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  Jerzees

     Norma Estella Meija Castellanos is a Honduran woman. Even with thick heels, she is 

short. Leaden eyebrows mark her image in a way her stature can't. The eyebrows 

narrow her eyes. As she stares, they look dark and hollowed. Norma's hair is black and 

straight, combed, tied, and pulled to the back. Wide rings hang from each earlobe, 

almost reaching to her shoulders. She brings a hand from her pocket to cover her 

mouth. It is small, and does little to hush her crying.

     For four years, Norma worked at an apparel manufacturer in Honduras, Jerzees de 

Honduras. With this wage alone, she fed her two children, mother, and aunt. On 

January 30th, 2008, when the factory closed, Norma and the other 1,800 workers lost 

their jobs. "Without this job, I don't know what I will do," Norma says. Her efforts to 

unionize workers caused the plant's closing. "The company never accepted our 

organization. It is an act of vengeance. It is vengeance against us for what we have done 

by trying to organize a union.

     "The announcement of the closing was an absolute terror," Norma begins. Her union 

group was brought into a meeting with the factory leadership and given an ultimatum: 

accept a check and stop representing the workers, or allow the factory to close. "We 



couldn't simply turn our back on the factory's workers like that, " Norma recalls. After 

the meeting, Norma returned to the factory, but couldn't contain her tears as she told 

the workers of management's decision. "People were trembling, crying, hugging each 

other. We couldn't work that day because we were so upset, and feared people would 

hurt themselves with the machines."

     As her hand falls to her pocket again, Norma trembles as she explains the company's 

efforts to have her step down as vice-president of the union at Jerzees de Honduras. 

"On my way home, I had to change the path I took because of fear of the threats we had 

received to our lives. A colleague from the plant had threatened to decapitate me 

saying, 'I know where you walk at night.'" Norma's eyes fall to the ground. Silent, she 

stares at the floral carpet, barely breathing.

     When she arrived home, Norma rushed to her room in front of her children. She fell 

to the bed and began to cry. Norma's sons entered, asking what had happened. "At this 

moment, I didn't know what to tell my kids." She tried to control herself, but failed to 

stop her cries. Norma held her sons, and told them they couldn't go to school in the 

morning. "I don't know. Because of all that has happened, it's a trauma. I'm afraid now 

to fight for my rights."

     Norma's pantsuit is striped black. Buttoned and ironed, the jacket hangs loose on her 

frame. Beneath, a violet shirt blooms at her chest and wrists, folding over at the jacket 

sleeves. "The union has taught us how to defend ourselves. How to defend our rights." 



Norma's involvement with the union began at its inception. As vice-president, she is the 

head of the negotiating committee, trying to better conditions in the factory, restore 

benefits, and increase wages. "The union is not a crime. It is a form of support. We need 

jobs, but we need decent jobs."

     After arriving in the United States, Norma visited book shops across campuses that 

sold apparel she made at home in Honduras. At the stores, she held the sweatshirts, 

following the stitches with her fingers that she and her workers had sewn into the 

fabric . The fabric had been cut and passed though looms and machinery at Jerzees de 

Honduras. They moved from Norma and her workers' hands to trucks that brought 

them to America to be tagged and sold. The quotas for these clothes were the cause of 

her overtime, her struggle. From a sleeve, a price tag hung. The twenty-five dollars 

students and parents pay for one sweatshirt is enough to cover Norma's salary for a 

week. 

     After the factory's closing, management contacted other factory leaders in Honduras 

to keep the union workers out of work. Now, Norma is working with workers rights 

groups in the United States to get companies and universities to cut contracts with 

Jerzees de Honduras's parent company, Russell Athletics. "Deep within ourselves, we 

know for the work we do, but the little we get, we deserve more. We deserve justice. 

How can this factory cover the sun with its thumb?" 


