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The great highways streamed with moving 
people. There in the Middle–and Southwest had 
lived a simple agrarian folk who had not changed 
with industry, who had not farmed with machines 
or known the power and danger of machines in 
private hands. (…)

And then suddenly the machines pushed them 
out and they swarmed on the highways. The 
movement changed them; the highways, the 
camps along the road, the fear of hunger and 
the hunger itself, changed them. The children 
without dinner changed them, the endless moving 
changed them. They were migrants. (…)

In the West there was panic when the migrants 
multiplied on the highways. Men of property 
were terrified for their property. Men who 
had never been hungry saw the eyes of the 
hungry. Men who had never wanted anything 
very much saw the flare of want in the eyes of 
the migrants. And the men of the towns and of 
the soft suburban country gathered to defend 
themselves; and they reassured themselves 
that they were good and the invaders bad, as a 
man must do before he fights. They said, These 
goddamned Okies are dirty and ignorant. They’re 
degenerate, sexual maniacs. Those goddamned 
Okies are thieves. They’ll steal anything. They’ve 
got no sense of property rights.
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And the latter was true, for how can a man 
without property know the ache of ownership? 
And the defending people said, They bring 
disease, they’re filthy. We can’t have them in 
the schools. They’re strangers. How’d you like to 
have your sister go out with one of ’em?
(…)

And the migrants streamed in on the highways 
and their hunger was in their eyes, and their 
need was in their eyes. They had no argument, 
no system, nothing but their numbers and their 
needs. When there was work for a man, ten 
men fought for it – fought with a low wage. If 
that fella’ll work for thirty cents, I’ll work for 
twenty-five.

If he’ll take twenty-five, I’ll do it for twenty.

No, me, I’m hungry. I’ll work for fifteen. I’ll work 
for food. The kids. You ought to see them. Little 
boils, like, comin’ out, an’ they can’t run aroun’. 
Give ’em some windfall fruit, an’ they bloated up. 
Me, I’ll work for a little piece of meat.

And this was good, for wages went down and 
prices stayed up. The great owners were glad 
and they sent out more handbills to bring more 
people in. And wages went down and prices 
stayed up. And pretty soon now we’ll have serfs 
again. 
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(…) The fields were fruitful, and starving men 
moved on the roads. The granaries were full 
and the children of the poor grew up rachitic, 
and the pustules of pellagra swelled on their 
sides. The great companies did not know that 
the line between hunger and anger is a thin 
line. And money that might have gone to wages 
went for gas, for guns, for agents and spies, 
for blacklists, for drilling. On the highways the 
people moved like ants and searched for work, 
for food. And the anger began to ferment.

John Steinbeck, The Grapes of Wrath, 1939


