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Viva Chavez!
By Dave Chaddock

Although we live in an advanced technological soci-
ety, apparently we also live in a fairly retarded part of
the world. For we have yet to make the collective de-
cision to support the right of every member of society
to obtain the best medical care. We in the ILWU, to
be sure, as the result of a sustained struggle over the
years, have obtained such a right. But a growing num-
ber of Americans are finding this goal to be simply out
of reach.

Sometimes it is helpful, when you are mired down,
to give some thought to the way in which other socie-
ties have addressed the same problem. And in this
regard, I would like to recommend to all of you a most
remarkable book which tells the true and inspiring
story of what is happening in Venezuela. Unlike crit-
ics of Chavez who have regular columns in the Wall
Street Journal and the Washington Post and who stay
in five-star hotels and pal around with the upper
classes, the author of this book moved into a barrio
and lived there for 18 months, coming to see Vene-
zuela from the point of view of the poor and down-
trodden. The book is simply called HUGO! and was
written by Bart Jones, for many years a correspondent
for the Associated Press.

Though the mass media in Venezuela, dominated by
enemies of Chavez, has consistently lied about him
and distorted his record, this campaign reached its
apex just before he was temporarily removed

Page 1

from power in 2002. A TV network owned by the
richest man in Venezuela, covering a protest march
against Chavez during which 19 persons were shot
to death, repeatedly showed video of Chavez sup-
porters in red berets poking their heads around the
corner of a building and firing their pistols. This
scene was placed side by side with footage of dead

and wounded protesters. As Jones tells us: “Even
avid Chavez backers were disgusted and decided
they could no longer support a president who or-
dered his armed supporters to massacre peaceful
marchers.” CBS and the New York Times repeated
the allegation, as did the U.S. State Department,
which declared that “Chavez supporters, on orders,
fired on unarmed peaceful protesters.”

However, subsequent investigation showed (1) the
red beret shooters were too far away from the people
who were killed, (2) the killed and wounded victims
had been shot an hour earlier, (3) many or most of
the dead were Chavez supporters, (4) the trajectory
of the fatal bullets was downward, suggesting snip-
ers up on the rooftops and (5) the men in red berets
were actually defending themselves against attacks
by police and snipers.

With these lying accounts still dominating the
scene, Chavez was spirited off, and mercenaries
were about to “Lumumba” him away when he asked
them “what did they think they were going to do the
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next day” and “what would they tell the people who
asked what had happened to him?” Soon he would
make a miraculous reappearance!

Jones tells us of the early days when Chavez was re-
cruiting supporters in the army. One night it was after
9pm in the barracks. All the soldiers were supposed to
be quietly sleeping. But Chavez had snuck out to play
baseball. It was a big game, and was being broadcast
on the radio. When Chavez hit a home run the bar-
racks exploded in cheers. The captain, awakened by
the ruckus, wanted to arrest Chavez for insubordina-
tion, but he was already becoming much too popular.

When an initial attempt to stage a rebellion ended in
failure, Chavez was allowed to appear on TV to
“surrender” but instead of appearing in chains he man-
aged to keep his red beret on his head as he allowed
that the objectives the rebels had set for themselves
had not been achieved, and at this point he threw in
the phrase “por ahora” — (for now) — managing to
seem less like a discredited failure than “a hero who
had risen up against an unjust government” and more-
over, as one who would soon be returning for another
try! As one of his supporters told Jones: “Hugo
Chavez entered our hearts that day and never left.”

We are supposed to be upset with Chavez because he
made contemptuous remarks about Bush at the UN,
and compared him to the devil. But many of us in the
ILWU have said much worse things about Bush! And
besides, Chavez was re-acting to the fact that Bush
had gone all out to try to remove him from power,
sending money to opposition forces, and tolerating
calls for his assassination on Miami TV.

More recently President Obama has been attacked for
shaking Chavez’s hand at an international get together.
There it was in color on the front page of the New
York Times, a broad smile on Obama’s face. And the
next day Chavez presented Obama with a book, and
there was a second handshake, and this time Hillary
Clinton could be seen smiling in the background
seemingly enchanted by the scene.

Chavez told Bart Jones that he is a “reading addict”,
adding “I can’t live without it, like someone who is
addicted to drugs.” He has had his government print
classic books and hand them out free. This included
five hundred thousand copies of Victor Hugo’s Les
Miserables. 1 was recently turned onto this book by a
crane operator, who was reading it in his RTG on a
slow day. Truly, this has got to be one of the greatest
books ever written!

As for the book he gave to Obama, it was called
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The Open Veins of Latin America by Edwardo
Galeano, written in 1973. And a reporter noted that
the book was in Spanish, “a language the president
does not speak.” But a very good English translation
exists, and I hope Obama reads it. Galeano tells the
tragic history of Latin America since the arrival of the
Spanish, the massacre of the natives and the importa-
tion of African slaves to extract gold and silver. It
tells of the mercury that was mined to separate out
the silver, and how this poison “penetrated to the very
marrow” and caused “a constant shaking, and the
workers usually died within four years.” Later on,
King Sugar, at first a secondary exploitation to the
mining, but later a dominant industry; replaced food
crops, devastated and exhausted the soil, leaving
eroded badlands and starvation. With one monocul-
ture or another handcuffing their economies —
whether cotton, cacao, coffee, rubber, or bananas —
the various countries of Latin America suffered rail-
roads that ran only from the interior to the ports, mak-
ing off with their resources for the benefit of foreign
capitalists. Most recently the United States has re-
placed England as the ruling power, sending in the
Marines and overthrowing governments whenever
they tried to gain control over their own riches, and
giving loans that were always conditional upon buy-
ing U.S. goods and following U.S. orders.

Even as I write this article the New York Times re-
ports that the “open veins” of Latin America are mak-
ing news in Peru, where thousands of natives are
blocking highways in protest against opening the
Amazon to “oil exploration and other extractive in-
vestments.” But in Venezuela, and in several other
Latin American countries as well, a new day is dawn-
ing. The untapped oil reserves in Venezuela may rival
those of Saudi Arabia, and Chavez is determined that
the profits from this resource will not simply be
skimmed off for an exploitive minority but will be
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