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1960's Oral History with Augustine


Augustine is my grandfather on my mother's side. He was born July 23, 1929 in Los Angeles where he has lived all his life. He raised his 4 younger siblings to such an extent that they refer to him as Dad at times. He doggedly worked his way into the middle class despite suffering from Macular Degeneration. By high school, reading became a great strain. Now, he is completely blind. He listens to several books on tape per week. He holds close his religious beliefs. I suspect they are so simple and gentle as to be heresy.


He's a tank. At 78, he boasts a full head of gray and black hair. The week before, he fell backwards while gardening, hitting the rim of a pot with the back of his head. The pot cracked and he knocked out for a second, but he walked away none the worse.

What was your job?


I was a butcher at Farmer John. I boned heads. I took the cheek meat off the heads. At times I worked down in the ham department where they boned out the hams.


I belonged to a union. The union was very good. We had to have the union because otherwise the company was very hard on its workers. The demands that they asked of you were very hard. The work was hard and they were never satisfied. They always wanted more. They increased the work by increasing the chain that gave you the work. They made it faster and faster but at the same time they wanted you to do better work. It was impossible because you can only go so fast and still give them good work.


At first, we worked 8, 9, 10 hours. Pretty soon they were able to increase production and the work we used to do in 10 hours, we could get out in 8 or less. They started cutting down the overtime.


There were injuries. It got to a point where the work was very hard and very fast and a lot of the workers would complain. They brought in people from the State, or from Washington, to check the speed of the work we were doing. They locked the chain so it couldn't go any faster but [the company] found there was a way of making it go faster, just by putting the hooks which carried the hogs closer together. They put [the hooks] closer together so it didn't matter that the chain only went a certain speed.

Did you ever go on strike?


The last time we went on strike was 1985 and the reason we went on strike was because the workers from the previous contract were hired at $5 an hour when, before that, under the union, you had come in at $9 an hour, not knowing anything. Your wages would increase according to what you learned.


Now, as I understand, they want full time butchers to go in and work for $7.50 an hour where before they went in at $9 an hour under the union. They had guarantees. All those guarantees were taken away. The medical [benefits] became less.


There were other strikes. We were asking for more money and naturally the company never wants to give you what you ask for. You have to go and fight for it.

Who won the strikes?


Back then it was the union. The last strike in 1985 was won by the company. The company lost but so did the workers.


We would picket out in front of the building. We carried signs, hung around outside the building, and yelled at any scab workers who tried to go in the building. You couldn't do a lot because the company was always looking for something you were doing wrong. They had police there to actually help the scabs go into work. The police were against it, but that was their job.


[The police] were on the workers side because they knew what it was to go on strike for their rights and their benefits, but they were under the law and had to go along with whatever the company wanted: protect the company in other words.


Everyone was in the union when I was there. There were people there who didn't like the union. [When] something wasn't done for them...they'd get mad at the union. They didn't want the union but eventually they realized they were wrong and had to have the union because all your benefits, whatever you fought for and received was better than what the company was offering.

What did the union do when you weren't striking?


They'd come around and...check to see how you were getting along with company and if the company was harassing you. They would just stand around and look to see what you were doing. Sometimes the company would get mad and kick them out. They didn't want them bothering the workers or asking questions.

What kind of lifestyle did you live?


Middle of the road. I can't say I was making a lot of money, but enough to live on. I was happy to be able to work because of my situation. There were other jobs I could have had or could have done but I couldn't because of my vision. That was one thing I was thankful to the company for: they let me work even knowing I had these shortcomings. Mixed bag.


At first, [the employees] were a mix of different races. But later on, it became all Mexicans mostly from Mexico. Even the workers here from Mexico did not like those illegals from Mexico and they let them know it. It wasn't bad. You became friendly, so it was OK, [but] we were always worried that when we went on strike – they were ready to come in and take our jobs.


The crossover point came right after that strike [1985] that we went on. [The company] was able to hire people for less money. [The new workers] were never going to reach the money that the old workers were getting. In fact, some of the old butchers weren't liked by the new ones because they wanted the same money as the old workers were getting, yet they were willing to come in at $5 an hour. Probably after a few years, the highest money they were ever going to make was $7.50 an hour. [Before,] there were workers making 11, 12, 14, 15 dollars an hour depending on what you did.

Did you ever go to Watts?


I probably passed by but I never thought about it. I used to go down Compton Avenue. I had an Aunt who lived on 101st or 102nd . I passed by that area but [the blacks] never bothered me. I just was passing by in a car. I went to pick up my Aunt who lived in an area that's all black now but when I went to see my Aunt, naturally there were Mexicans. They were living a pretty good life. They had a swimming pool and all that, but they had to sell it, had to move out. When the blacks started moving in, they moved out. They just didn't like the way the neighborhood was turning. All their friends were leaving, so they said, “Let's get out of here too.” So they left and moved to Fullerton.

How were the Watts riots?


It was bad because the people were burning down buildings and businesses. I think they actually hurt themselves in the long run. I know it was dangerous to go over there. The Mexicans, the whites, whatever – they didn't want you there. The blacks were jumping on anybody, beating everybody up other than the blacks. If you were black you were OK. If you weren't, you were going to get it. It was pretty rough for people who weren't black.


[The government] sent in the national guard to control the area and make sure they didn't do more damage. It all quieted down after a while. I guess it was pretty hard on the national troops worrying about if they were going to have to shoot somebody. I thought they did a good job, but I don't know. We were separated by 20 - 30 miles or so.


I know at my company, in fact, it had an effect right away. There were two workers who were black, good friends of mine. [The company] came and asked them to be truck drivers to deliver the goods to the areas that were under the Watts riots because [the blacks] didn't want anybody over there anymore. [The 2 workers] were black so [the blacks] would leave them alone. If you were white or Mexican and you went into that area to deliver, they would take you off that truck and beat you up.


[One of the two workers] got a brand new TV (laughs). He said, “I got me a new television.”


“What are you going to do if they go to your house and find out you stole it?”


“I don't know. I didn't steal it. They gave it to me.”


[The blacks] got the new TVs, the new clothes. They were breaking into even the black owned companies. Even they suffered. I guess [the blacks] got mad at [the black owners] too for having it better than they did, not understanding, “Hey, they worked their way up so why shouldn't they have what they had?”


They were lucky or something, or maybe the white man helped them. They blamed the white man for everything. It never occurred to them that they had something to do with it. I can remember talking at the time about schools. One guy said he was working during the summer and went to a school in Hollywood. It was one of the high schools that had just been built. He went in and said they had carpeting in the attendant's office and the principals office. He said, “Look at that, over there were I went to school they didn't have anything like that.” Well naturally, it's a new school. Even if the school's new it's not going to make you any smarter. They have that argument, “We had nothing but bad teachers.” They blame the teacher instead of blaming themselves for not getting a good education. If you really want a good education you're going to get it.

How about when Martin Luther King was assassinated?


It affected a lot of the workers where I worked. It really bothered them. They were mad at all the whites because they were the ones who killed them. It's true, they did, but [the blacks] blamed all the whites for what happened to Martin Luther King.


I was sideways to that group. [Martin Luther King] was someone who was trying to fight for his rights so he was OK with me. Not all the blacks were mad: some of them were. We had a few who were really mad because the whites were this way. But I told them, “Hey man, because of the white man who owns this company you're working. You got a good job.” But they didn't care about that. It was because of the white man that he didn't have a better job, not because he wasn't qualified to have a better job. They had to blame somebody. It was always the same guys. A lot of the black guys didn't say anything about it, but then there were some who were very vocal about it. In fact, [Martin Luther King's] birthday came around and a lot of people tried to make it a yearly holiday. The blacks took their holiday and said, “Hey, you Mexicans ought to join us.”

What was the government response?


I think they seemed to be pretty mad about what happened. It seemed like - I don't know. They were investigating to find out who shot him and they finally found someone. Whether he was the one who did it I don't know but they arrested somebody. It seemed like they were trying to find who did it. They were mad about it. They were really trying to help the blacks. If it was truly that way I don't know.

How were people classified? Were race, income, location, etcetera used?


Gee whiz. Where I grew up, we were a mix. I guess now they call them whites and Mexicans but at one time I didn't know I wasn't a white. I thought I was white because when I went to the service that's what they put me down as. In fact, in the 60's is when it all changed. These guys came out during the Vietnam War with their brown berets and all that kind of stuff. They were brown beret. They were Mexican and some of them were talking that they were part Indian. White, Mexican and black started to separate from each other. When I was growing up, I didn't know the difference. That English boy across the street I played with, that Italian I played with, the Mexicans: we all spoke the same language. We never discriminated against each other. We were just friends.


After the 60's is when it all changed. I think it had something to do with the Vietnam War. Some were for it. Some were against. Some were saying that all they do is take Mexicans to fight. That's all they're good for, which isn't true because they took all different races. I didn't like the idea of hearing all that.

What was the attitude going into the War?


At first, they thought it was right because they were fighting the communists. But after a while, they found out it wasn't just the communists. It was the people themselves in Vietnam. The guerrillas or whatever you want to call them, would come out during the night and fight you. During the day [they would] be your friends, or act like your friends, but we didn't know that at the time. We thought it was the enemy coming down from the north. We thought we were fighting another half of the country like it was in North Korea but it turned out it was actually mostly people from the south, from the same place where the Americans were trying to help. These people were actually against them. So many people were dying, just like it is in Iraq right now, and people get mad and there becomes a division. Some people think they're doing right and some people think they're doing wrong.


Augustine's treatment of character derives from 2 competing influences. On one hand, he has suffered more than his share of slings and arrows and so knows how to empathize and withhold judgment. On the other hand, he's a self made man who, with vacant parents and eyesight too poor to read, managed to pull himself into the middle class. Thus, he can regard the wretched through eyes like Henry Ford's, and tell the abused to pull themselves up by their boot straps. Augustine did, after all.


From collecting these oral histories, I have observed they can not be trusted at proving the matter asserted. Time distorts memory. However, oral history provides excellent context about the mood and significance around an event. It also reminds me that events affect each person differently according to the individuals character. Augustine, for example, did not resent boning heads for a living so long as the chain-speed allowed him time to do quality work. I imagine another may find that work intolerable (unsafe?) at any speed.
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