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Dust Bowl

John Steinbeck wrote The Grapes of Wrath, a classic American novel, about a migrant
(going place to place, especially to find work) family during the Dust Bowl. The Dust Bowl
was a national environmental and economic catastrophe during the 1930s.

Causes

During the 1930s, multiple years of severe drought (shortage of rain) led to large areas
of soil in the Midwest to change to dust. High winds blew the dust to form great dust
storms, from Texas to Nebraska (dust even showing up in the East Coast), millions of
acres of topsoil blown away. The region affected as well as the period itself became
known as “The Dust Bowl.”

Various agricultural policies of the time had led to overuse of the land, including pulling up
grasses that helped to hold down the soil. Homestead acts also opened up the land, often
to inexperienced farmers, at a low price in return for the promise to farm the
plots. Rising wheat prices during World War I and the 1920s led to increased cultivation
as farmers tried to profit from the demand. Oversupply led to lower prices, and farmers
continued to work the tired soil as they tried to break even. Often the land was already
in arid (dry) areas.

Okies

Life in the Dust Bowl became more and more
impossible to survive. Crops and livestock died,
leading to not only poverty but
also malnutrition. On April 14, 1935 alone, the
worst dust storm (Black Sunday) resulted in as
much as three million tons of topsoil to blowing
off the Great Plains. The dust itself caused
great suffering, including many deaths from
pneumonia and other ailments.

The Dust Bowl led to two and half million to
leave their homes, searching for a better
life. Since so many came from Oklahoma, these
people were nicknamed “Okies.” They often
travelled as far as California looking for work,
and was often suffered discrimination, including
attempts to keep them out as undesirables. Farm equipment buried in dust



New Deal Policies

Various efforts, including national in scope, were made to help those harmed by the
Dust Bowl and address its environmental effects.

The New Deal overall had expanded the reach of the federal government, including the
Civilian Conservation Corps (CCC), a government relief work effort that in part involved
efforts to plant trees to protect the soil. Various soil conservation methods were also
promoted and relief efforts provided to help those suffering from the Dust Bowl. It
was part of an overall expansion of the federal government’s role in agricultural policy,
traditionally seen as more of a local effort.

Endings

Government policies helped to lead to recovery of much of the affected land by the
1940s. Key to the end of the Dust Bowl was the end of the drought. The migration of
the people helped to increase the population and development of California. It also
showed the importance of environmental security.

Symbolic of the changing nature of the nation as whole was a Supreme Court ruling 
(Edwards v. California), which struck down an anti-Okie law in California, which tried to 
block migration of poor people into the state. The Supreme Court held this was an 
unconstitutional restraint of interstate commerce and that the “needy has become the 
common responsibility and concern of the whole nation.” 


