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Ann Marie Low lived on her parents’ North Dakota
farm when the stock market crashed in 1929 and the Great
Depression hit. Hard times were familiar to Ann’s family.
But the worst was yet to come. In the early 1930s, a
ravenous drought hit the Great Plains, destroying crops
and leaving the earth dry and cracked. Then came the
deadly dust storms. On April 25, 1934, Ann wrote an
account in her diary

“[T]he air is just full of dirt coming, literally, for
hundreds of miles. It sifts into everything. After we wash

the dishes and put them away, so much dust sifts into the
cupboards we must wash them again before the next
meal. . . . Newspapers say the deaths of many babies and
old people are attributed to breathing in so much dirt.” —
Ann Marie Low, Dust Bowl Diary

The drought and winds lasted for more than seven
years. The dust storms in Kansas, Colorado, New Mexico,
Nebraska, the Dakotas, Oklahoma, and Texas were a great
hardship—but only one of many—that Americans faced
during the Great Depression.

Main Idea:

Statistics such as the unemployment rate tell only part
of the story of the Great Depression. More important was
the impact that it had on people’s lives: the Depression
brought hardship, homelessness, and hunger to millions.

In cities across the country, people lost their jobs, were
evicted from their homes and ended up in the streets.
Some slept in parks or sewer pipes, wrapping themselves
in newspapers to fend off the cold. Others built makeshift
shacks out of scrap materials. Before long, numerous
shantytowns—Ilittle towns consisting of shacks—sprang
up. An observer recalled one such settlement in Oklahoma
City: “Here were all these people living in old, rusted-out
car bodies. . . . There were people living in shacks made
of orange crates. One family with a whole lot of kids were
living in a piano box. . . . People were living in whatever
they could junk together.”

Every day the poor dug through garbage cans or
begged. Soup kitchens offering free or low-cost food and
bread lines, or lines of people waiting to receive food
provided by charitable organizations or public agencies,
became a common sight. One man described a bread line
in New York City.

“Two or three blocks along Times Square, you’d see
these men, silent, shuffling along in a line. Getting this
handout of coffee and doughnuts, dealt out from great
trucks. . . . I’d see that fl at, opaque, expressionless look
which spelled, for me, human disaster. Men . . . who had
responsible positions. Who had lost their jobs, lost their
homes, lost their families . . . They were destroyed men.”
— Herman Shumlin, quoted in Hard Times

Conditions for African Americans and Latinos were
especially difficult. Their unemployment rates were
higher, and they were the lowest paid. They also dealt
with increasing racial violence from unemployed whites
competing for the same jobs. Twenty-four African
Americans died by lynching in 1933. Latinos—mainly
Mexicans and Mexican Americans living in the
Southwest—were also targets. Whites demanded that
Latinos be deported, or expelled from the country, even
though many had been born in America. By the late
1930s, hundreds of thousands of people of Mexican
descent relocated to Mexico. Some left voluntarily; others
were deported by the federal government.
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Life in rural areas was hard, but it did have one
advantage over city life: most farmers could grow food for
their families. With falling prices and rising debt, though,
thousands of farmers lost their land. Between 1929 and
1932, about 400,000 farms were lost through
foreclosure—the process by which a mortgage holder
takes back property if an occupant has not made
payments. Many farmers turned to tenant farming and
barely scraped out a living.

sifts into the cupboards we must wash them again before
the next meal. . . . Newspapers say the deaths of many
babies and old people are attributed to breathing in so
much dirt.” — Ann Marie Low, Dust Bow! Diary

The drought and winds lasted for more than seven
years. The dust storms in Kansas, Colorado, New Mexico,
Nebraska, the Dakotas, Oklahoma, and Texas were a great
hardship—but only one of many—that Americans faced
during the Great Depression.

Main Idea:

The drought that began in the early 1930s wreaked
havoc on the Great Plains. During the previous decade,
farmers from Texas to North Dakota had used tractors to
break up the grasslands and plant millions of acres of new
farmland. Plowing had removed the thick protective layer
of prairie grasses. Farmers had then exhausted the land
through overproduction of crops, and the grasslands
became unsuitable for farming. When the drought and
winds began in the early 1930s, little grass and few trees
were left to hold the soil down. Wind scattered the topsoil,
exposing sand and grit underneath. The dust traveled
hundreds of miles. One windstorm in 1934 picked up
millions of tons of dust from the plains and carried it to
East Coast cities.

The region that was the hardest hit, including parts of
Kansas, Oklahoma, Texas, New Mexico, and Colorado,
came to be known as the Dust Bowl. Plagued by dust
storms and evictions, thousands of farmers and
sharecroppers left their land behind. They packed up their
families and few belongings and headed west, following
Route 66 to California. Some of these migrants—known
as Okies (a term that originally referred to Oklahomans
but came to be used negatively for all migrants)—found
work as farmhands. But others continued to wander in
search of work. By the end of the 1930s, hundreds of
thousands of farm families had migrated to California and
other Pacific Coast states
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