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Article I

October 5, 1936

T this season of the year, when California’s great crops are coming into 

harvest, the heavy grapes, the prunes, the apples and lettuce and the 

rapidly  maturing  cotton,  our  highways  swarm  with  the  migrant 

workers, that shifting group of nomadic, poverty-stricken harvesters driven by 

hunger and the threat of hunger from crop to crop, from harvest to harvest, up 

and down the state and into Oregon to some extent,  and into Washington a 

little. But it is California which has and needs the majority of these new gypsies. 

It is a short study of these wanderers that these articles will undertake. There are 

at least 150,000 homeless migrants wandering up and down the state, and that 

is an army large enough to make it important to every person in the state.

A

To the casual traveler on the great highways the movements of the migrants 

are mysterious if they are seen at all, for suddenly the roads will be filled with 

open rattletrap  cars  loaded with  children  and with  dirty  bedding,  with  fire-

blackened cooking utensils. The boxcars and gondolas on the railroad lines will 

be filled with men. And then, just as suddenly, they will have disappeared from 

the main routes. On side roads and near rivers where there is little travel the 

squalid, filthy squatters’ camp will have been set up, and the orchards will be 

filled with pickers and cutters and driers.

The unique nature of California agriculture requires that these migrants exist, 

and requires that they move about. Peaches and grapes, hops and cotton cannot 

be harvested by a resident population of laborers. For  example, a large peach 

orchard which requires the work of 20 men the year round will need as many as 

2,000 for the brief  time of  picking and  packing.  And if  the migration of  the 
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2,000 should not occur, if it should be delayed even a week, the crop will rot and 

be lost.

Thus, in California we find a curious attitude toward a group that makes our 

agriculture successful. The migrants are needed, and they are hated. Arriving in 

a district they find the dislike always meted out by the resident to the foreigner, 

the outlander. This hatred of the stranger occurs in the whole range of human 

history,  from  the  most  primitive  village  form  to  our  own  highly  organized 

industrial farming. The migrants are hated for the following reasons, that they 

are ignorant and dirty people, that they are carriers of disease, that they increase 

the necessity for police and the tax bill for schooling in a community, and that if 

they are allowed to organize they can, simply by refusing to work, wipe out the 

seasons crops. They are never received into a community nor into the life of a 

community. Wanderers in fact, they are never allowed to feel at home in the 

communities that demand their services.

Let us see what kind of people they are, where they come from, and the routes 

of their wanderings. In the past they have been of several races, encouraged to 

come  and  often  imported  as  cheap  labor; Chinese  in  the  early  period,  then 

Filipinos, Japanese and Mexicans. These were foreigners, and as such they were 

ostracized and segregated and herded about.

If they attempted to organize they were deported or arrested, and having no 

advocates they were never able to get a hearing for their problems. But in recent 

years the foreign migrants have begun to organize, and at this danger signal they 

have been deported in great numbers, for there was a new reservoir from which 

a great quantity of cheap labor could be obtained.

The drought in the middle west has driven the agricultural populations of 

Oklahoma, Nebraska and parts of Kansas and Texas westward. Their lands are 

destroyed and they can never go back to them.

Thousands of them are crossing the borders in ancient rattling automobiles, 

destitute and hungry and homeless, ready to accept any pay so that they may eat 

and feed their children. And this is a new thing in migrant labor, for the foreign 

workers  were  usually  imported  without  their  children  and  everything  that 

remains of their old life with them.

They arrive in California usually having used up every resource  to get here, 

even to the selling of the poor blankets and utensils and tools on the way to buy 
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gasoline.  They  arrive  bewildered  and beaten  and usually  in  a  state  of  semi-

starvation, with only one necessity to face immediately, and that is to find work 

at any wage in order that the family may eat.

And there is only one field in California that can receive them. Ineligible for 

relief, they must become migratory field workers.

Because the old kind of laborers, Mexicans and Filipinos, are being deported 

and repatriated very rapidly,  while on the other hand  the  river of  dust  bowl 

refugees increases all the time, it is this new kind of migrant that we shall largely 

consider.

The earlier foreign migrants have invariably been drawn from a peon class. 

This is not the case with the new migrants.

They are small farmers who have lost their farms, or farm hands who have 

lived with the family in the old American way. They are men who have worked 

hard on their own farms and have felt the pride of possessing and living in close 

touch with the land.

They are resourceful and intelligent Americans, who have gone through the 

hell of the drought, have seen their lands wither and die and the top soil blow 

away; and this, to a man who has owned his land, is a curious and terrible pain.

And then they have made the crossing and have seen often the death of their 

children on the way. Their cars have been broken down and been repaired with 

the ingenuity of the land man.

Often they patched the worn-out tires every few miles. They have weathered 

the thing, and they can weather much more for their blood is strong.

They are descendants of men who crossed into the middle west, who won 

their lands by righting, who cultivated the prairies and stayed with them until 

they went back to desert.

And because of their tradition and their training, they are not migrants by 

nature. They are gypsies by force of circumstances.

In their heads, as they move wearily from harvest to harvest, there is one urge 

and one overwhelming need, to acquire a little land again, and to settle on it and 

stop their wandering. One has only to go into the squatters’ camps where the 

families live on the ground and have no homes, no beds and no equipment; and 

one has only to look at the strong purposeful faces, often filled with pain and 
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more often, when they see the corporation-held idle lands, filled with anger, to 

know that this new race is here to stay and that heed must be taken of it.

It should be understood that with  this new race the old methods  of repres-

sion, of starvation wages, of jailing, beating and intimidation  are not going to 

work; these are American people. Consequently we must meet them with under-

standing and attempt to work out the problem to their benefit as well as ours.

It is difficult to believe what one large speculative farmer has said,  that the 

success of California agriculture requires that we create and maintain a peon 

class.  For  if  this  is  true,  then California  must  depart  from the semblance of 

democratic government that remains here.

The names of the new migrants indicate that they are of English, German and 

Scandinavian descent. There are Munns, Holbrooks, Hansens, Schmidts.

And they are strangely anachronistic in one way: Having been brought up in 

the prairies where industrialization never penetrated, they have jumped with no 

transition from the old agrarian, self-containing farm where nearly everything 

used was raised or manufactured, to a system of agriculture so industrialized 

that the man who plants a crop does not often see, let alone harvest, the fruit of 

his planting, where the migrant has no contact with the growth cycle.

And there is another difference between their old life and the new. They have 

come from the little farm districts where democracy was  not only possible but 

inevitable,  where  popular  government,  whether  practiced  in  the  Grange,  in 

church organization or in local government, was the responsibility of every man. 

And they have come into the country where, because of the movement necessary 

to make a living, they are not allowed any vote whatever, but are rather consid-

ered a properly unprivileged class. 

Let us see the fields that require the impact of their labor and the districts to 

which they must travel. As one little boy in a squatters’ camp said, “When they 

need us they call us migrants, and when we’ve picked their crop, we’re bums and 

we got to get out.”

There are the vegetable crops of the Imperial Valley, the lettuce, cauliflower, 

tomatoes, cabbage to be picked and packed, to be hoed and irrigated. There are 

several crops a year to be harvested, but there is not time distribution sufficient 

to give the migrants permanent work.

The orange orchards deliver two crops a year, but the picking season is short. 
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Farther north, in Kern County and up the San Joaquin Valley, the migrants are 

needed for grapes, cotton, pears, melons, beans and peaches.

In  the  outer  valley,  near  Salinas,  Watsonville,  and  Santa  Clara  there  are 

lettuce, cauliflowers, artichokes, apples, prunes, apricots. North of San Francis-

co the produce is of grapes, deciduous fruits  and hops. The Sacramento Valley 

needs masses of migrants for its  asparagus, its walnuts, peaches, prunes, etc. 

These great valleys with their intensive farming make their seasonal demands on 

migrant labor.

A short time, then, before the actual picking begins, there is the scurrying on 

the highways, the families in open cars hurrying to the ready crops and hurrying 

to be first at work. For it has been the habit of the growers associations of the 

state to provide by importation,  twice as much labor as was necessary, so that 

wages might remain low.

Hence the hurry, for if the migrant is a little late the places may all be filled 

and he will have taken his trip for nothing. And there art many things that may 

happen even if lie is in time. The crop may be late, or there may occur one of 

those situations like  that  at  Nipomo last  year  when twelve  hundred workers 

arrived to pick the pea crop only to find it spoiled by rain.

All  resources having been  used to get to the field,  the migrants could not 

move on; they stayed and starved until government aid tardily was found for 

them.

And so they move, frantically, with starvation close behind them. And in this 

series of articles we shall try to see how they live and what kind of people they 

are, what their living standard is, what is done for them and to them, and what 

their problems and needs are. For while California has been successful in its use 

of migrant labor, it is gradually building a human structure which will certainly 

change the State, and may, if handled with the inhumanity and stupidity that 

have characterized the past,  destroy the present system of  agricultural  econ-

omics.



Article II

October 6, 1936

HE squatters’  camps are located all  over California. Let us see what a 

typical one is like. It is located on the banks of a river, near an irrigation 

ditch or on a side road where a spring of  water is  available.  From a 

distance it looks like a city dump, and well it may, for the city dumps are typical 

sources for the material of which it is built. You can see a litter of dirty rags and 

scrap iron, of houses built of weeds, of flattened cans or of paper. It is only on 

close approach that it can be seen that these are homes.

T

Here is a house built by a family who have tried to maintain a neatness. The 

house is about 10 feet by 10 feet, and it is built completely of corrugated paper. 

The roof is peaked, the walls are tacked to a wooden frame. The dirt floor is 

swept clean, and along the irrigation ditch or in the muddy river the wife of the 

family scrubs clothes without soap and tries  to rinse out the mud in muddy 

water. The spirit  of  this family is  not quite broken, for the children, three of 

them, still have clothes, and the family possesses three old quilts and a soggy, 

lumpy mattress. But the money so needed for food cannot be used for soap nor  

for clothes.

With the first rain the carefully built house will slop down into a brown, pulpy 

mush; in a few months the clothes will fray off the children’s bodies while the 

lack of nourishing food will subject the whole family to pneumonia when the 

first cold comes.

Five years ago this family had fifty acres of land and a thousand dollars in the 

bank. The wife belonged to a sewing circle and the man was a member of the  

grange. They raised chickens,  pigs,  pigeons and vegetables and fruit for their 
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own use; and their land produced the tall corn of the middle west. Now they 

have nothing.

If  the  husband hits  every  harvest  without  delay  and works the maximum 

time, he may make four hundred dollars this year. But if anything happens, if his 

old car breaks down, if he is late and misses a harvest or two, he will have to feed  

his whole family on as little as one hundred and fifty.

But there is still pride in this family. Wherever they stop they try to put the 

children in school. It may be that the children will be in a school for as much as a 

month before they are moved to another locality.

Here, in the faces of the husband and his wife, you begin to see an expression 

you will notice on every face; not worry, but absolute terror of the starvation that 

crowds in against the borders of the camp. This man has tried to make a toilet by 

digging a hole in the ground near his paper house and surrounding it with an old 

piece of burlap. But he will only do things like that this year.

He is a newcomer and his spirit and decency and his sense of his own dignity 

have not been quite wiped out. Next year he will be like his next door neighbor.

This is a family of six; a man, his wife and four children. They live in a tent 

the color of the ground. Rot has set in on the canvas so that the flaps and the 

sides hang in tatters and are held together with bits of rush-baling wire. There is 

one bed in the family and that is a big tick lying on the ground inside the tent.

They have one quilt and a piece of canvas for bedding. The sleeping arrange-

ment  is  clever.  Mother  and  father  lie  down  together  and  two  children  lie 

between them. Then, heading the other way, the other two children lie, the littler 

ones. If the mother and father sleep with their legs spread wide, there is room 

for the legs of the children.

There is more filth here. The tent is full of flies clinging to the apple box that 

is the dinner table, buzzing about the foul clothes of the children, particularly 

the baby, who has not been bathed nor cleaned for several days.

This family has been on the road longer than the builder of the paper house.  

There is no toilet here, but there is a clump of willows nearby where human 

feces lie exposed to the flies—the same flies that are in the tent.

Two weeks ago there was another child, a four year old boy. For a few weeks 

they  had  noticed  that  he  was  kind  of  lackadaisical,  that  his  eyes  had  been 

feverish.  They  had  given  him the best  place  in  the  bed,  between father  and 
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mother. But one night he went into convulsions and died, and the next morning 

the coroner’s wagon took him away. It was one step down.

They know pretty well that it was a diet of fresh fruit, beans and little else that 

caused his death. He had no milk for months.  With this death there came a 

change of mind in his family. The father and mother now feel that paralyzed 

dullness with which the mind protects itself against too much sorrow and too 

much pain.

And this father will not be able to make a maximum of four hundred dollars a 

year any more because he is no longer alert; he isn’t quick at piece-work, and he 

is not able to fight clear of the dullness that has settled on him. His spirit is 

losing caste rapidly.

The dullness shows in the faces of this family and in addition there is a sul-

lenness that makes them taciturn. Sometimes they still start the older children 

off  to school,  but the ragged little  things will  not go; they hide in ditches or 

wander off by themselves until it is time to go back to the tent, because they are 

scorned in the school.

The  better-dressed  children  shout  and  jeer,  the  teachers  are  quite  often 

impatient  with these  additions  to  their  duties,  and the parents  of  the  “nice” 

children do not want to have disease carriers in the schools.

The father of this family once had a little grocery store and his family lived in 

back of it so that even the children could wait on the counter. When the drought 

set in there was no trade for the store any more.

This is the middle class of the squatters’ camp. In a few months this family 

will slip down to the lower class.

Dignity is all gone, and spirit has turned to sullen anger before it dies.

The next door neighbor family of man, wife and three children of from three 

to  nine years  of  age,  have built  a house by driving willow branches into the 

ground and wattling weeds, tin, old paper and strips of carpet against them.

A few branches are placed over the top to keep out the noonday sun. It would 

not turn water at all. There is no bed.

Somewhere the family has found a big piece of old carpet. It is on the ground. 

To go to bed the members of the family lie on the ground and fold the carpet up 

over them. 



11 [Contents] John Steinbeck

The three year old child has a gunny sack tied about his middle for clothing. 

He has the swollen belly caused by malnutrition.

He sits on the ground in the sun in front of the house, and the little black fruit  

flies buzz in circles and land on his closed eyes and crawl up his nose until he 

weakly brushes them away. 

They try to get at the mucous in the eye-corners. This child seems to have the 

reactions of a baby much younger. The first year he had a little milk, but he has 

had none since.

He will die in a very short time. The older children may survive. Four nights 

ago the mother had a baby in the tent, on the dirty carpet. It was born dead, 

which was just as well because she could not have fed it at the breast; her own 

diet will not produce milk.

After it was born and she had seen that it was dead, the mother rolled over 

and lay still for two days. She is up today, tottering around. The last baby, born 

less than a year ago, lived a week. This woman’s eyes have the glazed, far-away 

look of a sleep walkers eyes.

She does not wash clothes any more. The drive that makes for cleanliness has 

been drained out of her and she hasn’t the energy. The husband was a share-

cropper once, but he couldn’t make it go. Now he has lost even the desire to talk.

He will not look directly at you for that requires will, and will needs strength. 

He is a bad field worker for the same reason. It takes him a long time to make up 

his mind, so he is always late in moving and late in arriving in the fields. His top  

wage, when he can find work now, which isn’t often, is a dollar a day.

The children do not even go to the willow clump any more. They squat where 

they are and kick a little dirt. The father is vaguely aware that there is a culture 

of hookworm in the mud along the river bank. He knows the children will get it  

on their bare feet.

But  he  hasn’t  the  will  nor  the  energy  to  resist.  Too  many  things  have 

happened to him. This is the lower class of the camp.

This is what the man in the tent will be in six months; what the man in the 

paper house with its peaked roof will be in a year, after his house has washed 

down and his children have sickened or died, after the loss of dignity and spirit  

have cut him down to a kind of sub-humanity.

Helpful strangers are not well-received in this camp. The local sheriff makes a 
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raid now and then for a wanted man, and if there is labor trouble the vigilantes 

may  bum  the  poor  houses.  Social  workers,  survey  workers  have  taken  case 

histories.

They are filed and open for inspection. These families have been questioned 

over and over about their origins, number of children living and dead.

The information is taken down and filed. That is that. It has been done so 

often and so little has come of it.

And there is another way for them to get attention. Let an epidemic break 

out, say typhoid or scarlet fever, and the country doctor will come to the camp 

and hurry the infected cases to the pest house. But malnutrition is not infec-

tious, nor is dysentery, which is almost the rule among the children.

The county hospital has no room for measles, mumps, whooping cough; and 

yet these are often deadly to hunger-weakened children. And although we hear 

much about the free clinics for the poor, these people do not know how to get 

the aid and they do not get it. Also, since most of their dealings with authority 

are painful to them, they prefer not to take the chance.

This is the squatters’ camp. Some are a little better, some much worse. I have 

described three typical families. In some of the camps there are as many as three 

hundred families like these. Some are so far from water that it must be bought at 

five cents a bucket.

And if these men steal, if there is developing among them a suspicion and 

hatred of well-dressed, satisfied people, the reason is not to be sought in their 

origin nor in any tendency to weakness in their character.



Article III

October 7, 1936

HEN in the course of  the season the small farmer has need of an 

influx  of  migrant  workers  he  usually  draws  from  the  squatters’ 

camps. By small farmer I mean the owner of the five to 100-acre 

farm, who operates and oversees his own farm.

W
Farms of this size are the greatest users of labor from the notorious squatters 

camps. A few of the small farms set aside little pieces of land where the workers  

may pitch their shelters. Water is furnished, and once in a while a toilet. Rarely 

is there any facility for bathing. A small farm cannot afford the outlay necessary 

to maintain a sanitary camp.

Furthermore,  the  small  farmers  are  afraid to  allow groups  of  migrants  to 

camp on their land, and they do not like the litter that is left when the men move 

on. On the whole, the relations between the migrants and the small farmers are 

friendly and understanding.

In many of California’s agricultural strikes the small farmer has sided with 

the migrant against the powerful speculative farm groups.  The workers realize 

that  the  problem  of  the  small  farmer  is  not  unlike  their  own.  We  have  the 

example in the San Joaquin Valley two years ago of a small farmer who sided 

with the workers in the cotton strike.

The  speculative  farm  group,  which  is  closely  tied  up  with  the  power 

companies  determined to  force  this  farm from opposition  by  cutting  off  the 

power necessary for irrigation.

But the strikers surrounded and held the power pole and refused to allow the 

current to be shut off. Incidents of this nature occur very frequently.

13
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The small farmer, then, draws his labor from the squatters’ camps and from 

the state and federal camps, which will be dealt with later.

On the other hand the large farms very often maintain their camps for the 

laborers.

The large farms in California are organized as closely and are as centrally 

directed in their labor policy as are the industries and shipping, the banking and 

public utilities.

Indeed such organizations as Associated Farmers, Inc. have as members and 

board members officials of banks, publishers of newspapers and politicians; and 

through close association with the State Chamber of Commerce they have inter-

locking associations with shipowners’ associations, public utilities corporations 

and transportation companies.

Members  of  these  speculative  farm  organizations  are  of  several  kinds—

individual absentee owners of great tracts of land, banks that have acquired land 

by foreclosure, for example the tremendous Bank of America holdings in the San 

Joaquin Valley, and incorporated farms having stockholders, boards of directors 

and the usual corporation approach.

These farms are invariably run by superintendents whose policies with regard 

to labor are directed from above. But the power of these organizations extends 

far beyond the governing of their own lands.

It is rare in California for a small farmer to be able to plant and mature his 

crops without loans from banks and finance companies. And since these banks 

and finance companies are at  once members of  the powerful  growers’  assoc-

iations, and at the same time the one source of crop loans, the force of their 

policies on the small farmer can readily be seen. To refuse to obey is to invite 

foreclosure or a future denial of the necessary crop loan.

These strong groups, then, do not necessarily represent the general feeling 

toward labor; but being able to procure space in newspapers and on the radio, 

they are able, not only to represent themselves as the whole body of California 

farmers, but are actually able to impose their policies on a great number of the 

small farms.

The ranches operated by these speculative farmers usually have houses for 

their migrant laborers, houses for which they charge a rent of from three to 15 

dollars a month.
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On most of the places it is not allowed that a worker refuses to pay the rent. If  

he wants to work, he must live in the house, and the rent is taken from his first 

pay.

Let us see what this housing is like, not the $15 houses which can only be 

rented by field bosses (called pushers), but the three to five dollar houses forced 

on the laborers.

The houses, one-room shacks usually about 10 by 12 feet, have no rug, no 

water, no bed. In one corner there is a little iron wood stove. Water must be 

carried from a faucet at the end of the street.

Also at the head of the street there will be either a dug toilet or a toilet with a 

septic tank to serve 100 to 150 people. A fairly typical ranch in Kern County had 

one bath house with a single shower and no heated water for the use of the 

whole block of houses, which had a capacity of 400 people.

The  arrival  of  the  migrant  on  such  a  ranch  is  something  like  this—he  is 

assigned a house for his family; he may have from three to six children, but they 

must all live in the one room. He finds the ranch heavily policed by deputized 

employees.

The will of the ranch owner, then, is law; for these deputies are always on 

hand, their guns conspicuous. A disagreement constitutes resisting an officer. A 

glance at the list of migrants shot during a single year in California for “resisting  

an officer” will give a fair idea of the casualness of these “officers” in shooting 

workers.

The new arrival at the ranch will probably be without funds. His resources 

have been exhausted in getting here. But on many of the great ranches he will 

find a store run by the management at which he can get credit.

Thus he must work a second day to pay for his first, and so on. He is con-

tinually in debt. He must work. There is only one piece of property which is 

worth attaching for the debt, and that is his car; and while single men are able to 

get from harvest to harvest on the railroads and by hitch-hiking, the man with a 

family will starve if he loses his car. Under this threat he must go on working.

In the field he will be continually attended by the “pusher,” the field boss, and 

in many cases a pacer. In picking, a pacer will be a tree ahead of him. If he does  

not keep up, he is fired. And it is often the case that the pacer’s row is done over 

again afterwards.
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On these large ranches there is no attempt made for the relaxation or enter-

tainment of the workers. Indeed any attempt to congregate is broken up by the 

deputies for it is feared that if they are allowed to congregate they will organize, 

and that is the one tiling the large ranches will not permit at any cost. 

The attitude of the employer on the large ranch is one of hatred and sus-

picion, his method is the threat of the deputies’ guns.

The workers are herded about like animals. Every possible method is used to 

make them feel inferior and insecure. At the slightest suspicion that the men are 

organizing they are run from the ranch at the points of guns.

The large ranch owners know that if organization is ever effected there will be 

the expense of toilets, showers, decent living conditions and a raise in wages.

The attitude of the workers on the large ranch is much that of the employer, 

hatred and suspicion. The worker sees himself surrounded by force. He knows 

that he can be murdered without fear on the part of the employer, and he has 

little recourse to law.

He has taken refuge in a sullen, tense quiet. He cannot resist the credit that 

allows him to feed his family,  but he knows perfectly well the reason for the 

credit.

There are a few large ranches in California which maintain “model houses” 

for the workers, neatly painted buildings with some conveniences.

These ranches usually charge a rent of $5 a month for a single-room house 

and pay 33 1/3 per cent less than the prevailing wage.

The  labor  policy  of  these  absentee-directed  large  farms  has  created  the 

inevitable result. Usually there are guards at the gates, the roads are patrolled, 

permission to inspect the premises is never given.

It  would almost seem that having built  the repressive attitude toward the 

labor they need to survive, the directors were terrified of the things they have 

created.

This fear dictates an increase of the repressive method, a greater number of 

guards and a constant suggestion that the ranch is armed to fight.

Here, as in the squatters’ camps, the dignity of the men is attacked. No trust 

is accorded them. They are surrounded as though it were suspected that they 

would break into revolt at any moment. It would seem that a surer method of 

forcing them to revolt could not be devised.
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This  repressive  method  results  inevitably  in  flares  of  disorganized  revolt 

which must be put down by force and by increased intimidation.

The large growers’ groups have found the law inadequate to their uses; and 

they have become so powerful that such charges as felonious assault, mayhem 

and inciting to riot, kidnapping and flogging cannot be brought against them in 

the controlled courts.

The attitude of the large growers’ associations toward labor is best stated by 

Mr. Hugh T. Osburne, a member of the Board of Supervisors of Imperial County 

and active in the Imperial Valley Associated Farmers group. Before the judiciary 

committee of the California Assembly he said:

“In Imperial Valley we don’t need this criminal syndicalism law. They have 

got to have it for the rest of the counties that don’t know how to handle these 

matters. We don’t need it because we have worked out our own way of handling 

these things. We won’t have another of these trials.  We have a better way of 

doing it. Trials cost too much.”

“The better way,” as accepted by the large growers of the Imperial Valley, 

includes a system of terrorism that would be unusual in the Fascist nations of 

the world. The stupid policy of the large grower and the absentee speculative 

farmer in California has accomplished nothing but unrest, tension and hatred. A 

continuation of this approach constitutes a criminal endangering of the peace of 

the state.



Article IV

October 8, 1936

HE federal  government,  realizing  that  the  miserable  condition  of  the 

California  migrant  agricultural  worker  constitutes  an  immediate  and 

vital problem, has set up two camps for the moving workers and con-

templates eight more in the immediate future. The development of the camps at 

Arvin and at Marysville makes a social and economic study of vast interest.

T
The present camps are set up on leased ground. Future camps are to be con-

structed  on  land  purchased  by  the  Government.  The  Government  provides 

places for tents. Permanent structures are simple, including washrooms, toilets 

and  showers,  an  administration  building  and  a  place  where  the  people  can 

entertain themselves. The equipment at the Arvin camp, exclusive of rent of the 

land, costs approximately $18,000.

At this camp, water, toilet paper and some medical supplies are provided. A 

resident  manager  is  on  the  ground.  Campers  are  received  on  the  following 

simple conditions: (1) That the men are bona fide farm people and intend to 

work, (2) that they will help to maintain the cleanliness of the camp and (3) that 

in lieu of rent they will devote two hours a week towards the maintenance and 

improvement of the camp.

The result has been more than could be expected. From the first, the intent of 

the  management  has  been to  restore  the dignity  and decency that  had been 

kicked out of the migrants by their intolerable mode of life.

In this series the word “dignity” has been used several times. It has been used 

not as some attitude of self-importance, but simply as a register of a man’s res-

ponsibility to the community.

18
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A man herded about, surrounded by armed guards, starved and forced to live 

in filth loses his dignity; that is, he loses his valid position in regard to society,  

and consequently his whole ethics toward society. Nothing is a better example of 

this than the prison, where the men are reduced to no dignity and where crimes 

and infractions of the rule are constant.

We regard this destruction of dignity, then, as one of the most regrettable 

results  of  the  migrant’s  life,  since  it  does  reduce his  responsibility  and does 

make him a sullen outcast who will strike at our Government in any way that 

occurs to him. 

The example at Arvin adds weight to such a conviction. The people in the 

camp  are  encouraged  to  govern  themselves,  and  they  have  responded  with 

simple and workable democracy.

The camp is divided into four units. Each unit, by direct election, is repres-

ented in a central governing committee, an entertainment committee, a main-

tenance committee and a Good Neighbors committee. Each of these members is 

elected by the vote of his unit, and is recallable by the same vote.

The manager, of course, has the right of veto, but he practically never finds it 

necessary to act contrary to the recommendations of the committee. 

The  result  of  this  responsible  self-government  has  been  remarkable.  The 

inhabitants of the camp came there beaten, sullen and destitute.  But as their 

social sense was revived they have settled down. The camp takes care of its own 

destitute, feeding and sheltering those who have nothing with their own poor 

stores. The central committee makes the laws that govern the conduct of the 

inhabitants.

In the year that the Arvin camp has been in operation there has not been any 

need for outside police.  Punishments are the restrictions of certain privileges 

such  as  admission  to  the  community  dances,  or  for  continued  anti-social 

conduct, a recommendation to the manager that the culprit be ejected from the 

camp. 

A works committee assigns the labor to be done in the camp, improvements, 

garbage  disposal,  maintenance  and  repairs.  The  entertainment  committee 

arranges for the weekly dances, the music for which is furnished by an orchestra 

made up of the inhabitants.

So well do they play that one orchestra has been lost to the radio already. 
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This committee also takes care of the many self-made games and courts that 

have been built. 

The  Good  Neighbors,  a  woman’s  organization,  takes  part  in  quilting  and 

sewing projects, sees that destitution does not exist, governs and watches the 

nursery, where children can be left while the mothers are working in the fields 

and in the packing sheds. And all of this is done with the outside aid of one 

manager and one part-time nurse. As experiments in natural and democratic 

self-government, these camps are unique in the United States.

In visiting these camps one is impressed with several things in particular. The 

sullen and frightened expression that is the rule among the migrants has dis-

appeared from the faces  of  the  Federal  camp inhabitants.  Instead there  is  a 

steadiness of gaze and a self-confidence that can only come of restored dignity.

The difference seems to lie in the new position of the migrant in the com-

munity.  Before he came to the camp he had been policed,  hated and moved 

about. It had been made clear that he was not wanted. 

In the Federal camps every effort of the management is expended to give him 

his place in society. There are no persons on relief in these camps.

In the Arvin camp the central committee recommended the expulsion of a 

family which applied for relief. Employment is more common than in any sim-

ilar group for, having something of their own, these men are better workers. The 

farmers in the vicinity seem to prefer the camp men to others.

The inhabitants of the Federal camps are no picked group. They are typical of 

the  new migrants.  They  come from Oklahoma,  Arkansas  and Texas  and the 

other drought states. Eighty-five per cent of them are former farm owners, farm 

renters or farm laborers. The remaining 15 per cent includes painters, mech-

anics, electricians and even professional men. 

When a new family enters one of these camps it is usually dirty, tired and 

broken. A group from the Good Neighbors meets it, tells it the rules, helps it to 

get settled, instructs it in the use of the sanitary facilities; and if there are in-

sufficient blankets or shelters, furnishes them from its own stores.

The children are bathed and cleanly dressed and the needs of the future can-

vassed. If the children have not enough clothes the community sewing circle will 

get busy immediately. In case any of the family are sick the camp manager or the 

part-time nurse is called and treatment is carried out. 
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These Good Neighbors are not trained social workers, but they have what is 

perhaps  more  important,  an  understanding  which  grows  from  a  likeness  of 

experience. Nothing has happened to the newcomer that has not happened to 

the committee. 

A typical manager’s report is as follows:

“New arrivals. Low in foodstuffs. Most of the personal belongings were tied 

up in sacks and were in a filthy condition. The Good Neighbors at once took the 

family in hand, and by 10 o’clock they were fed, washed, camped, settled and 

asleep.” 

These two camps each accommodate about 200 families. They were started 

as experiments, and the experiments have proven successful. Between the rows 

of tents the families have started little gardens for the raising of vegetables, and 

the plots, which must be cared for after a 10 or 12-hours’ day of work, produce 

beets,  cabbages,  corn, carrots,  onions and turnips.  The passion to produce is 

very great.  One man, who has not yet been assigned his little garden plot, is 

hopefully watering a jimson weed simply to have something of his own growing. 

The Federal Government, through the Resettlement Administration, plans to 

extend these camps and to include with them small maintenance farms. These 

are intended to solve several problems.

They will allow the women and children to stay in one place, permitting the 

children to go to school and the women to maintain the farms during the work 

times of the men. They will reduce the degenerating effect of the migrants’ life,  

they will reinstil the sense of government and possession that have been lost by 

the migrants.

Located near to the areas which demand seasonal labor, these communities 

will permit these subsistence farmers to work in the harvests, while at the same 

time they stop the wanderings over the whole state. The success of these Federal 

camps in making potential criminals into citizens makes the usual practice of 

expending money on tear gas seem a little silly.

The greater part of the new migrants from the dust bowl will become perma-

nent California citizens. They have shown in these camps an ability to produce 

and to cooperate. They are passionately determined to make their living on the 

land. One of them said, “If it’s work you got to do, mister, we’ll do it. Our folks 

never did take charity and this family ain’t takin’ it now.”
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The plan of the Resettlement Administration to extend these Federal camps 

is  being fought  by  certain interests  in California.  The arguments against  the 

camps are as follows:

That they will increase the need for locally paid police. But the two camps 

already carried on for over a year have proved to need no locally paid police 

whatever,  while  the  squatters’  camps  are  a  constant  charge  on  the  sheriffs 

offices.

The second argument is  that  the cost of schools to the district will  be in-

creased. School allotments are from the state and governed by the number of 

pupils. And even if it did cost more, the communities need the work of these 

families  and must  assume some responsibility  for  them. The alternative  is  a 

generation of illiterates. 

The third is that they will lower the land values because of the type of people 

inhabiting the camps. Those camps already established have in no way affected 

the  value  of  the  land and the  people  are  of  good American  stock  who have 

proved that they can maintain an American standard of living. The cleanliness 

and lack of disease in the two experimental camps are proof of this.

The fourth argument, as made by the editor of The Yuba City Herald, a self-

admitted  sadist  who  wrote  a  series  of  incendiary  and  subversive  editorials 

concerning the Marysville camp, is that these are the breeding places for strikes. 

Under pressure of evidence the Yuba City patriot withdrew his contention that 

the camp was full of radicals. This will be the argument used by the speculative 

growers’ associations. These associations have said in so many words that they 

require  a  peon  class  to  succeed.  Any  action  to  better  the  condition  of  the 

migrants will be considered radical to them.



Article V

October 9, 1936

IGRANT families in California find that unemployment relief, which is 

available to settled unemployed, has little to offer them. In the first 

place there has grown up a regular technique for getting relief; one 

who  knows  the  ropes  can  find  aid  from  the  various  state  and  Federal  dis-

bursement agencies, while a man ignorant of the methods will be turned away.

M
The migrant is  always partially  unemployed. The nature of his occupation 

makes his work seasonal. At the same time the nature of his work makes him 

ineligible for relief. The basis for receiving most of the relief is residence.

But it  is impossible for the migrant to accomplish the residence. He must  

move about the country. He could not stop long enough to establish residence or 

he would starve to death. He finds, then, on application, that he cannot be put 

on the relief rolls. And being ignorant, he gives up at that point.

For the same reason he finds that he cannot receive any of the local benefits 

reserved for residents of a county.  The county hospital  was built  not  for the 

transient, but for residents of the county.

It will be interesting to trace the history of one family in relation to medicine, 

work relief and direct relief. The family consisted of five persons, a man of 50, 

his wife of 45, two boys, 15 and 12, and a girl of six. They came from Oklahoma, 

where the father operated a little ranch of 50 acres of prairie.

When the ranch dried up and blew away the family put its move-able pos-

session in an old Dodge truck and came to California. They arrived in time for 

the orange picking in Southern California and put in a good average season.

The older boy and the father together made $60. At that time the automobile 

23
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broke out  some teeth of  the differential  and the repairs,  together  with three 

second-hand tires, took $22. The family moved into Kern County to chop grapes 

and camped in the squatters’ camp on the edge of Bakersfield.

At  this  time  the  father  sprained  his  ankle  and  the  little  girl  developed 

measles. Doctors’ bills amounted to $10 of the remaining store, and food and 

transportation took most of the rest.

The 15-year-old boy was now the only earner for the family. The 12-year-old 

boy picked up a brass gear in a yard and took it to sell.

He was arrested and taken before the juvenile court, but was released to his 

father’s custody. The father walked in to Bakersfield from the squatters’ camp on 

a sprained ankle because the gasoline was gone from the automobile and he 

didn’t dare invest any of the remaining money in more gasoline. 

This walk caused complications in the sprain which laid him up again. The 

little girl had recovered from measles by this time, but her eyes had not been 

protected and she had lost part of her eyesight. 

The father now applied for relief and found that he was ineligible because he 

had not established the necessary residence. All resources were gone. A little 

food was given to the family by neighbors in the squatters’ camp.

A neighbor who had a goat brought in a cup of milk every day for the little 

girl.

At this time the 15-year-old boy came home from the fields with a pain in his 

side. He was feverish and in great pain.

The mother put hot cloths on his stomach while a neighbor took the crippled 

father to the county hospital to apply for aid. The hospital was full, all its time 

taken  by  bona  fide  local  residents.  The  trouble  described  as  a  pain  in  the 

stomach by the father was not taken seriously.

The father was given a big dose of salts to take home to the boy. That night 

the pain grew so great that the boy became unconscious. The father telephoned 

the hospital and found that there was no one on duty who could attend to his  

case. The boy died of a burst appendix the next day.

There was no money. The county buried him free. The father sold the Dodge 

for $30 and bought a $2 wreath for the funeral. With the remaining money he 

laid in a store of cheap, filling food — beans, oatmeal, lard. He tried to go back to 
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work in the fields. Some of the neighbors gave him rides to work and charged 

him a small amount for transportation.

He was on the weak ankle too soon and could not make over 75¢ a day at 

piece-work, chopping. Again he applied for relief and was refused because he 

was not  a  resident  and because he was employed.  The little  girl,  because of 

insufficient food and weakness from measles, relapsed into influenza. 

The father did not try the county hospital again. He went to a private doctor 

who refused to come to the squatters’ camp unless he were paid in advance. The 

father  took two days’  pay and gave it  to  the doctor  who came to  the family  

shelter, took the girl’s temperature, gave the mother seven pills, told the mother 

to keep the child warm and went away. The father lost his job because he was 

too slow.

He applied again for help and was given one week’s supply of groceries.

This can go on indefinitely. The case histories like it can be found in their  

thousands. It may be argued that there were ways for this man to get aid, but 

how did he know where to get it? There was no way for him to find out.

California communities have used the old, old methods of dealing with such 

problems. The first method is to disbelieve it and vigorously to deny that there is 

a problem. The second is to deny local responsibility since the people are not 

permanent residents. And the third and silliest of all is to run the trouble over 

the county borders into another county. The floater method of swapping what 

the counties consider undesirables from hand to hand is like a game of medicine 

ball.

A fine example of this insular stupidity concerns the hookworm situation in 

Stanislaus County. The mud along water courses where there are squatters living 

is infected. Several business men of Modesto and Ceres offered as a solution that  

the squatters be cleared out. There was no thought of isolating the victims and 

stopping the hookworm.

The affected people were, according to these men, to be run out of the county 

to spread the disease in other fields. It is this refusal of the counties to consider 

anything but the immediate economy and profit of the locality that is the cause 

of a great deal of the unsolvable quality of the migrants’ problem. The counties 

seem terrified that  they may be required to  give  some aid to  the labor  they 

require for their harvests. 
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According  to  several  Government  and  state  surveys  and  studies  of  large 

numbers of migrants, the maximum a worker can make is $400 a year, while the 

average is around $300, and the large minimum is $150 a year. This amount 

must feed, clothe and transport whole families.

Sometimes  whole  families  are  able  to  work in  the  fields,  thus  making  an 

additional wage. In other observed cases a whole family, weakened by sickness 

and malnutrition, has worked in the fields, making less than the wage of one 

healthy man. It does not take long at the migrants’ work to reduce the health of 

any family. Food is scarce always, and luxuries of any kind are unknown.

Observed diets run something like this when the family is making money:

Family of eight — Boiled cabbage, baked sweet potatoes, creamed carrots, beans, 

fried dough, jelly, tea.

Family of seven — Beans, baking-powder biscuits, jam, coffee.

Family of six — Canned salmon, cornbread, raw onions.

Family of five — Biscuits, fried potatoes, dandelion greens, pears.

These are dinners. It is to be noticed that even in these flush times there is no 

milk,  no butter.  The major part  of  the diet  is  starch.  In slack times the diet  

becomes all starch, this being the cheapest way to fill up. Dinners during lay-offs 

are as follows:

Family of seven — Beans, fried dough.

Family of six — Fried cornmeal.

Family of five — Oatmeal mush.

Family of eight (there were six children) — Dandelion greens and boiled 

potatoes.

It will be seen that even in flush times the possibility of remaining healthy is 

very  slight.  The complete  absence of  milk  for  the  children is  responsible  for 

many of the diseases of malnutrition. Even pellagra is far from unknown.

The preparation of food is  the most primitive.  Cooking equipment usually 

consists of a hole dug in the ground or a kerosene can with a smoke vent and  

open front.  If  the adults  have been working 10 hours in the fields  or  in the 
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packing sheds they do not want to cook. They will buy canned goods as long as  

they have money,  and when they are low in  funds they will  subsist  on half-

cooked starches.

The problem of childbirth among the migrants is among the most terrible. 

There is no prenatal care of the mothers whatever, and no possibility of such 

care. They must work in the fields until they are physically unable or, if they do 

not  work,  the  care  of  the other  children and of  the camp will  not  allow the  

prospective mothers any rest.

In actual birth the presence of a doctor is a rare exception. Sometimes in the 

squatters’  camps a  neighbor  woman will  help  at  the  birth.  There  will  be  no 

sanitary precautions nor hygienic arrangements. The child will be born on news-

papers  in  the  dirty  bed.  In  case  of  a  bad  presentation  requiring  surgery  or 

forceps, the mother is practically condemned to death. Once born, the eyes of 

the baby are not treated, the endless medical attention lavished on middle-class 

babies is completely absent.

The  mother,  usually  suffering  from  malnutrition,  is  not  able  to  produce 

breast milk. Sometimes the baby is nourished on canned milk until it can eat 

fried dough and cornmeal. This being the case, the infant mortality is very great.

The following is an example: Wife of family with three children. She is 38; her 

face is lined and thin and there is a hard glaze on her eyes. The three children 

who survive were born prior to 1929, when the family rented a farm in Utah. In 

1930 this woman bore a child which lived four months and died of “colic.” 

In 1931 her child was born dead because “a han’ truck fulla boxes run inta me 

two days before the baby come.” In 1932 there was a miscarriage. “I couldn’t 

carry the baby ’cause I was sick.” She is ashamed of this. In 1933 her baby lived a 

week. “Jus’ died. I don’t know what of.” In 1934 she had no pregnancy. She is  

also a little ashamed of this. In 1935 her baby lived a long time, nine months.

“Seemed for a long time like he was gonna live. Big strong fella it seemed 

like.” She is pregnant again now. “If we could get milk for um I guess it’d be 

better.” This is an extreme case, but by no means an unusual one.



Article VI

October 10, 1936

HE history of California’s importation and treatment of foreign labor is a 

disgraceful picture of greed and cruelty. The first importations of large 

groups consisted of thousands of Chinese, brought in as cheap labor to 

build the trans-continental railroads. When the roads were completed a few of 

the Chinese were retained as section hands, but the bulk went as cheap farm 

labor.

T
The traditional standard of living of the Chinese was so low that white labor 

could not compete with it.  At the same time the family organization allowed 

them to procure land and to make it produce far more than could the white men. 

Consequently white labor began a savage warfare on the coolies.

Feeling against them ran high and culminated in riots which gradually drove 

the Chinese from the fields, while immigration laws closed the borders to new 

influxes. 

The Japanese were the next people encouraged to come in as cheap labor, 

and the history of their activities was almost exactly like that of the Chinese: A 

low standard of living which allowed them to accumulate property while at the 

same time they took the jobs of white labor.

And again there were riots  and land laws and closed borders.  The feeling 

against  the Japanese culminated in the whole  “yellow peril”  literature which 

reached its peak just before the war. The Japanese as a threat to white labor 

were removed. Some of them had acquired land, some went to the cities, and 

large numbers of them were moved or deported. The Japanese farm laborers, 
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although  unorganized,  developed  a  kind  of  spontaneous  organization  which 

made them less tractable than the Chinese had been.

But, as usual, the nature of California’s agriculture made the owners of farm 

land cry for peon labor. In the early part of this century another source of cheap 

labor became available.

Mexicans were imported in large numbers, and the standard of living they 

were capable of maintaining depressed the wages for farm labor to a point where 

the white could not compete. By 1920 there were 80,000 foreign-born Mexicans 

in California. The opening of the intensive farming in the Imperial Valley and 

Southern California made necessary the use of this cheap labor.

And at about this time the demand for peon labor began to come more and 

more from the large  growers and the developing shipper-growers.  When the 

imposition of a quota was suggested, the small farmers (five to 20 acres) had no 

objection to the restriction, and 66 per cent were actively in favor of the quota.

The large grower, on the other hand, was opposed to the quota. Seventy-eight 

per cent  were  openly  opposed to  any restriction on the importation of  peon 

labor. With the depression, farm wages sank to such a low level in the southern 

part of the state that white labor could not exist on them. Fourteen cents an hour 

became the standard wage. 

To the large grower the Mexican labor offered more advantages than simply 

its cheapness. It could be treated as so much scrap when it was not needed. Any 

local  care  for  the  sick  and crippled could  be withheld;  and in  addition,  if  it 

offered any resistance to the low wage or the terrible living conditions, it could 

be deported to Mexico at Government expense. 

Recently,  led  by  the  example  of  the  workers  in  Mexico,  the  Mexicans  in 

California have begun to organize. Their organization in Southern California has 

been met with vigilante terrorism and savagery unbelievable in a civilized state. 

Concerning these repressive activities  of the large growers,  a special  com-

mission’s report to the National Labor Board has this to say: “Fundamentally, 

much of the trouble with Mexican labor in the Imperial Valley lies in the natural 

desire of the workers to organize.

“Their efforts have been thwarted or rendered ineffective by a well-organized 

opposition against them. . . . We uncovered sufficient evidence to convince us 

that  in  more  than  one  instance  the  law  was  trampled  under  foot  by  repre-
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sentative citizens of Imperial Valley and by public officials under oath to support 

the law.”

The  report  lists  a  number  of  such outrages.  “Large  numbers  of  men and 

women arrested but not booked . . . intimidation used to force pleas of guilty to 

felonious charges .  . . bail was set so large that release was impossible.” This 

report further says: “In our opinion, regular peace officers and civilians display-

ed pistols too freely, and the police unwarrantedly used tear gas bombs. 

“We do not understand why approximately 80 officers found it necessary to 

gas an audience of several hundred men and women and children in a compar-

atively small one-story building while searching for three ‘agitators.’ ”

The right of free speech, the right of assembly and the right of jury trial are 

not extended to Mexicans in the Imperial Valley. 

This  treatment  of  Mexican  labor,  together  with  the  deportation  of  large 

groups  and the  plan  of  the  present  Mexican  government  for  repatriating  its 

nationals, is gradually withdrawing Mexican labor from the fields of California. 

As with the Chinese and Japanese, they have committed the one crime that will 

not be permitted by the large growers.

They have attempted to organize for their own protection. It is probable that 

Mexican labor will not long be available to California agriculture.

The last great source of foreign labor to be furnished the California grower 

has been the Filipino. Between 1920 and 1929, 31,000 of these little brown men 

were brought to the United States, and most of them remained in California, a 

new group of peon workers.

They were predominantly  young,  male  and single.  Their  women were not 

brought with them. The greatest number of them found agricultural  employ-

ment in Central and Northern California. Their wages are the lowest paid to any 

migratory labor.

As in the case of the Mexicans, Japanese and Chinese, the Filipinos have been 

subjected to racial discrimination.

They are unique in California agriculture. Being young, male and single, they 

form themselves into natural groups of five, six, eight; they combine their re-

sources in the purchase of equipment, such as autos. Their group life constitutes 

a lesson in economy.
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A labor  coordinator  of  SRA [State  Relief  Administration]  has  said,  “They 

often subsist for a week on a double handful of rice and a little bread.”

These young men were not permitted to bring their women. At the same time 

the marriage laws of California were amended to include persons of the Malay 

race among those peoples who cannot intermarry with whites. Since they were 

young and male,  the one outlet  for their  amorous energies  lay  in  extra-legal 

arrangements with white women.

This not only gained for them a reputation for immorality, but was the cause 

of many race riots directed against them.

They were good workers, but like the earlier immigrants they committed the 

unforgivable in trying to organize for their own protection. Their organization 

brought on them the usual terrorism.

A fine example of this was the vigilante raid in the Salinas Valley last year  

when a bunk house was burned down and all the possessions of the Filipinos 

destroyed.

In this case the owner of the bunk house collected indemnity for the loss of 

his property. Although the Filipinos have brought suit, no settlement has as yet 

been made for them.

But the Filipino is not long to be a factor in California agriculture. With the 

establishment of the Philippine Islands as an autonomous nation, the 35,000 

Filipinos in California have suddenly become aliens.

The Federal Government, in cooperation with the Philippine government, has 

started a campaign to repatriate all of  the Filipinos in California. It is only a 

question of time before this is accomplished.

The receding waves of foreign peon labor are leaving California agriculture to 

the mercies of our own people. The old methods of intimidation and starvation 

perfected  against  the  foreign  peons  are  being  used  against  the  new  white 

migrant workers. But they will not be successful.

Consequently California agriculture must begin some kind of stock-taking, 

some reorganization of its internal economy. Farm labor in California will  be 

white labor, it will be American labor, and it will insist on a standard of living 

much higher than that which was accorded the foreign “cheap labor.”

Some of the more enlightened of the large growers argue for white labor on 

the ground “that it will not go on relief as readily as the Mexican labor has.”
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These enthusiasts  do not realize that the same pride and self-respect  that 

deters white migrant labor from accepting charity and relief, if there is an alter-

native, will also cause the white American labor to refuse to accept the role of 

field peon, with its attendant terrorism, squalor and starvation.

Foreign labor is on the wane in California, and the future farm workers are to 

be white and American. This fact must be recognized and a rearrangement of the 

attitude toward and treatment of migrant labor must be achieved.



Article VII

October 12, 1936

ROM almost  daily  news  stories,  from  a  great  number  of  Government 

reports available to anyone who is interested, and from this necessarily 

short  series  of  articles,  it  becomes apparent  that  some plan  must  be 

contrived to take care of the problem of the migrants. If for no humanitarian 

reason, the need of California agriculture for these people dictates the necessity 

of such a plan. A survey of the situation makes a few suggestions obvious. The 

following are offered as a partial solution of the problem: 

F

Since the greatest number of the white American migrants are former farm 

owners,  renters  or  laborers,  it  follows that  their  training  and ambition  have 

never been removed from agriculture. It is suggested that lands be leased; or 

where it  is  possible,  that  state  and Federal  lands be set  aside as  subsistence 

farms for  migrants.  These can  be leased at  a  low rent  or  sold on long time 

payments to families of migrant workers. 

Blocks of small subsistence farms should be located in regions which require 

an abundance of harvest labor. Small houses should be erected and the families 

settled, schools located so that the children can be educated. People who take 

these farms should be encouraged and helped to produce for their own sub-

sistence fruits, vegetables and livestock — pigs, chickens, rabbits, turkeys and 

ducks.

Crops should be so arranged that they do not conflict with the demand for 

migratory labor. When the seasonal demand is on, the whole family should not 

be moved, but only the employable men. The subsistence farm could be man-
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aged during the harvest season by the women, the growing children and such 

unemployables as the old and the partially crippled.

In  these  communities  a  spirit  of  cooperation  and self-help  should  be  en-

couraged so that by self-government and a returning social responsibility these 

people may be restored to the rank of citizens.  The expense of such projects 

should be borne by the Federal Government, by state and county governments, 

so that the community which requires the greatest number of seasonal workers 

should contribute to their well-being. 

The cost of such ventures would not be much greater than the amount which 

is now spent for tear gas, machine guns and ammunition, and deputy sheriffs. 

Each of  these subsistence districts  should have assigned to it  a trained agri-

culturist to instruct the people in scientific farming; and a spirit of cooperation 

should be encouraged so that  certain implements such as  tractors  and other 

farm equipment might be used by the whole unit. Through the school or through 

the  local  board  of  health,  medical  attention  should  be  made  available,  and 

instruction in sanitary measures carried on and enforced. By establishing these 

farms the problem of food during the five or six-month unemployment season 

would be solved, the degenerating influence of family moving would be removed 

and the education of the children would be assured.

There  should  be  established  in  the  state  a  migratory  labor  board  with 

branches in the various parts of the state which require seasonal labor. On this 

board labor should be represented.

Local committees should, before the seasonal demand for labor, canvass the 

district, discover and publish the amount of labor needed and the wage to be 

paid.

Such  information  should  then  be  placed  in  the  hands  of  the  subsistence 

farmers and of the labor unions, so that the harvest does not become a great, 

disorganized gold rush with twice and three times as much labor applying as is 

needed.

It has long been the custom of the shipper-grower, the speculative farmer and 

the corporation farm to encourage twice as much labor to come to a community 

as could possibly be used. With an over-supply of labor, wages could be depres-

sed below any decent standard. Such a suggested labor board (if it had a strong 

labor representation) would put a stop to such tactics.
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Agricultural workers should be encouraged and helped to organize, both for 

their own protection, for the intelligent distribution of labor and for their self-

government through the consideration of their own problems.

The same arguments are used against the organizing of agricultural labor as 

were  used 60 years  ago against  the organizing of  the craft  and skilled labor 

unions. It was argued then that industry could not survive if labor were organ-

ized. It is argued today that agriculture cannot exist if farm labor is organized. It 

is reasonable to believe that agriculture would suffer no more from organization 

than industry has.

It  is  certain  that  until  agricultural  labor  is  organized,  and  until  the  farm 

laborer is represented in the centers where his wage is decided, wages will con-

tinue to be depressed and living conditions will  grow increasingly impossible 

until from pain, hunger and despair the whole mass of labor will revolt.

The  attorney-general,  who has  been  given  power  in  such  matters,  should 

investigate and trace to its source any outbreak of the vigilante terrorism which 

is the disgrace of California. Inspiration for such outbreaks is limited to a few 

individuals.

It should be as easy for an unbought investigation to hunt them down as it 

was for the Government to hunt down kidnapers. Since a government is its sys-

tem of laws, and since armed vigilantism is an attempt to overthrow that system 

of laws and to substitute a government by violence, prosecution could be carried 

out on the grounds of guilt under the criminal syndicalism laws already on our 

statute books.

These laws have been used only against workers. Let them be equally used on 

the more deadly fascistic groups which preach and act the overthrow of our form 

of government by force of arms.

If these three suggestions could be carried out, a good part of the disgraceful 

condition of agricultural labor in California might be alleviated. 

If, on the other hand, as has been stated by a large grower, our agriculture 

requires the creation and maintenance at any cost of a peon class, then it is sub-

mitted that California agriculture is economically unsound under a democracy.

And if the terrorism and reduction of human rights, the floggings, murder by 

deputies, kidnappings and refusal of trial by jury are necessary to our economic 

security, it is further submitted that California democracy is rapidly dwindling 
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away. Fascistic methods are more numerous, more powerfully applied and more 

openly practiced in California than any other place in the United States.

It will require a militant and watchful organization of middle-class people, 

workers, teachers, craftsmen and liberals to fight this encroaching social philo-

sophy, and to maintain this state in a democratic form of government.

The new migrants to California from the dust bowl are here to stay. They are 

of  the  best  American  stock,  intelligent,  resourceful;  and,  if  given  a  chance, 

socially responsible.

To  attempt  to  force  them  into  a  peonage  of  starvation  and  intimidated 

despair will be unsuccessful. They can be citizens of the highest type, or they can 

be an army driven by suffering and hatred to take what they need. On their  

future treatment will depend which course they will be forced to take.
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