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April 14, 1935 would be immortalized in American history as “Black Sunday.” Woody Guthrie spoke of the terror farmers in the Plains felt on that day in his poem “Dust Storm Disaster.”

…You could see that dust storm coming, the cloud looked death-like black… And the children they was crying as it whistled through the cracks. And the family it was crowded into their little room, / They thought the world had ended, and they thought it was their doom. 

This poem would become the song “The Great Dust Storm” and echo throughout America as a dirge for great farming boom in the Great Plains. Severe drought had dried the valuable topsoil of the Southern Plains into a fine powder that the wind had turned into huge clouds of choking dust. Without grass and other plants to hold down the earth, there was nothing to prevent it from flying away. Towns were plunged into afternoon darkness and a thin layer of soot seemed to cling to everything for weeks afterward. Even though the Black Sunday was neither the first nor the last time homes would be covered with dust, the apocalyptic magnitude of the destructive power that was unleashed on the Plains lead many to believe the end had come. The soil that had given them prosperity was now being blown away. Giant circles centered on the Oklahoma panhandle and extending into Kansas, Colorado, New Mexico, and Texas on maps showing the carnage gave rise to the name “Dust Bowl”

Were these dust storms merely another capricious blow to the farmers by a fickle Mother Nature, or were they themselves somehow to blame? A careful retelling of the history the Dust Bowl will reveal that humans were indeed the prime movers of this catastrophe. Donald Worster blames a distorted view of the land in which the Plains were a disposable resource and consequently,  “Americans blazed their way across a richly endowed continent with a ruthless, devastating efficiency unmatched by any people everywhere…they talked expansively of ‘busting’ and ‘breaking’ the land…[The Dust Bowl] was the inevitable outcome of a culture that deliberately, self-consciously, set itself that task of dominating and exploiting the land for all its worth” (4).  The law of unintended consequences turned progress into disaster.

Thomas Jefferson dreamed of an America where every man, regardless of birth or country of origin, would provide for himself and his family by tending his own piece of farmland. The realization of this idyllic vision of the Yeoman Farmer seemed to be at hand when, as President, Jefferson had the opportunity to double the size of the country with the Louisiana Purchase. 

Unfortunately, Zebulon Pike, who had been sent to survey the newly acquired lands, found an “internal desert” that was “incapable of cultivation” (8). The land was a sea of prairie grass and sod, with few trees or arable areas. The thick tangle of roots that made up the sod was too difficult to cut with conventional plows. It seemed that Jefferson’s dream would never become reality.

A new invention changed all that. The iron, and later, steel “sodbusting” plows came into being, and farmers could easily cut strips of sod from the ground to reveal the fertile soil underneath. These strips of sod would then be used to build houses for these “soddies,” who had taken advantage of the Homestead Act of 1862. Each farmer received 160 acres of land for a nominal filing fee and would take ownership after working it for five years. Drawn by the promise of practically free land and the seductive image of prosperity framed by the railroad companies, many “homesteaders” sought a new life in the Plains. The need for farming towns in the frontier as railroad fueling stations and tax generators was so pressing that the “railroad companies and states putting out advertisements encouraging people to think of this land as a bountiful land…and people were encouraged to believe that this was the Garden of Eden if they would only have the courage to go out and challenge the land” (Gazit).

But before the pioneers had ventured as far west as the Southern Plains, cattle drivers were already there, fattening steers with the free grass of the prairie. Worster notes that the way the cowboys depleted the land in just 20 years was a portent of the recklessness to come. The grazing far exceeded the ability of the land to replenish itself – so much so that in 1880 it took 50 acres to fed a steer, when in 1870, it had taken only five (83). Sheep that grazed the land ate the grass all the way to the ground, preventing any regrowth. When the winter of 1886 wiped out the remaining pasture, the barren ground was littered with the carcasses of millions of animals that had starved to death. Instead of treating the land as a renewable resource that could bring moderate prosperity for many years, the ranchers thought of the Plains as a “disposable goldmine” to be mined as quickly was possible for fabulous wealth, and abandoned when it ran out. Now that the land was “used up,” the ranchers left.

Now the farmers began moving into the Southern Plains. In order to encourage a move westward, where rain was scarce and drought occurred approximately every seven years, Congress passed the Enlarged Homestead Act of 1909, doubling the size of each homestead. Since 160 acres in such a dry climate was not enough to provide even for a single family, the solution was to give everyone more land. This mentality of “if it doesn’t work, use more” would resurface again and again and lead to the destruction of increasing amounts of native vegetation in a frenzied attempt to stay solvent.

Despite all of these errors, the Dust Bowl could not have occurred with such great magnitude if not for the advent of machination. Up until this point, the only major changes in agriculture on the Plains since antiquity were the iron and steel plows that allowed the sod to be cut at all. Farmers were still severely limited in the amount of land that could be used because only so much could be plowed by a horse-driven apparatus. When tractors became commercially available, farmers no longer needed to stop to let the animals rest, or even leave a portion of the land uncultivated for pasture. Instead, tractors could the plow entire homestead twenty-four hours a day. The labor investment of 2.5 man-hours required to grow each bushel was slashed to just ten minutes (Economic Research Service, US Department of Agriculture). Approximately 11 million new acres of prairie were plowed under in just five years starting in 1914 (Dickenson 132). The wheat demand during World War I pushed prices significantly higher and, so, despite the low yield per acre, the Plains farmers were making a considerable profit. Many farmers thought “it looked like the greatest thing would never end. So they abused the land. They abused it somethin' terrible. They raped it. They got everything out they could” (Gazit).

However, the good times were not going to last. Equipment was now considered a necessity in order to keep up with the high production levels of other farms. This represented a large investment of capital and the majority of farms now carried large debt. But now that the war was over and the Great Depression hit Wall Street, demand and prices fell sharply. Again, the solution was to farm more land than ever in order to make up for lower profit margins. This only led to even lower prices as a huge supply flooded an already overburdened market. Soon prices for wheat dropped below the cost to grow it. Farmers even began to destroy crops and livestock while many workers left unemployed by the Depression went hungry. Millions of pigs were slaughtered when they became more of a liability than an asset to feed. Oranges were doused with kerosene and set ablaze. By this time, great tracts of land had already been plowed in a hasty attempt to increase volume. Slowing down was not an option when a majority of the farms stilled carried large mortgages from the purchase of the expensive farm equipment. Congress acted by instituting the Agricultural Adjustment Administration, which paid farmers to leave fields uncultivated - thinking it better, however slightly, to have unused capacity than to have to burn food before the eyes of the starving masses (McElvaine 149).

But nothing the farmers or Congress could do to reduce production would match what Mother Nature would do herself. The spring of 1931 marked a turning point, when severe drought baked the barren soil. Without grass or crops, the wind whipped up the dust. Farmers kept looking to the skies, hoping for rain, but they would be disappointed. Rain would not come soon enough to avert the catastrophe of Black Sunday.

The lessons of the Dust Bowl are many. The unrealistic expectations of the pioneers powered by Railroad propaganda caused many of them to overwork the land that was prone to drought. Cattle ranchers, and later, farmers, ignored repeated signs that their attitude of “breaking” and “taming” the land so that it would provide as much wealth as soon as possible was leading to disaster. Had they respected the natural limitations of the land and treated it as a renewable - rather than disposable - resource, it would have provided a modest living for each farmer. But to many of the farmers, this was not good enough. The exaggerated promises fabulous riches and living in the “New Eden” had to be chased, until nothing was left. The hopeful “soddies” were now the wandering “exodusters,” cast out to seek bread by the sweat of their brows in the vineyards and fields of others.

Additionally, the notion that increasing volume can always counteract declining rates of return proved devastating, as the laws of supply and demand made futile all attempts to stay solvent by merely plowing more ground. In this “rat race,” more production only led to lower prices, until the unthinkable – having to intentionally destroy crops just to break even. Now unfettered by the previous limitations of horse-drawn plows, the race for greater production spilled out to millions of acres of prairie that were greedily stripped of the their natural herbage, leaving nothing to hold down the dust when the drought and wind would ultimately come.

Finally, by incurring large debts in order to invest in equipment, the farmers gambled on high crop prices and favorable weather conditions. This ended up contributing to the overworking of the land when high production led to depressed prices. Farmers could not just reduce production unilaterally in hopes of stabilizing prices, since they now had to pay the mortgage on time as well as feed their families. This loss of flexibility put many in a desperate situation in which they had to choose between destroying more prairie land and losing their farm.

The huge “dusters” were dramatic reminders of human mistakes in economics and environmentalism. Hopefully, the “dirty thirties” will serve as an important lesson to modern agriculturists and lead to more responsible and productive choices in the future.
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