- OUR MOTHER’S STRUGGLE HAS SHOWN US THE WAY oL
" The late 1940s began the period of mass migration from Puerto Rico to the United States under “Operation Bootstrap.™: . .

‘_. ‘_Many women who came found work as sewing machine opeérators in garment factories in New York City, where pay and = <[~ .

working conditions were often poor The women played an mportant rolein the eﬂ'ort to unionize the factones and win better

T condltlons for workers. :
Mnnufncturers, however, soon found it miore profitable to move their factnnm oversms, where they could take advantage A
non-union labor. After 20 or 30 years of work, many Puerto Rican women lost their Jobs when factones

* of even cheaper, nol
' _“ran away.”

‘A group  of wumen, some of them the daughters and granddaughters of garment workem, declded to ﬁnd out more about -
. 1. this part of their; mmmnmty’s history. Working with the Oral History Task Force of the Centro de Estudios Puertorriquiios; -

o they mtemewed former:. garment workers. .. From; these mtemews they produced a radio documentary, ‘Nosatras L

. .Trabajamos en la Costura.”  They explain::.. ... _ . . .
"« - This prograrivis.about our mothers and grandmathers, the thousdnds of Puen‘o ari women who spent theu' wofkmghveS‘ T
*' asseamstresses in the garment factories of New York- Ctty ‘Theése aré somte of their stories; that we at the Ceriter for Puerto Rican
1" -Studies at Hiinter Collége have been collecting:"This is an' eﬁﬂrt to dacument and explam our history, to aurselves, toourown® |

. 'communmes, and to those who inay wam to share aur Iwes

R My rrwtherts an embrbidéi‘enf She does such beauhﬁd,‘imﬁéate
" work. She's been doing that for 20 years now, ever since she came 1o
thiy country She raised me and my three sisters all by herself, And
she doesn’t speak English, to this day.

My grmdmather learned to sew in Puerto Rico when she was a
little girl, sewing and embroidering fancy lingerie for an American
comparny, Then she came to New York in the twenties, and she was a
pionera, and she spent all her life in a garment factory.

We came 1o New York in 1945, My futher drove a cab, and my
mother worked in a garment foctory for 30 years. Just last Christmas
she was laid off permanently. And-now she has to find a job, at the
minimum wage. That's a hard life, and it's happening to a lot of our
parents.

‘When Puerto Rico became a colony of the United States in 1898,
American clothing manufacturers didn’t waste much time. By 1913,
they had set up a whole needlework industry on the island. There they
could escape from the unions and make bigger profits by using the
labor of women and children.

Lucila Padrén is now in her seventies. She clearly remembers
what her childhood was like.

It was awful. I was born in Ponce, Puerto Rico. That's where I
was raised and went 1o school. | started doing needlework when I was

a little girl, in order to help my parents, because we were poor. After

the housework and school, instead of playing, we had to sew. It was
a sacrifice.

Laucila and her sisters started working at home. Local confractors
would distribute bundles of fabric already cut and ready to be sewn to
women all across the island. The women would return the finished

‘o

products beantifully séwn and embroidered, all by hand. : Then-the
work was shipped to New York and sold in excluswe departmcnt

stores like Wanamaker’s or B. Altman’s.
Our work was really something 1o see. It was all dane by hand-—

. no machines. Tracing, embroidering, assembling, all of it by hand.

And do you know what they paid us ? For all that intricate work? Later

on, when I came to New York, I saw the clothes we made selling in- -. . . .

Wanamaker's on 14th Street. Here, those robes or dresses sold for
$100 or more. There, they used to pay us for one of those dresses, with
all that embroidery—three dollars, So, to earn ten or twelve dollars
a week, we had to work day and night.

Lucila was a teenager when she came to New York in 1927, She
warted to continue her education, but instead she had to support
herself and then her own family.

When I came to New York, I had a hard time at first, because |
couldn’t find a sewing job. I used to walk back and forth, across
Munhattan, from shop to shop, from one end of the island to the other,
until I finally found a job as a seamstress . . .

I worked in garment

Jfactories for 30 years, working so I could get where [ am now and give

my children an education. And Fm very proud of that.

Like Lucila, many of our grandparents migrated to New York
during these early years looking for work. Some bad been driven off
the land by American sugar monopolies. Cigarmakers, carpenters and’
other skilled workers came too.

By 1930 there were over 50,000 Puerte Ricans in the United
States. Men, women and entire families came. The journey tock five
days by boat and most people settled in East Harlem, or along the
Brooklyn waterfront.
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Luisa Lopez came as a child in 1923 on the steamship Coamo.

My mother and father came to get us at the boat, and when I came
into the apartment I found my brother at a machine, sewing, What was
he doing?

Coffee bags. Everybody used to help nty mother; that machine
was going on all day long. I was sewing, my sister was sewing, my
brother was sewing, everybody to help out.

Sewing meant economic survival for many Puerto Rican fami-
Hes. During the Depression, Luisa and her sister went to work in
garment factories. Puerto Rican women were the newcomers, com-
peting for jobs with Italian and Jewish women.

I was working in a shop called Elfran’s Dress Company, in El
Barrio, on 104th Street, The Italian girls, they wanted to sit down, and
the rest of the girls refused to work, because they didn’t want to work
with Puerto Ricans. When [ saw that, I went fo the urion, and | spbke
to the manager, and I told him what had happened. This manager over
here was Italian, he was an old-time socialist, the most wonderful

Personyou evercame 1o know. His namewas Joe Piscatello. He called.

everybody to Ihe union. And I explamed to him, "You lcuaw I'mmore.
an American citizen than some of these people are, that don't even
kmow how to speak English.” He gave them hell! He gave them hell!
So we' all went back to work, "

By 1937; the Tnternational Ladies Garment Workers Unicn had
© more than 2,000 Puetto Rican members. Tronically, just a few years

.later in the early forties; Luisa lost her union jOb ina way that forecast )

~and eighties,.

B RJCO that's iww come ”a.s: my jOb We belonged
here, he'had to pay u us hzgherwages While in Puerto i

" After World War Two,"U s manufacmrers were offcred g tax

Y biedks to sel up Faciores in Puerto Rico. This was part o 0peranon<9
“that, boss went to the dressmg room and she cried! Bur it was ﬁom e
, anger. She knew that she was wrong—she was breakmg the strike. - ¥
' ‘ By the 19605 Puerto Rican women made up over 25 percentof: + |’

Bootstrap, the plaz to industrialize the island. But these new factones

many of them garment and light mdustry never provided enough jobs ’

So although industry was busy relocaung to the island, by the end of
.. the sixties close to a million Puerio Ricans had migrated to New York.
.. This was our mothers’ generation. . Qur parents settled with
farnily or friends, in furnished rooms or tenement apartments, in East
" Harlem, the Lower East Side, or the South Bronx . . .

In the 1950s, the garment industry in New York was booming.

- Puerto Rican women were hired by the thousands as sewing machine
operators, one of the lowest paying jobs in the trade. Although many
of our mothers were already experienced needleworkers, by this time
the garment industry no longer needed such fine skills. Clothing
production was changing. Seamstresses used to make whole gar-
ments, but now, women were sewing only sections, in assembly-line
fashion.

Section work is sewing zippers, or collars. When 1 first came to
this country, I was sewing the whole garment, But later, I found section
work. Because working sections, you can make a lot more money. And
I was fast.

Section work allowed New York garment manufacturers to

" increase production. And this new, cheap labor pool meant they could
also increase their profits. Thousands of Puerto Rican and black
wornen became low-paid, unskilled section workers—easily ex-
ploited, and easily replaced. Because wages were 50 low, women like

Mariz Rodriguez often brought home extra work, even though home

work was ilfegal.
The boss let me take bundles home, and I used to do it at night.

I'd work two hours, three hours to make z little mere money. And some

times weekends I used to take it, and Victor used to help me. I'd teach
my husband how 1o do it, so he used to help me to do the bundies also.

oy \.,.:f Vel e

. His name was Mr Cohen. And he opened up ﬁve sha s, i Puertol e

So then, I'd make about $35, sometimes $38.

Many women, like Dolores Juarbe, found themselves working in
sweatshops—small, nonunion operations in firetrap buildings which
violated minimum wage laws, paid no overtime, sick leave, or
vacation.

There was not any union there, In that shop you had to sew, as
Jastas you could. And everyone smoked. The shop was in a basement.
Once in a while the fire department would pay a little visit. The boss
told us to stop smoking, that the fire department was on the way. The
alerter heard that they were coming, you know, she used to pay them
aff: So then, they could knock real loud on the door: bam bam bam!
And all the cigarettes would disappear.

Not only were our mothers subjected to these poor working
conditions, some even had to fight off the boss. .

Idid not like the boss. The boss could not keep his hands of the
girls. He was always walking in and touching them and squeezing
them. So one day, he carne to me, and like he tried to feel me up, and

L told lum, “Listen,” I said. - “1 don’t like you. I don’t like this job, I .. | .
- don’t like the way you ireat the girls. So you can keep it!” I got'ready - ;

to leave, “Oh, don’t go, don’t go.” “Ok, no,” Isaid, “You aréa pig!”
Many Puerto Rican women locked for union shops where they

. expected to get protection, benefits and higher wages. During the -
fifties, }abor unions were stepping ep their organizing, and niany.of:our

mothers and grandmothers led that effort. Some became union -

chairladies and organizers, and sometimes the chairlady had the power -© ] ..
“to stop the shop. : :
.- Eya Monge remembers how she shut down her-housecoat fact.ory . TR

to support a d.ressmakers stnke

New York sewing machine operators. The rank and file of the garmment

. unions was now overwhelmingly Puerto Rican and Black: But despite

their numbers and their histories of activism, few Black or Puerto
Rican women find themselves in positions of power. For decades, the
top unicn leaders have been conservative white men.

Gloria Maldonado is a business agent for ILGW1) Local 22-89-
I. But she is an exception.

I’m the only woman here. The only woman officer, and the only
Hispanic business ageni. The manager is Puerto Rican, but 'm the
only woman. So I'm Puerto Rican, I'm a woman and I'm Black I've
got three affirmative action points (laughs).

. During the fifties and sixties, our mothers” work gave our
families some economic stability. But then, things began to change.
Over the last 30 years, well over 200,000 garment jobs have left New
York City alone. And so operators have dwindled to a bare minimum
in factories like Juanita Erazo’s, where older, higherpaid workers are
the first to go.

My friend Maria, she’s been working for him for 29 years, just
like me, She was the first one he laid off. That's how he discriminates!
He gets rid of the one who earns more money, and those are the older
and more experienced operators. The boss just spent three weeks in
Taiwan, and he came back lpaded down. The factory is four stories
high, and practically all the floors are filled with that imported work.
What he wants to do is turn the factory into a shipping department, and
get rid of the operators altogether. Because the work comes already
finished, and ready to sell.

Today, garments are cut in New York, sewn in Taiwan, Korea or
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Mexico, finished in Puerto Rico, and sent back to New York for
distribution. An operator in Haiti is paid 21 cents an hour, for what in
New York costs over $3.00.

As they leaned with the Puerto Rican model in the thirties and
again in the fifties, clothing manufacturers find it even more profitable
today to set up shops in Asia, Latin Ametica and the Caribbean. Gloria
Maldonado describes just how massive this relocation is.

Some of these countries, they do a lot of needlework. And capital
people, they saw the advantage of making good money, at the expense
of other people’s misery. And at the expense of our people working
here. Big firms started going out, and little by little they started
expanding, expanding, until before we knew it . ., It used to be maybe
two, three garments out of ten that were imported. Now it’s five or six

. out of ten. The shops are not the ones that are running away, it's the
mangfacturers. For instance, our Joe Namath, you know, big shot Joe
Namath, has a line of men’s clothes.
China. The thing is, that even though they’re made there for less
money, it's not sold here for less money like years back,

. While manufacturers take their capital abroad, dur. mothers 7
face wxdespread layoffs, which often depnves them of their pensions.

After years at the machines, many of our mothers suffer back and leg
pains, or they are crippled by arthritis.

- At the same time, thousands of poor women are migrating to-the
United States, hoping to escape poverty and often, political repression

. in their countries.. They become cheap labor in factordes and sweat-.
shops. Many are undocumented and live in fear of deportation. Juanita -
- ‘Erazo was-homified by..a. gecent 1mm.|gmtlon raid on her factory in -

Brocklyn, Cere
In the factory there are Darmmcans Ecuadoruzns Calombzans

|7 "iand Haitians: . The. last time Imm:gmnon raided, they took everyone'-_
J|:. . .away. They took Puerto Ricans away too. They handcuffed them, they .

.| .- filled two buses up with-people. Then, after they lefi, the boss went -
. looking around, and there were people hiding in boxes! =

i Asa umcm official, Gloria Maldonado hais seen how all of this has o

Where is he getting it done? .

affected our mothers’ generation.

People are just not making it. The small shops are closing up,
and that’s where it affects our people, our generation, of Puerto
Rican women who are not old encugh to retire, but have put in 20,
30 years. They stay with this one little shop because it was like a
Sfamily. Al of a sudden, the man has 10 close because there is no
work ...

These are the women who raised us. The were not only our
mothers and grandmothers, but our cousins, aunts, neighbors,
fiiends. They went to the factories early in the morning and sat in
front of those machines day after day. They confronted the
difficulties of migration, poverty, low pay, discrimination, and
unstable jobs. In spite of that, they raised us and kept our families
together. They fought for our education, organized in the commu-
nities and on the job, and they gave us a legacy of struggle.

My mother's work set the tone in the family, set the tone for .
hardwork and struggle. She never missed a day of work, which used
to athaze us. She was there at 8:00 in the morning, she came home

_ath, 5:30, by the tzme she came in from Brooklyn. And what she -

abways saic to us was, “You have to study. You have to study so that

you could be a teacher, you could be a nurse.” And we knew what
it meant to us, so that we did study. We got somewhere because she .
worked so hard. Now I know that that's not true for a lot af Puerto

« Ricans, I know that for the majority of Puerto Ricans, working hard

hasn’t led to success.
- All these stories are a chapter inour mstory, which for the most

.. part has yet to be told. Our mothers and grandmothers shared their

Tives with us, ,§0 that we could understand more clearly where we are
today ao ‘ -

- Abridged froimi Radlo documcntary “Nosotris Tmbajamm enla Cosmmf

- Puerto:Rican Women in thé Garment Industry;” produced by Rina Benmayor,
. -Ana Juarbe, Kunbeﬂy Saffcn'd and Blanca Vézquez Erazo (Centro de Em:dm.v _
v Puerramquems Huiitek Cnllege, 1985) . Program funded in part by Nahonal

Endowment for the Hmmmues Bilingual cassette available.




