Compare and Contrast: Grapes of Wrath to Lillian Schlissel’s Women’s Diaries of he Westward Journey. Pay particular attention to the roles of women and children.

Overland Trail and the Overland Migration

Call it route 66, The Overland Trail, or just ‘going West” and before you know it a journey of visions, challenges and comradeships erupts. By comparing and contrasting Lillian Schlissel’s Women’s Diaries of the Western Journey to John Steinbeck’s Grapes of Wrath we find that the account of women is entirely more humanistic that historical accounts in the former, which necessitated migration forces a new lifestyle in the second. In the forms of work, child rearing, dangers, and interpersonal relations, there is an entirely new perspective brought to the westward pull. 

Journals of traders and trappers, accounts of missionaries, descriptions of travelers, government reports, letters of new settlers, guidebooks—all excited the imagination and promised panacea for both agricultural and personal problems. 

What the families of Schlissel’s diaries wanted more than anything was a government contract allowing squatting rights. Steinbeck’s Oakies just wanted a chance to work and eat. While both books extol the praise of government aid, The Grapes of Wrath exemplifies private enterprise as a villain. 


Goin’ to California? Here’s jus’ what you need. Looks shot, but they’s thousan’s of miles in her.

Steinbeck further demonizes the pessimist that would say the Joads (or Wilsons) wouldn’t make it. This was transference of anger toward the land barons. For the landowners profited and the poor fought amongst themselves for food and work, competing for lower wages, always lowering the bar out of necessity. While the Overland wagon trains had common enemies, the Oakies of GOW never entirely knew who to be weary of.


Initially, many of the women of Schlissel’s Diaries thought their men on a wild goose chase. “In 1849 talk of gold stirred the hearts of young men of the region…” The promise of going forth did not easily overcome the prudent desire to stay. While the Joad women had few choices in the matter, Jannet Stewart et al, “grieved, knowing that she and the other womenfolk had not been strong enough to oppose the men’s decision to push on.” The two Joad farms were already slated for removal by the local landlords who would corrupt neighboring men into driving tractor to plow over the only homes they knew. Ma Joad took a smile to the trip. “Worries about California being too good.” Not too good ‘to be true’ in the sense of mythology. But ‘too good’ in the sense of spoiling the hard working family with days of paradise lounging. 


Preparation for the journeys were characterized drastically different in terms of life, yet similar in terms of objectivity. Catherine Haun writes that women and children proportions were a hindrance. The Joads regarded their numbers as a blessing. Many pioneer women objected to losing mirrors or bureaus. These became keepsakes for the Indians who took what the settlers discarded. Though the bulk of pioneers “learned” the value of scarce luggage, Ma had sense to tell the family to leave most small things. A large pot could cook meager meals and feast—better to leave the little pots behind. The Joad’s had to rely on help if their truck broke down. The pioneers might use their oxen for food should the same arise. 

In matters of work, Jane Gould might be ferrying the wagons over, while Rose of Sharon is lifting mattresses onto the truck. Not-with-standing unique situations, the work of women for a hundred years remained mostly constant. Schlissel defines a women’s daily routine as waking at dawn to prepare the fires,  baking, washing, cooking, caring for the children, looking for herbs and berries, roots, visiting the sick—substituting for male chores like horse saddling or riding to a neighboring train to help with childbirth. Their children might milk the cows. “..the domestic sphere of the Overland Trail was one that involved the close bonding of women and the separation of women from men. “ Ma might tear into a carcass alongside Noah, yet she was still preparing a meal. Though the Joads straddle the sphere at times, there is a constant setting of “women’s work’ with the introduction of Ma cooking breakfast for the family. So engrossed is she that she says, “Come in mister” (make yourself at home) to own son. 

In Diaries we read:

The woman got mad and would not budge, nor let the children go. …her husband drove off and left her sitting. She got up, took the back track and traveled out of sight. Cut across, overtook her husband. ...told him that she knocked out john’s brains with a rock.. her husband went back to ascertain the truth, and while he was gone, she set one of his wagons on fire, which was loaded with stored goods. The cover burnt off, and some valuable articles… 


While the Westward Journey husband mustered gumption to flog his wife, Ma Joad takes a frying pan to stand her ground. (Perhaps this is the source of many Warner Brothers cartoon scenarios from that era). A woman in the Westward Journey might assume all her husbands’ duties and property. “No widow ever placed her wagon and family under the protection of another family.”  Ma assumed head of household despite the presence of Pa if she felt the occasion merited her attention. While Rose of Sharon edifies and encourages her husband, Mrs. Wilson allows her husband to take care of her. This surrogate care giving is common in both stories. Though the details might change between the sexes, migration has a mark of mixing the relative roles of men and women when the need arises.

Death remained the largest danger of both the Oakie Trail and the Overland. While babies fell off wagons in the mid eighteen hundreds, old ladies perished by starvation and dementia in trucks in the nineteen thirties. “Molestation by Indians” became a serious fear whether real or imagined. The Overland pitted natives against the immigrants while the Joads found cops and guns.  “It might take three years to know if your own children had gotten through the old Trail.” G.O.W. is similar with Casy, Connie, and Noah being taken or running off. However, Ma was able to keep the children and her son Tom from leaving despite great pressure to separate.  Rebecca Ketcham describes low cash flow to be a reason to brave a swift current (verses using a fairy). The dangerous water swept the men and wagons aside until they could regain safe footing. Another liquid, called gas, is a constant worry for the Joads who find their cash increasingly low until it becomes a choice of burring Granma proper or else affording to move on.

As soon as they could, the women saw to it that there were schools for their children and churches to solemnize the essential rituals and rhythms of life and death.


Children of the plain marches were butchered, orphaned, and died of illness. Despite the worst, mothers maintained minimal education with a book or periodical that may be ‘old but good.’ Rearing children in adult tasks as soon as they are able marks both trails. Winfield helped prepare fires and carried buckets of drinking water. “I got sof’ eggs” says Ruthie of her find. The Overland kids were said to milk cows. While all the migrating children may do chores in transit, a large part of their education remained watching the adults and exploring the wilderness as time allowed. Through play with dead animals, stone “hoppers” in creeks, exploration of plumbing for the Joads, and cultural anthropology with natives for the Overlands—the trail itself was a long field trip. It may be said that the mass migration stunted their ‘formal education’. Whether out of necessity or for betterment, the older caring for the younger marked the western trails. Men and women walking besides a wagon while a child was stored safe with the valuables. Likewise the Joads heaped their children firmly between mattresses, pots, and other keepsakes. While the Overland’s created mascots of babies, the Joads considered Rose of Sharon’s unborn to be their future and their hope. 


In Diaries of the Western Journey we find men recording deaths in aggregate numbers. The women, whose task it is to care for the sick, give frank accounts of how individuals lived and how they died. These novels both provide a more human portrait of the lives they represent. While the novels are separated by a hundred years, the derived difference continues to be that the Oakies were forced to move while the Overlands chose to go. Though the spheres of men and women merge much more in The Grapes of Wrath, the settings of ‘women’s work’ and ‘child rearing’ are decidedly fixed. Perhaps this fixation on gender roles and education is the one element that can be extracted from both works as more than just a history—a challenge that continues to push us on. 

