
DUBIOUS BATTLE IN CALIFORNIA:
John Steinbeck

In sixty years a complete revolution has taken place in California

agriculture. Once its principal products were hay and cattle. To-

day fruits and vegetables are its most profitable crops. With the

change in the nature of farming there has come a parallel change

in the nature and amount of the labor necessary to carry it on.

Truck gardens, while they give a heavy yield per acre, require much

more labor and equipment than the raising of hay and livestock. At

the same time these crops are seasonal, which means that they are

largely handled by migratory workers. Along with the intensification

of farming made necessary by truck gardening has come another im-

portant development. The number of large—scale farms, involving

the investment of thousands of dollars, has increased; so has the

number of very small farms of from five to ten acres. But the middle

farm, of from 100 to 300 acres is in process of elimination.

There are in California, therefore, two distinct classes of farm-

ers widely separated in standard of living, desires, needs, and sym-

pathies: the very small farmer who more often than not takes the
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side of the workers in disputes, and the speculative farmer, like A.

J. Chandler, publisher of the Los Angeles Times, or like Herbert

Hoover and William Randolph Hearst, absentee owners who possess

huge sections of land. Allied with these large individual growers have

been the big incorporated farms, owned by their stockholders and

farmed by instructed managers, and a large number of bank farms,

acquired by foreclosure and operated by superintendents whose labor

policy is dictated by the bank. For example, the Bank of America

is very nearly the largest farm owner and operator in the state of

California.

These two classes have little or no common ground; while the

small farmer is likely to belong to the grange, the speculative farmer

belongs to some such organization as the Associated Farmers of Cal-

ifornia, which is closely tied to the state Chamber of Commerce.

This group has as its major activity resistance to any attempt of

farm labor to organize. Its avowed purpose has been the distribu-

tion of news reports and leaflets tending to show that every attempt

to organize agricultural workers was the work of red agitators and

that every organization was Communist inspired.

The completion of the transcontinental railroads left in the

country many thousands of Chinese and some Hindus who had been

imported for the work. At about the same time the increase of fruit

crops, with their heavy seasonal need for pickers, created a demand

for this mass of cheap labor. These people, however, did not long
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remain on the land. They migrated to the cities, rented small plots

of land there, and, worst of all, organized in the so–called "tongs,"

which were able to direct their efforts as a group. Soon the whites

were inflamed to race hatred, riots broke out against the Chinese,

and repressive activities were undertaken all over the state, until

these people, who had been a tractable and cheap source of labor,

were driven from the fields.

To take the place of the Chinese, the Japanese were encour-

aged to come into California; and they, even more than the Chinese,

showed an ability not only to obtain land for their subsistence but

to organize. The "Yellow Peril" agitation was the result. Then,

soon after the turn of the century Mexicans were imported in great

numbers. For a while they were industrious workers, until the pro-

cess of importing twice as many as were needed in order to depress

wages made their earnings drop below any conceivable living stan-

dard. In such conditions they did what the others had done; they

began to organize. The large growers immediately opened fire on

them. The newspapers were full of the radicalism of the Mexican

unions. Riots became common in the Imperial Valley and in the

grape country in and adjacent to Kern County. Another wave of im-

portation was arranged, from the Philippine Islands, and the cycle

was repeated—wage depression due to abundant labor, organization,

and the inevitable race hatred and riots.

This brings us almost to the present. The drought in the



120 DUBIOUS BATTLE IN CALIFORNIA

Middle West has very recently made available an enormous amount

of cheap labor. Workers have been coming to California in nonde-

script cars from Oklahoma, Nebraska, Texas, and other states, parts

of which have been rendered uninhabitable by drought. Poverty—

stricken after the destruction of their farms, their last reserves used

up in making the trip, they have arrived so beaten and destitute that

they have been willing at first to work under any conditions and for

any wages offered. This migration started on a considerable scale

about two years ago and is increasing all the time.

For a time it looked as though the present cycle would be

identical with the earlier ones, but there are several factors in this

influx which differentiate it from the others. In the first place, the

migrants are undeniably American and not deportable. In the second

place, they were not lured to California by a promise of good wages,

but are refugees as surely as though they had fled from destruction by

an invader. In the third place, they are not drawn from a peon class,

but have either owned small farms or been farm hands in the early

American sense, in which the "hand" is a member of the employing

family. They have one fixed idea, and that is to acquire land and

settle on it. Probably the most important difference is that they

are not easily intimidated. They are courageous, intelligent, and

resourceful. Having gone through the horrors of the drought and

with immense effort having escaped from it, they cannot be herded,

attacked, starved, or frightened as all the others were.
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Let us see what the emigrants from the dust bowl find when

they arrive in California. The ranks of permanent and settled labor

are filled. In most cases all resources have been spent in making

the trip from the dust bowl. Unlike the Chinese and the Filipinos,

the men rarely came alone. They bring wives and children, now

and then a few chickens and their pitiful household goods, though

in most cases, these have been sold to buy gasoline for the trip. It is

quite usual for a man, his wife, and from three to eight children to

arrive in California with no possessions but the rattletrap car they

travel in and the ragged clothes on their bodies. They often lack

bedding and cooking utensils.

During the spring, summer, and part of the fall the men may

find some kind of agricultural work. The top pay for a successful

year will not be over $400, and if he has any trouble and is not

agile, strong, and quick it may well be only $150. It will be seen

that the rent is out of the question. Clothes cannot be bought.

Every available cent must go for food and a reserve to move the

car from harvest to harvest. The migrant will stop in one of two

federal camps, in a state camp, in houses put up by the large or

small farmers, or in the notorious squatters' camps. In the state

and federal camps he will find sanitary arrangements and a place to

pitch his tent. The camps maintained by the large farmers are of two

classes— houses which are rented to the workers at what are called

nominal prices, $4 to $8 a month, and camp grounds which are little
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if any better than the squatters camps. Since rent is such a problem,

let us see how the houses are fitted. Ordinarily there is one room,

no running water; one toilet and one bathroom are provided for two

or three hundred persons. Indeed, one large farmer was accused in a

Growers Association meeting of being "kind of communistic" because

he advocated separate toilets for men and women. Some of the large

ranchers maintain what are called model workers' houses. One such

ranch, run by a very prominent man, has neat single-room houses

built of whitewashed adobe. They are said to have cost $500 a piece.

They are rented for $5 a month. This ranch pays twenty cents an

hour as opposed to the thirty cents at other ranches and endorsed by

the grange in the community. Since this rugged individual is saving

33 1/3 per cent of his labor cost and still charging $5 a month rent for

his houses, it will be readily seen that he is getting a very fair return

on his money besides being generally praised as a philanthropist.

The reputation of his ranch, however, is that the migrant stay only

long enough to get the money to buy gasoline with, and then move

on.

The small farmers are not able to maintain camps of any com-

fort or with any sanitary facilities except one or two holes dug for

toilets. The final resource is the squatters' camp, usually located on

the bank of some watercourse. The people pack into them. They use

the watercourse for drinking, bathing, washing their clothes, and to

receive their refuse, with the result that epidemics start easily and
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are difficult to check. Stanislaus County, for example, has a nice cul-

ture of hookworm in the mud by its squatter's camp. The people in

these camps, because of long—continued privation, are in no shape to

fight illness. It is often said that no one starves in the United States,

yet in Santa Clara County last year five babies were certified by the

local coroner to have died of "malnutrition," the modern word for

starvation and the less shocking word, although in its connotation

it is perhaps more horrible since it indicates that the suffering has

been long drawn out.

In these squatters' camps the migrant will find squalor be-

yond anything he has yet had to experience and intimidation almost

unchecked. At one camp it is the custom of deputy sheriffs, who are

employees of a great ranch nearby, to drive by the camp for hours

at a time, staring into the tents as though trying to memorize faces.

The communities in which these camps exist want migratory workers

to come for the month required to pick the harvest and to move on

when it is over. If they do not move on, they are urged to with guns.

These are some of the conditions California offers the refugees

from the dust bowl. But the refugees are even less content with

the starvation wages and the rural slums than were the Chinese, the

Filipinos, and the Mexicans. Having their families with them, they

are not so mobile as the earlier immigrants were. If starvation sets

in, the whole family starves, instead of just one man. Therefore,

they have been quick to see what they must organize for their own
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safety.

Attempts to organize have been met with a savagery from the

large growers beyond anything yet attempted. In Kern County a

short time ago a group met to organize under the A. F. of L. They

made out their form and petition for a charter and put it in the mail

for Washington. That night a representative of Associated Farmers

wired Washington for information concerning a charter granted to

these workers. The Washington office naturally replied that it had

no knowledge of such a charter. In the Bakersfield papers the next

day appeared a story that the A. F. of L. denied the affiliation;

consequently the proposed union must be of Communist origin.

But the use of the term communism as a bugbear has nearly

lost its sting. An official of a speculative— farmer group, when asked

what he meant by a Communist, replied: "Why, he's the guy who

wants twenty-five cents an hour when we are paying twenty." This

realistic and cynical definition has finally been understood by the

workers, so that the term is no longer the frightening thing it was.

And then a county judge said, "California agriculture demands that

we create a peonage." The future of unorganized agricultural labor

was made clear to every man in the field.

The usual repressive measures have been used against these

migrants: shooting by deputy sheriffs in "self-defense," jailing with-

out charge, refusal of trial by jury, torture and beating by night

riders. But even in the short time these American migrants have
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been out here there has been a change. It is understood that they

are being attacked not because they want higher wages, not because

they are Communists, but simply because they want to organise.

And to the men, since this defines the thing not to be allowed, it

also defines the thing that is completely necessary to the safety of

the workers.

This season has seen the beginning of a new form of intimi-

dation not used before. It is the whispering campaign which proved

so successful among business rivals. As in business, it is particularly

deadly here because its source cannot be traced and because it is

easily spread. One of the items of this campaign is the rumor that

in the event of labor troubles the deputy sheriffs inducted to break

up picket lines will be armed not with tear gas but with poison gas.

The second is aimed at the women and marks a new low in tactics.

It is to the effect that in the event of labor troubles the water supply

used by the strikers will be infected with typhoid germs. The fact

that these bits of information are current over a good part of the

state indicates that they have been widely planted.

The effect has been far from that desired. There is now in

California anger instead of fear. The stupidity of the large grower

has changed terror into defensive fury. The granges, working close

to the soil and to the men, and knowing the temper of the men of

this new race, have tried to put through wages that will allow a

living, however small. But the large growers. who have been shown
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to be the only group making a considerable profit from agriculture,

are devoting their money to tear gas and rifle ammunition. The men

will organize and the large growers will meet organization with force.

It is easy to prophesy this. In Kern County the grange has voted

$1 a hundred pounds for cotton pickers for the first picking. The.

Associated Farmers have not Yielded from seventy-five cents. There

is tension in the valley, and fear for the future.

It is fervently to be hoped that the great group of migrant

workers so necessary to the harvesting of California's crops may be

given the right to live decently, that they may not be so badgered,

tormented, and hurt that in the end they become avengers of the

hundreds of thousands who have been tortured and starved before

them.

$ This article was first published in The Nation on September 12,

1936.
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