
741 Summerlin Ave.

Ol ando, Florida

32803

cc: University of Central Florida
Far mmor kers Associ ati on of Florida
St. Petersburg Tines
Val encia Community Col | ege
Sem nol e Community Col | ege
Ol ando Monthly Meeting of the Religious Society of
Fri ends
Consul ate of Mexi co- Ol ando
Steve Meyers-Attorney at Law
State of Florida Departnent of Labor
Far mmor kers M ni stry-Di oceses of Ol ando
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Sonia N eves Burton-Attorney at Law
Fam |y nmenbers and Friends
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CultureWorkis an electronic publication of the University of Oregon Institute for Community
Arts Studies. Its mission isto provide timely workplace-oriented information on culture, the arts,
education, and community.

CultureWork seeks submissions of concise (500-1500 words) critiques and advisories on
community arts and the preparation of community arts workers. Graphics that express the spirit of
community arts are welcome, to be published with attribution. Manuscripts should be sent in plain
text format (i.e., NOT MS Word), viaemail, on Macintosh or Intel high-density 3.5 inch floppies
or zip disks. Send submissions to Maria Finison at mfinison@darkwing.uoregon.edu or via
snailmail: care of Arts& Administration Program, School of Architecture and Allied Arts,
University of Oregon, Eugene Oregon 97403. If accepted for publication, authors may be asked to
make revisions.

Opinions expressed by authors of CultureWork broadsides do not necessarily express those of
the editors, the Institute for Community Arts Studies, or the University of Oregon.
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