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Clinton Jencks, Salt of the Earth, and Arizona Copper in the 1950s
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h ey called him "El Palomino," as in "Mira,
ha)' viene el Palomino!/Look, here comes
Palomino!" Just as the Palomino h orse is
d istinguish ed by its gold, yellow or cream coat, and
its beautiful silver or 'vvhite mane, C linton Jencks,
with his shock of smoothly combed blond hair, stood
out among the brown-skinned, black-haired Mexican A merican workers in Arizona and New Mexico
who struggled with him to build their Mine-Mill unions in the 1950s.
C linton Jencks, labor union organizer and leader,
was born in 1918 in Colorado Springs, Colorado, the
son of a postal service employee with a strong labor
consciousness. Jencks recalls that, as a young boy, he
and his father took food baskets to striking miners
who faced evictions from their compan y homes.
Upon graduation from high sch ool, Jencks worked at
the John Deere company. He later attended the
Unive rsity of Colorado, where he obta ined a Bachelor of Science in Economics in 1941. During the
World War II period, Jencks served in the A rmy Air
Force and saw action in the Pacific as a navigator of
a B-24 squadron. He earned four battle stars, seven
air medals, and the Distinguished Flying C ross.
C h ristine Marin is the Curator/Archivist and Historian of the
Chicano Research Collection, Department of Archives and
Manuscripts in the Hayden Library at Arizona Stare Universi ty,
Tempe, Arizona. She has taught courses on the history of Mexicfln
Americans for ASU's department of C hicano and Chicanfl Studies
and for the Women's Studies Department as an Adj unct Fflculry
Associate. Her journal articles and book reviews reflect her know ledge and expertise in various themes in 20th century Mexican
American h istory. Her dedication to the A rizonfl State Uni versity
C h icana/Chicana community is also recognized by her colleflgues,
as th e ASU Chicana/Chicana Faculty flncl Staff Association hfls
named an award in her honor, which is given yearl y to a C hicano
or C hicanfl faculty o r staff member for their outstand ing service ro
ASU students. Chris ia a native of G lobe, Arizona.

After the war, Jencks became active with the
A merican Veterans Committee (A VC) and became
president of its Rocky Mountain chapter in Denver.
Through his work with the AVC, Jencks devoted
himself to veterans' issues, such as fair housing, employment, and health care, and sought to bring an
end to racial and ethnic discrimination. It was also
d uring this time that Jencks found work as an acid
plant operator at the American Smelting and Refining Company's G lobe S melter in Denver, and became an active member of the International Union
of Mine, Mill, and Smelter Workers (Mine-Mill or
IUMMSW) Local 557. In 1947, the union hired
Jencks as their business agent and sen t him to
Bayard, N ew Mexico to work with th e Amalgamated
Bayard District Union of Mine-Mill, Local 890, a
predominately Mexican A merican union. For some
years, Local 890 struggled to overcome job and wage
discrimination, unsafe working conditions, and accusations of communist leanings at the Empire Zinc
Compan y in Hanover, New Mexico, a subsidiary of
the New Jersey Zinc Compan y. In 1950, Jencks
helped Local 890 stage a fifteen-month strike, the
famous Salt of the Earth action, against Empire Zinc.
In early 195 1, Jencks was elected president of Local
890. During the strike and at a picket line at the
mine's entrance, Jencks and other strikers were arrested by local law enforcemen t authorities on June
12, 195 1. He was jailed and placed in solitary confinement for a period of sixteen months.1
After his release, Jencks encountered Paul Jerrico, a Hollywood screenwriter who had worked at
the Howard Hughes RKO studio. Jarrico had recently been blacklisted by Hollywood for refusing to
reveal his alleged ties to the Communist Party and
for not revealing the names of others who were also
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that promoted communist ideas.
Red baiters further claimed the film
would be used as a propaganda tool
by "subversives" whose intent was to
overthrow the An1erican government.
O n April 17, 1953, C linto n
Jencks was arrested, charged, and
indicted with allegedly fa lsifying his
non-co mmunist Taft-Hartley affidavit. The affidavit, which Jencks
signed on April 28, 1950, ·was required of all union leaders under
enfo rcemen t of the T aft- Hartley
Act of 1947. He was accused of having lied when he denied being a
member of the Communist Party
and when he denied any affiliation
with communism. The InternaClinton Jt:ncks wi[h union members of Local 890, lUMMSW, Bayard, Nt:w Mt:xico,
tional Union of Mine, Mill, and
1951, ar the height of the Sc1lr of the Ecmh srrike. From Left to Rigth: Ernesto
Smelter Workers rallied around his
Velasquez; Clinton Jencks; Pablo Momoya; Fred Barreras; Cipriano Montoya; Vicente
Becerra. (C/inrnn ]cncl<s Paf>Crs, Chicano Research Collection, Depllrttnenr of Archives defense and mounted a massive effort
and Manuscripts, University Libmries, Arizona Stare University, Tempe, Arizona.)
to help Jencks, but to no avail. His
chief accuser was Harvey Matusow, a
suspect of being party members. 2 Jarrico was vacapaid Federal Bureau of Investigation (FBI) informant
tioning in San Cristobal, New Mexico and was lookand a Communist turned-undercover agent for the
ing for some story ideas for ne'vv film projects. Jencks
FBI. The so-called "Jencks Trial" took place in 1954
related to Jarrico the events of the Empire Zinc
in El Paso, T exas. Matusow stated in the trial that
strike and the plight of Mexican American miners
Jencks had tics to the Communist Party, charges
and their families who struggled fo r their civil rights
that were later proven to be untrue. In his 1955 publicatio n, FaLse Witness, Matusow admitted that he
in the company town of Hanover. Jarrico found the
story compelling, so he contacted Hollywood friends
had lied about Jencks, later reminding prosecuto rs of
to help him produce it independently. He a lso asked
his lie when Jencks appealed for a new trial. On OcJencks to help him write a script based on the Emtober 26, 1955, the U.S. Court of Appeals in New
pire Zinc strike. Jencks agreed, and the idea for the
Orleans affirmed the guilty verdict against Jencks. In
pro-labor film came to fru ition. In 1953, Jarrico
a 1957 landmark decision known as the "Jencks
filmed the motion picture, Salt of the Earth, in the
Case," the United States Supreme Court declared
S ilver City-Bayard, New Mexico area, and then reMatusow's charges invalid, and declared Jencks inleased it for distribution in 1954, amid political connocent of all charges linking him to the Communist
troversy and anti-communist violence. T he film was
Party. Jencks was now a free man.
later denounced on the floor of Congress for its
In 1964, Jencks earned a Ph.D. in Economics
"Communist influence," and was later blacklisted by
from the University of Califomia at Berkeley. That
Hollywood, which blocked its distribution o utside
same year, he was h ired as a Professor of Economics
the U nited States. All of those associated with the
at San Diego State University, where he taught until
filtn, including Clinton Jencks and his family, were
his retirement. He is nm.v Professor Emeriti, San
accused of helping to make an "un-American" film
Diego State University, and in 2000 resides in San
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Diego.
In 1994, the Department of A rchives and Manuscripts, A rizona State University Libraries, Tempe,
acquired the Clinton Jencks Papers from Professor
Emeritus Jencks. The following year, I arranged and
processed the collcction. 1 T he C linton Jencks Papers
conta in information about his labor organizing activ ities with the Internationa l Union of Mine, Mill,
and Smelter Workers in the Southwest from 1950 to
1957. They also consist of IUMMSW memorandums, newsletters, newspaper and magazine articles,
and printed matter about Jencks' activities as International unio n representative of A n1algamaccd
Bayard District, Local 890. The collection includes
information about the fifteen-month Empire Zinc
strike in Hanover, Ne\.v Mexico, led by Mine-Mill's
Local 890. A lso included in the collection is information about the "Jencks Case," the 1954 trial in El
Paso, where Jencks successfully fought false charges
brought against him by an undercover FBI informant
who believed Jencks was a member of the Communist Party. The collection extends from 1950-1957,
and has been divided into five series: JENCKS

CASE; MINE MILL DEFENSE FUND; UNION
LOCALS; EMPIRE ZINC STRIKE; and UNION
NEWSLETTERS.
The JENCKS CASE series consists of memorandums written by jolu1 C lark, president of Mine-M ill
from 1953-1956. T his correspondence urged union
members to support the legal defense of Clinton
Jencks, who was fa lsely accused of being a member of
the Communist Party. The series also includes newspaper articles about the Jencks trial and case from
1953- 1955. In addition , the series consists of printed
matter circulated by the Jencks Defense Committee,
which describes the legal proceedings and events in
1954 concerning the so-called "Jencks Trial." Also
included in the series is a copy of the legal document
a ttested to by Harvey M. Matusow, the selfacknowledged communist and under-cover FBI informant who confessed to lying in his testimony
about Clinton Jencks' ties to communism, and
which was cited as the reason why the Jencks case
was declared invalid by the U.S. Supreme Coun in

1957.
The MINE MILL DEFENSE FUND is a series

of memorandums written by vario us union officials
calling for the financial support of the legal defense
of C linton Jencks. In these documents, it is clear
that union leaders encouraged their members to generously donate to Jencks' defense.
The UNION LOCALS series consists of International Union of M ine, Mill, and Smelter Workers
union correspondence and newsletters of Locals in
Ray-Sonora and Morenci, Arizona; Bayard, New
Mexico; and El Paso, Texas from 1951- 1955. Newsletters describe events, such as labor disputes; the
Empire Zinc strike; and contract negotiations between unions and management. Some of the newsletters are bilingual in text, written in English and in
Spanish.
The EMPIRE ZINC STRIKE series consists of
information about the strike of Mine Mill Local 890
at Hanover, New Mexico against the Empire Zinc
Company, a division of the New Jersey Zinc Company, during the period from October, 1950 to January, 1951. A lso included is information about the
pro-labor motion picture, Salt of the Earth, filmed
ncar Bayard, New Mexico in 1953, and released in
1954, and which depicts the events surrounding the
Empire Zinc strike.
The UNION NEWSLETTERS series consists
of Mine-Mill union newsletters and bulletins from
1954-1955 of affiliates in Ray, A rizona and Denver,
Colorado. Union contracts and wages for workers as
they relate to the Ray Mines Division of d1e Kennecott Copper Company are discussed.
Clinton Jencks' presence among Arizona copper
workers was established in January, 1948, when he
was president of the Bayard, New Mexico District
Union of Mine, Mill, and Smelter Workers Local
890. He and his wife, Virginia, came to Douglas to
meet with Phelps Dodge Copper Corporation's
Mine-Mill workers and their families. He helped
•vorkers from the Phelps Dodge Counc il, comprised
of representatives from Arizona's Mine Mill Locals
in Morenci, Bisbee, and Douglas to formulate their
goals and objectives, and to build strategies against
Phelps Dodge management, who threatened to disrupt their union organizing activities and efforts. Primarily, the Council sought "joint negotiations with
other unions in Phelps Dodge plants, and to build a
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substantial strike fund in every local union ."4 Just two years earlier, in 1946, the
Phelps Dodge miners were supported in
their strike against the company with funds
raised by the Miami Miners Union Local
586, and so it seemed logical for workers to
contribute as much as they could to other
Locals' strike funds in order to help workers through difficult economic hardships.5
Organized labor was formall y initiated
in the Miami, Arizona area in 1942. This
labor movement stemmed from the nationa! trend toward unionization, which
was sweeping the country at this t ime. Before unions were o rganized in Miami, Arizona's copper industry labor relations were
C linton Jencks and his wife V irgini<•, with their children, M ichae l and Lind<J,
often handled by an employees' committee. Denver, Colorndo, 1953. (Clinton Jencks PofJers, Chicano Research CollecThe committee was comprised of four work- tion, Department of Archives and lvhmuscripts, University Libraries, Arizona
Smtc Un iversity, Tempe, Arizon;~.)
ers elected from various departments, and
representatives from the company (i .e., Miam i Copper Company, Inspiration Consolidated
community effort to bring an end to company housing segregation imposed by the Kennecott Copper
Copper Company, and the International Smelting
and Refining Company). They met once a month
Company against its Mexican and Mexican Ameriand discussed labor-management problems. Workers
can workers. For example, when Kennecott exwere usually Anglo American workers, those who
tended its open-pit mine too close to housing where
did not speak about those issues regarding Mexican
Mexican and Mexican American families lived,
blasting caused extensive and dangerous cave- ins. In
or Mexican American ·workers' issues: issues such as
the dual-wage system of work and pay; racial and
the process, eighteen Mexican American families'
houses were damaged beyond repair. Forced to leave
ethnic discrimination in the •vork place and reflected in the pay scale; J>roJ>ias, or bribes the Mexitheir homes, many of these fam ilies barely escaped
with their lives. One fam ily with seven children
cans and Mexican Americans had to pay Anglo
American foremen without justification in order to
moved to a two-room. shack and had to set up beds
outside. Other fam.ilies moved in with relatives or
keep their jobs and avoid being fired. Exploitation of
Mexican and Mexican American workers was comwith neighbors and friends. Company housing was
available in nearby Ray, where twenty company
mon. Although there were several attempts to estabhouses were empty. However, Kennecott refused to
lish ideal working conditions, there was little or no
success in these efforts. 6 C linton Jencks was not a
allow these Mexican American families to move
stranger to this history of unfair labor conditions for
into Ray, reserving the homes exclusively for Anglo
Americans. The refusal to allow Hispanks to live in
Mexican and Mexican American workers in the
mining industry. Through his work as a Mine-Mill
Ray brought to a head the smoldering resentment of
the Mexican and Mexican American community of
labor organizer, he learned that events similar to
those occurring in Miami, A rizona were also taking
Sonora, despite some sympathy for thei r plight
place in nearby locations such as Morenci , Bisbee,
among some of the Anglo Americans in the mining
Ray, Sonora, and Ajo in Arizona, and Santa Rita in
town.
New Mexico.
Mine Mill Local 915 stepped in to try to resolve
rhe issue and to bring an end to the company's longIn 1953, Mine-Mill Local 915 of Sonora began a
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standing housing discrimination policy in Ray and
Sonora. The union called community meetings to
discuss the situation in Sonora. Soon, a conunittee
was formed comprised of Mexican American and
Anglo American organimtions, such as veterans'
clubs, church clubs, and men's and women's clubs
from both Ray and Sonora. Together, they fonnulatecl a set of four demands sent in letters to Kennecotr officials, and sanctioned by Mine-Mill Local
915: L) provide immediate: housing in Ray for all displaced Mexican American families from Sonora; 2)
build ne·w housing for workers in Sonora and in Ray;
3) clean up the town of :Sonora and get rid of the
open sewers near homes there, thus eliminating a
longstandit1g health problem for the Mexican and
Mexican American families, who had been ignored
by Kennecott officials; and 4) put an end to the segregation of Mexican Americans and Anglo Americans and eliminate Kennecott's segregationist housing policy.
Two months passed and there was still no response from Kennecott concerning the demands
stated in the letters of Local 915. T he copper company delayed responding to the union's demands,
resulting in a difficult tim•e of hardship for the families who had been displaced by the cave-ins, and
who had moved in with other family members,
neighbors, or friends in Sonora. 7 Local 915 finally
received a letter from Kennecott officials on August
8, stating that the compallly agreed to build eighteen
houses in Sonora to replace those destroyed as a result of the ground settlement adjacent to the pit.
Kennecott also agreed to hire a building contractor
to survey the housing sitUtation in Ray and Sonora,
and that it would make available water and sewage
disposal facilities in the area. Most importantly,
however, Kennecott agre•ed that any new housing
built in Sonora or Ray would be made available to
all company employees on an equal basis regardless
of ethnicity and nationali1ry.8 Such results, l1owever,
would not be implemented by Kennecott in Ray and
Sonora until a year later, iin 1954. But the year-long
wait for results did not discourage the communities
of Ray and Sonora from continuing with their efforts
to create change in their towns. Kennecott's concessions meant labor and mora l victories for both Mine-

Mill Local 915 and the Mexican American community of Sonora. It is important to note that these victories were won by a cooperative effort on the part of
Anglo Americans and Mexican A mericans in Ray
and Sonora. Such community cohesion was strikingly similar to cooperative efforts forged by the Anglos and Hispanics of Hanover, New Mexico during
their communal strike in 1950-1952 against the Empire Zinc Company. In each instance, Anglo Americans and Mexican Americans worked together
through their union andl their communities for common causes that benefited both groups.
In 1953, C linto n Jencks worked with Mine-Mill
representatives Macloviio Barraza of Arizona and
Vicente Becerra of New Mexico to organize miners
at the Coronado Copper and Zinc Company operations in Dragoon, Ari.zona, in Cochise County.
Within two years, Mine-Mill Local 926 would enter
successful contract negotiations with the company,
placing C linton Jencks at the forefront of union
leadershipY That same year, 1955, Jencks served as
Unity Council Coordinator for the Mine-Mill International and worked w:ith other organizers to raise
funds to support Arizona's Mine-Mill Local 915,
Ray-Sonora, and the International Brotherhood of
Electrical W orkers (!BlEW) Local 22380, Hayden
and Ray, in their strike against the Kennecott Copper Company. 10 A major issue in the strike was Kennecott's position on wage differentials among its
workers in Arizona, Nevada, Utah, and New Mexico. They refused to pay all workers the same wage,
and would not agree to give workers the same increase in wages. On this issue, Kennecott refused to
budge. Officials maintained that copper output and
working conditions in ·each of their divisions and
locations varied and were subject to change due to
unforeseen conditions. For these reasons, Kennecott
said that their position regarding wage differentials
vvas justified. In effect, this meant that each Local
had to negotiate for its own wage increases and implementations. By August, the Kennecott strike was
over, and the new contract negotiations for Arizona
workers reflected their new wages as $13.02 per
eight-hour day. In New Mexico and Utah workers
were to earn $13.18 pe:r eight-hour day. 11 C linton
Jencks' reports to Mine-Mill Local 915, Ray-Sonora
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workers, in which he announced the results of negot iations with Kennecott, arc filled with deta ils and
news about the strike. They were widely circulated
among union members, and Jencks consistently
wrote of hope for a favorable end to the strike. 12
Jencks' warm labor relations with the copper
workers of A rizona was eviden t in other examples
during his serv ice as a labor union representative for
the IUMMSW. This ·was most ev ident from 1953 to
1955, when Jencks was fighting Justice Departmen t
charges of his alleged communist links, which if
found to be true, ·would have implicated him for lying on his T aft-Hartley non-communist affidavit.
The IUMMSW established a Jencks Defense
Fund to help Jencks in his legal efforts to figh t the
false charges against him. Locals throughout the
Southwest organized fund and letter writing committees to help him clear his name , and pledged financial monthly contributions for his defense. The
president of Miami Miners Union , Local 586, Robert
Bat"Con , among others, wrote a letter to U.S. Attorney General H erbert Brownell, asking him to dismiss
the indictment against Jencks and to drop all
charges. l l Prio r to trial, Jencks wen t on a tour of the
Locals of the Southwest in order to te ll his story of
how and why he was indicted. In A rizona, he met
with Locals in Miami, Morenci, Bisbee, Winkelman ,
Hayden , Ray and Sonora. 14 H e used his own situation as an example of hmv easily the work of trade
unions could be destroyed by anti -labor forces, and
urged all members to support their union and work
together to fight the forces that threatened to destroy the labor movemen t and the gains made by unionists to protect the rights of the working class.
A bove all, Jencks stressed the need for worker unity,
regardless of the outcome of his tria l.
This message was most ev iden t at the Mine-Mill
South·west Conference held in November 1954 in
Tucson , A rizona. A rizona Locals hosted union delegates from El Paso, T exas, and from Carlsbad and
Bayard, New Mex ico. Juan C h acon and Robert
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Kirker, representing Local 890, spoke of the ir strike
against the Empire Zinc Company. C lin ton Jencks
thanked delegates for supporting him during his legal
d ifficulties. 15
T o the Mexican A merican copper workers of
A rizona, Clinton Jencks symbolizes the ir struggle to
build unions that represent their social, cultural, and
economic concerns as laborers, and as A merican
citizens. The ir struggles for equali ty and d ignity paralleled Jencks' own experiences as a union member,
and those of the ir union brothers and sisters who initiated the Salt of the Earth strike in G rant County,
New Mex ico, against the Empire Zinc Company.
Jencks' legacy, and that of the men and women of
G rant County and their labor movemen t, is st ill visible in A rizona . In Tucson, for example, the Salt of
the Earth Labor College, a community labor school
founded in 1992 by working class labor and union
activists, offers classes, sponsors community forums
and workshops, and supports the A FL-CIO 's efforts
to organize the men and women who struggle to earn
a fair wage in the right-to-\ovork state of A rizona. 16
The Salt of the Earth Labor College is celebrating the fiftieth anniversary of the Empire Zinc S trike
as well as the making of th e film, Salt of the Earth.
The working class college began its observation in
March of 2000 with an lntem ationa l Women's Day
program, and has planned an all-clay program for
November 19, 2000 in Tucson. Plans are also underway for a gathering at S ilver C ity, New Mexico to
commemorate the labor victory won by Empire Zinc
strikers of Mine-Mill Local 890, who struck at Hanover from October 1950 to January 1952. Their victory, as well as the victories won by labor unions
e lsewhere, continue to serve as an inspiration to
working people worldwide. Their labor battle serves
as an inspirational benchmark for oth ers struggling
to achieve social justice and civil rights for racial
and ethnic minorit ies, for women, and for the ina lienable right to organize in opposition to oppressive
corporations and governments.
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