Living Voices
brings plight of
migrant workers

to Big Foot

By Lisa Seiser
Lake Geneva Regional News

Living Voices, a theater

tion based in Seattle, showed

School students Jast week how history can
“come alive.”

. Students sat quietly in the school audi-

£ 6 g to the story of

and the :ffor\\ (\f Ct\-lf (‘I\.n ez in the 1960s
and 1970
The \ludenh watched more than a one-
person play about the times. Living Voices
combines the drama, video and interactive
performer to create an cxperience th
allows the audience to discover history’s
relevance to their lives.
“It was very powerful,” Big Foot social
studies teacher Marsha Ries said. “I wanted
to show (the students) that history is alive
and it lives on. I truly believe that people
make history, and if you can understand
people, you understand history.”
Ries, who scheduled the three special
Iprcsemauom, each about 45 minutes long.
believed the students learned from the expe-
rience. When she saw the presentation about
nd-a-half ago. she was “blown

don’t think anyone had really seen
aniything like that before.” Ries said. “The
kids said they were really impressed with it
One junior girl said after the performance
that she felt like joining a cause to help peo-
ple.”

That was exactly the response Living
foices performer Vaierie Viramontes want
fed to draw from the Big Foot students.

“My mission is to change them in some
Voices uses the emo-

komeone,” Viramontes said. “Usually it can
jead to serious changes in a person.”
Viramontes played the character of
arta Hernandez, the ghter of Mexican-
Wmerican migrant farm workers who
became involved in the movement led by
Chavez in the 1960s and 1970s known as

Chavez in the 1960s and 1970s in front of a screenthat showed video
footage of people involved in the workers' movement. Regional News

Photo

4 Causa.”

“Basically, we show the major events in

history through the eyes of a young p
iramontes told the juniors and seniors.
“This event in history is not always includ-
ed in the history books, so I am here to bring

this information to you.”
The performance

While black-and-white film footage of

e crops, migrant workers, Chavez, and the

people /involved in pickets and the move-
ment_faced by on a screen behind her,
Viramontes played the part of Hernandez.

She talked and acted out her experi-
ences as a young child growing up and hav-
ing 1o 20 10 work in the farm fields with her
parents.

Later, when her father joined Chavez.
and the United Farm Workers. movement,
Hemnandez joined in. writing for the organi
zation’s newspaper.

Viramontes also talked about the living
conditions migrant farm workers hid then
and still have today

ey go where the crops are at that
time of the year." Viramontes told the stu-
dents. “The kids are constantly changing
schools and Tiving in shacks like the pio
neers.”

In the 19405, people were brought 1o
America from Mexico to work, she said. In
1965, migrant farm workers were making
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“My mission is to change them in some way because Living Voices uses the
emotional art of acting, it can really engage someone. Usually it can lead to
serious changes na persan.

Living Voices performer Valerie Viramontes

LIVING VOICES performer Valerie Viramontes acts out a scene from the
story of Mexican-American migrant farm workers and the efforts of Cesar
C
d
P
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85 cents an hour and were still working in
unsafe, terrible conditions.

That is when Chavez started “La
Causa,” the movement to help the migrant
farm workers, Viramontes said.

Although some things have improved,
there still are unsafe work environments and
extremely underpaid =migrant workers,
Viramontes said.

“Wherever there is agriculture, this is
happening,” Viramontes said. “Right here in
Wisconsin, this is happening.”

Ries said she hoped another aspect stu-
dents would take from the presentation was
that these practices still continue today.

“The discussions were very good in
class that this was not done,” Ries said.
“The kids got a lot out of it, and it was valu-
able to them.”

Viramontes’ main concern was that the
students left the program with more knowl-

_edge than when they came in.

“My goal is basically to try to change
my audience in some way,” Viramontes
said. “With this type of presentation, this is
talking about somethmg that 1s way bigger
than an
are literally pamapaung ina penod of his-
tory where they are making moves and
changes and putting themselves out there.

“I want the young people watching to
see how much they have and the opportuni-

LIVING VOICES performer Valerie Viramontes discusses the past and pre-
sent work done by the United Farm Workers. Regional News Photo

ty to change this wor]d because changes
still need to be made.”
Reaching the students
Viramontes also was able to spend time
with some of the school’s Hispanic popula-
tion after her two performances in front of
all four high school grades.

“You have so many opportunities here,”
Viramontes said. “The reason I am saying
this is because the farm workers never had a
chance at education so it is important that
you take it seriously so you don’t have to
work the way they do.” *

Although the comments about taking

In a smaller
Viramontes discussed more in depth about
the movement and the current work by the
United Farm Workers organization.

Ries said the idea was to make the
growing Hispanic population in the school
understand their own history a little better.

“A lot of times, Hispanics are over-
looked or underlooked,” Ries said. “I think
this was a great program for all.”

Viramontes urged the students to take
their education seriously in order to change
their family tree.

ducation seriously may be annoying now,
she said the students will thank her and oth-
ers later.

“When you are 23 or 24 and you are
looking at a better paycheck or you feel
pretty proud of the life that you live, you
will thank everybody,” Viramontes said.

She also said pride involves finding a
cause to pursue.

“Can you imagine sacrificing your life
for something,” Viramontes said. “That is
what these people did.”

Viramontes said the youth of today
don’t know how much power they have.

“They have so much power, they don’t
even realize it,” she said. “The power of the
young and the mainstream is huge. They
recognized that in the 1950s and 1960s, but
they don'’t realize that now.”

Ries said she was pleased with the pro-
gram, and agreed that it brought the migrant

* farm workers plight closer to home.

“This made it much more real than any-
thing I could have done in the classroom,”
Ries said. “One of my goals is to get the
kids to understand and empathize with peo-
ple, and I think this work

Viramontes called the work inspiring.

“If I affect one person that is great,” she
said. “I feel like we affect more than one
person through this work.”




