
Dorothy Alexander Sugarman

Depression
A Migrant Mother’s Story

The GreatC h a r a c t e r s

TCM 11552 ■

The
 G

re
a

t D
e

p
re

ssio
n: A

 M
ig

ra
nt M

o
the

r’s Sto
ry

Sug
a

rm
a

n

Building Fluency through Reader’s Theater

Joshua 
Owens: Florence’s grandson

Florence 
Owens: Migrant Mother

Leroy Owens: Florence’s oldest son

Bill Ganzel: author of Dust Bowl Descent

Dorothea 
Lange: photographer

Isaac Wilkes: government official from  
the FSA



5301 Oceanus Drive    Huntington Beach, CA 92649-1030    800.858.7339       FAX 714.230.7070      www.tcmpub.com

Quality Resources for Every Classroom 
Instant Delivery 24 Hours a Day

Thank you for purchasing the following e-book
–another quality product from Teacher Created Materials Publishing

For more information or to purchase additional books and materials, please visit our website at:

www.tcmpub.com

For further information about our products and services, please e-mail us at: 
customerservice@tcmpub.com

To receive special offers via e-mail, please join our mailing list at:
www.tcmpub.com/emailOffers



Dorothy Alexander Sugarman

Depression
A Migrant Mother’s Story

The Great



Teacher Created Materials 
5301 Oceanus Drive 

Huntington Beach, CA 92649-1030 
http://www.tcmpub.com 
ISBN 978-1-4333-0552-8 

© 2009 by Teacher Created Materials, Inc. 
Reprinted 2012

Associate Editor 
Torrey Maloof

Editor 
Wendy Conklin, M.A.

Editorial Director 
Dona Herweck Rice

Editor-in-Chief 
Sharon Coan, M.S.Ed.

Editorial Manager 
Gisela Lee, M.A. 

Creative Director 
Lee Aucoin

Illustration Manager/Designer 
Timothy J. Bradley

Cover Designer 
Lesley Palmer

Cover Art 
Dorothea Lange 
The Library of Congress

Publisher 
Rachelle Cracchiolo, M.S.Ed.

The Great Depression:  
A Migrant Mother’s Story

Story Summary

Florence Owens was a migrant worker and widowed 
mother of seven during the Great Depression.  As she 
reluctantly relates her past to her grandson, Joshua, he 
sees how upset Florence is about a photograph of her that 
was published at that time.  Joshua and his father, Leroy, 
help Florence write a letter to the newspaper so that she 
can finally share her feelings, and this leads Florence to 
a meeting with Dorothea Lange, the photographer of the 
picture.  Each woman shares her perspective, and  
Florence learns that her photograph helped migrant 
workers during the Great Depression.  She doesn’t really 
understand just how important her image was, however, 
until it finally helps her many years later.
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Tips for Performing  
Reader’s Theater

Adapted from Aaron Shepard

•	 Don’t	let	your	script	hide	your	face.		If	you	can’t	see	
the audience, your script is too high.

•	 Look	up	often	when	you	speak.		Don’t	just	look	at	
your script.

•	 Talk	slowly	so	the	audience	knows	what	you	 
are saying.

•	 Talk	loudly	so	everyone	can	hear	you.

•	 Talk	with	feelings.		If	the	character	is	sad,	let	your	
voice	be	sad.		If	the	character	is	surprised,	let	your	
voice be surprised.

•	 Stand	up	straight.		Keep	your	hands	and	feet	still.

•	 Remember	that	even	when	you	are	not	talking,	you	
are still your character.

Tips for Performing  
Reader’s Theater (cont.)

•	 If	the	audience	laughs,	wait	for	them	to	stop	before	you	
speak again.

•	 If	someone	in	the	audience	talks,	don’t	pay	attention.

•	 If	someone	walks	into	the	room,	don’t	pay	attention.

•	 If	you	make	a	mistake,	pretend	it	was	right.

•	 If	you	drop	something,	try	to	leave	it	where	it	is	until	
the audience is looking somewhere else.

•	 If	a	reader	forgets	to	read	his	or	her	part,	see	if	you	can	
read the part instead, make something up, or just skip 
over it.  Don’t whisper to the reader!

4 5
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The Great Depression:  
A Migrant Mother’s Story

Characters

Joshua Owens Bill Ganzel 
Florence Owens Dorothea Lange 
Leroy Owens Isaac Wilkes

Setting

This reader’s theater takes place between 
1965 and 1983, at Florence Owen’s trailer 
home and author Bill Ganzel’s office.  
Florence’s trailer is small but comfortable, 
and it contains a number of personal 
items accumulated in the years following 
the Great Depression.  Bill Ganzel’s office 
is professional and spacious, but less of a 
treasure trove.  

Act 1
Joshua Owens:	 It	all	started	in	1965.		My	dad,	Leroy,	and	I	

were visiting my grandma, Florence Owens.  
Grandma lived in a trailer park in Modesto, 
California.		I	was	looking	through	a	box	of	old	
photos	when	I	found	a	newspaper	from	1936.		It	
had a picture of my grandma and an article, too.  
I	couldn’t	wait	to	show	it	to	her.

Florence Owens: What do you have there, Joshua?

Joshua Owens:	 Look,	Grandma!		I	found	an	article	about	you!		
The headline says, “Ragged, Hungry, Broke 
Harvest Workers Live in Squalor.”  There’s a 
picture of you when you were young.  You look 
very sad.  What’s this about?

Florence Owens:	 I	can’t	talk	about	it,	Joshua.		I	feel	sick	
whenever	I	look	at	that	photograph.		The	lady	
who took it and wrote that article had some 
nerve!		It	makes	my	blood	boil	to	think	about	it!

Leroy Owens:	 Mama,	I	know	this	makes	you	angry,	but	I	think	
you should tell Joshua about it.

Florence Owens:	 I	don’t	want	to	talk	about	it.		I	don’t	even	like	to	
think about it.
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Leroy Owens: I	know	you	don’t,	Mama,	but	Joshua	needs	to	
know what happened. 

Florence Owens: Then	you	tell	him,	Leroy,	because	I	just	can’t.

Leroy Owens: I	don’t	remember	a	lot	about	when	we	were	
kids.		I	hardly	remember	Papa.		

Florence Owens: But, you do know you were born in Oklahoma.

Leroy Owens: Yes,	although	I	was	young	when	we	left.		I	
remember we moved to California.  At one 
time, eight of us lived in one small tent.  There 
wasn’t always enough to eat.  Mama, Joshua 
should know our history.  Let’s tell him 
together.

Florence Owens: All right, Leroy, all right!  

Joshua Owens: Can	you	tell	me	about	Grandpa?		I	want	to	
know what happened to him.

Florence Owens: It’s	a	long	story.		I	met	Cleo	Owens	when	I	
was a young girl, and we fell in love.  We got 
married	on	Valentine’s	Day	when	I	was	just	17.

Joshua Owens: Yikes, that’s really young!

Florence Owens: Yes, it was, and your grandpa’s parents were 
dead set against it.  

Leroy Owens: They said that your grandma was headstrong. 
They thought that she wouldn’t obey Grandpa.  

Florence Owens: They were certain our marriage would fail.  A 
failed marriage was a terrible sin in those days 
because it disgraced both you and your parents.

Leroy Owens: I	thought	you	two	were	happy	together,	Mama.

Florence Owens: We were happy.  We loved each other very 
much.  But even though Cleo was a hard worker 
and did his best to provide for us, he was also 
sickly.  

Leroy Owens: Papa had pneumonia when he was 21, and the 
illness left his lungs weak.  

Florence Owens: The demanding physical labor and poor air 
quality	quickly	exhausted	your	grandpa	and	
sometimes made him ill.  Still, life was good.  
We had three children before we left Oklahoma.
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Joshua Owens: Why did you leave if life was good there?

Florence Owens: Well, we had to go where there was work to 
provide for our family.  We went to California 
with your great aunts and uncles.  Your grandpa 
and his brothers labored in the sawmills there. 

Leroy Owens: Didn’t we move to a few different towns?  
Didn’t Papa work at several sawmills?

Florence Owens: You’re right, Leroy.  We moved to Shafter and 
then to Porterville, and the work there was 
really good.  Unfortunately, the mill burned 
down, and we had to move again.  We arrived at 
Merced	Falls	in	1927.		

Leroy Owens: Merced Falls had one store and one large 
school, and everyone there worked for the mill.  

Florence Owens: Even so, life was good—until the big crash.

Joshua Owens: What do you mean the “big crash”?  Were you 
and Grandpa in a bad accident?

Florence Owens: No, Joshua, it wasn’t that kind of a crash.  

Leroy Owens: She	means	the	Wall	Street	Crash	of	1929.		

Florence Owens: Stock prices tumbled, and people panicked.  
Banks had loaned out lots of money.  Then, 
people wanted the money that they had invested 
in the banks back.  But, the banks didn’t have it.

Leroy Owens: Times were tough.  That’s when the Great 
Depression started.  Many people lost all their 
money and their jobs.  Some people who lost 
their money started selling apples in the streets.

Joshua Owens: Did Grandpa lose his job then, Grandma?

Florence Owens: Not	exactly.		We	didn’t	even	know	about	the	
crash at first.  But soon trouble spread all over 
the country.  Within two years, the mill closed, 
and Grandpa lost his job.

Joshua Owens: You must have been scared.  What did you do?

Florence Owens: The only thing we could do was move on.  

Leroy Owens: We joined the thousands of migrant farmers 
who traveled from place to place in California.  
We picked crops in fields and orchards.
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Florence Owens: We moved north to be with Grandpa’s family.  
While there, we picked peaches.  

Joshua Owens: What happened to Grandpa?

Leroy Owens: Mama tried to keep him well.  But he still 
became ill.  The peach fuzz in the air was too 
hard on his weak lungs.  

Florence Owens:	 We	were	expecting	our	seventh	child	when	your	
grandpa	died.		He	was	only	32.

Song: No Depression in Heaven

Joshua Owens: All of you must have been so scared.  How did 
you live after that?

Leroy Owens: We went to many different camps.  The camps 
were called “Hoovervilles.”  

Florence Owens: We all thought Hoover was a bad president,  
and we blamed him for the depression. We  
had nothing and couldn’t stay together.  

Leroy Owens: When Uncle Charles got sick, Mama left him 
with	my	grandma.		At	12,	I	lived	with	my	uncle	
in the city and delivered papers.

Florence Owens: We	were	completely	impoverished,	and	I	always	
worried	that	there	wouldn’t	be	enough	to	eat.		I	
felt	terrible	about	splitting	up	the	family,	but	I	
just couldn’t take everyone with me.  

Leroy Owens: Mama was looking for work when that horrible 
woman showed up.  She came out of nowhere in 
her fancy clothes and began taking photographs 
of her and my sisters inside our tent.  

Florence Owens: She didn’t even ask if it was okay!

Leroy Owens: I	wasn’t	there,	but	Mama	said	that	lady	had	
promised the pictures would not be published.  
She flat out lied to Mama!  She made millions 
from those pictures, and we got nothing.

Florence Owens: When	I	think	about	it,	it	makes	me	fightin’	mad!

Joshua Owens: I’ll	bet!		You	should	tell	everyone	your	story.		
You should write it for the newspaper.
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Leroy Owens: Mama, Joshua is right.  You’d feel better if you 
told people your side of the story.  Joshua and 
I	can	help	you	write	a	letter	to	the	paper.		You	
can tell them what really happened.

Florence Owens: Maybe	you’re	right.		I	know	that	many	people	
have seen my photo.  But, my name wasn’t 
even in the newspaper article.  People have just 
nicknamed me the Migrant Mother. 

Joshua Owens: Despite Grandma’s doubts, we wrote the 
letter	right	then	and	there.		Dad	and	I	helped	
Grandma, and it was a very long letter.  
Grandma was so angry she couldn’t stop 
talking.		It	took	forever	to	write!

Leroy Owens: We sent the letter to the Modesto Bee.  

Florence Owens: It’s	not	a	big	newspaper,	but	I	was	happy	a	few	
days later when in the paper, there was a long 
article about my letter.  

Leroy Owens: She smiled when she read, “Woman Fighting 
Mad over Famous Depression Photo,” but she 
didn’t	expect	what	happened	next.		None	of	us	
did.  A man named Bill Ganzel read that article.

Act 2
Bill Ganzel: Yesterday	was	my	lucky	day!		I’m	writing	a	

book called Dust Bowl Descent, and it’s about 
migrant workers during the Great Depression.  
I	was	doing	research	for	my	book	when	I	saw	
what they wrote about Florence Owens in the 
paper.  Her photograph is one of the most 
famous migrant worker images!  And though 
I’ve	seen	her	picture	before,	I	never	knew	
her	name.		The	article	I	read	said	that	she	is	
upset	about	the	picture,	and	I	want	to	know	
more	about	it.		I	need	to	meet	with	her	and	the	
photographer, Dorothea Lange, to learn the 
whole	story.		I’m	calling	Ms.	Lange	right	now	to	
try to schedule a meeting. 

Dorothea Lange: Hello.  Who is this?

Bill Ganzel: Hello,	my	name	is	Bill	Ganzel.		I’m	an	author	
and	historian,	and	I’m	writing	a	book	about	the	
Great Depression.  Didn’t you take photographs 
of some migrant farm workers during that time?

Dorothea Lange: Yes,	I	did.		At	that	time,	I	was	working	for	the	
government.		I	worked	for	the	Farm	Security	
Administration.  Actually, the person who hired 
me,	Isaac	Wilkes,	is	here	visiting.		Would	you	
like to speak to him, too?
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Bill Ganzel: Yes, if it’s not too much trouble.

Dorothea Lange: He can pick up the other phone, and then all 
three	of	us	can	talk.		Isaac,	there	is	an	author	
on the phone.  He’s writing about the Great 
Depression, and he wants to talk to both of us.

Isaac Wilkes: Hello.		How	can	I	help	you?

Bill Ganzel: Hi,	Mr.	Wilkes.		I’m	glad	to	have	both	of	you	
on	the	phone.		I	want	to	talk	to	you	about	the	
Migrant Mother photograph. 

Isaac Wilkes: I	remember	it	very	well.		Everyone	loved	the	
photo.  What would you like to know?

Bill Ganzel: It	seems	that	there	is	a	problem.		Do	you	know	
the name of the Migrant Mother?

Dorothea Lange: No, she never told me her name.  

Bill Ganzel: Her	name	is	Florence	Owens.		I	just	read	about	
her	in	the	paper.		It	seems	that	she	is	angry	
about the picture you took.

Isaac Wilkes:  But, why would she be angry?  Everyone loved 
those pictures.  Dorothea only took those 
photos to help the migrant workers.

Bill Ganzel: I’m	not	really	sure	why	she’s	so	upset,	but	
I	know	she	believes	that	Dorothea	broke	a	
promise to her.  She wants people to learn the 
truth about what happened.

Dorothea Lange: I	never	made	a	promise	to	her.

Bill Ganzel: That’s	why	I	need	to	meet	with	everyone.		I	
want	to	tell	Florence’s	story	in	my	book,	but	I	
need	to	know	what	really	happened.		All	I	really	
know is that she was one of the many people 
who left Oklahoma during the Depression.  The 
rest of my facts are about the dust bowl itself, 
how the drought ruined the crops, and how 
the good soil dried out and became thick dust.  
Then, as people suffered from dust storms and 
lost their jobs, they migrated west to find work.

Isaac Wilkes:  The stories of the migrant farm workers are 
both	sad	and	interesting.		I	see	why	you	want	to	
write a book about them.  How can we help you 
find the truth?
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Bill Ganzel: I’m	going	to	ask	Florence	to	come	to	my	office	
for	a	meeting	next	Tuesday,	and	I	would	like	
both of you to attend.  Would that be possible?

Dorothea Lange: That’s	fine	with	me.		How	about	you,	Isaac?

Isaac Wilkes:  We’ll both be there.  See you then.

Dorothea Lange: Bill Ganzel called us back later.  He told us that 
he had spoken to Florence and that she would 
bring her son and grandson to the meeting.

Isaac Wilkes:  You	know,	Dorothea,	I	don’t	mind	that	
Florence’s son and grandson will be there, but 
I	wonder	why	she	said	it	was	time	for	people	to	
“learn the truth.”

Dorothea Lange: I	have	no	idea	what	she’s	talking	about,	and	
I	can’t	imagine	why	she’s	angry.		The	truth	
is	simple.		I	didn’t	promise	Florence	Owens	
anything.		When	I	walked	toward	her	with	
the camera, she didn’t ask any questions.  She 
just	looked	desperate,	and	I	thought	that	
she felt the pictures might help.  She and her 
children	all	huddled	within	the	tent	while	I	took	
photographs.

Isaac Wilkes:  I	don’t	know	what	she	thinks	or	what	she	wants	
either.		But	I	guess	we’ll	find	out	on	Tuesday.

Act 3
Isaac Wilkes: The	next	Tuesday,	Dorothea	and	I	went	to	Bill	

Ganzel’s office.  Florence Owens was already 
there, sitting with her son and her grandson.

Bill Ganzel:	 First	of	all,	thank	you	all	for	coming	here.		I	
know that all of this happened a long time ago, 
but it’s an important part of our nation’s history.  
To the best of your memories, please tell me 
exactly	what	happened.

Florence Owens:	 I	remember	what	happened.		That	lady	cheated	
me out of a lot of money!  She got rich from 
the photos she took of me, and even though we 
needed the support, she sent us nothing!

Dorothea Lange:	 That’s	not	true.		She’s	lying!		I	never	got	a	
penny from those photographs.

Florence Owens: No, you’re the one who’s lying!
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Bill Ganzel:	 Okay,	both	of	you,	just	calm	down.		I’ll	give	
each of you a chance to tell your side of the 
story.		I	don’t	think	that	anyone’s	lying	here,	
so instead of accusing each other, just try to 
remember	what	happened.		Now,	Florence,	I	
want you to start at the beginning.  Start before 
the	photographs	were	taken.		If	everyone	is	
patient,	then	I’m	sure	we	can	get	to	the	bottom	
of this.

Joshua Owens:  Everyone got very quiet, and Grandma spoke 
for a long time.  She talked about moving from 
one migrant camp to another and how hard it 
was	to	feed	her	seven	children.		Imagine	living	
in one tent with eight people!  Grandma said 
she felt lucky when they had a wooden floor. 

Leroy Owens:  Mama said she was happy when Roosevelt was 
elected president.  Then she took a deep breath, 
and	I	could	see	she	was	getting	both	sad	and	
angry.  She started to talk about the day those 
pictures were taken.

Florence Owens:	 I	remember	that	day	very	well,	but	first	I	need	
to	explain	what	happened	on	the	previous	day.

Bill Ganzel: That’s fine; go right ahead.  This is all very 
interesting, and you’re doing a great job.

Florence Owens: One of the crops for that season was peas, and 
we were hoping to pick some for money.  Jim 
Hill, who was like a father to my children, was 
with us.  We had just made it to a new migrant 
camp in our old car when the water pump 
broke.		The	car	needed	to	be	fixed.

Leroy Owens:	 I	remember	that	car.		It	was	an	old	Hudson,	and	
it was always breaking down.

Florence Owens: It	must	have	rained	just	before	we	got	to	that	
camp because we were all ankle deep in mud.  
Jim and my nine-year-old son, Troy, took the 
car apart, hoping to repair it.  Unfortunately, 
Troy accidentally put a screwdriver through 
the radiator, and because of that we needed 
even	more	money	to	fix	the	car.		After	a	long	
discussion, we decided that the best course of 
action would be to split up.  Some of us could 
keep working while the others repaired our 
vehicle.		The	next	morning,	Jim	and	Troy	took	
the little money we had left and went in search 
of car parts.

Bill Ganzel: Was your picture taken while you were waiting 
for them?
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Florence Owens: No.		Soon	after	they	left,	I	moved	with	the	girls	
to	a	different	camp	about	a	mile	away.		I	left	
a message with some people in the previous 
camp	to	tell	Jim	and	Troy	where	we	were.		I	was	
in the tent with my girls when a wealthy lady 
stopped near us in her fancy new car.

Dorothea Lange: What	are	you	talking	about?		I’m	not	a	wealthy	
lady,	and	I	did	not	have	a	new	car!

Florence Owens: You looked wealthy.  And, you didn’t ask 
for permission to take the photos.  You just 
promised not to publish them and to send me 
a copy.  But, you lied.  You took the photos, 
published them, and sent me nothing!  You 
made a fortune off our misery and gave us 
nothing in return!

Joshua Owens: I	guess	Ms.	Lange	thought	she	could	get	rich	
from my grandma’s photos.

Dorothea Lange: Wait a minute!  That’s not what happened at 
all!		I	was	hired	by	a	government	agency	to	take	
pictures of migrant workers. 

Isaac Wilkes: She’s	telling	the	truth.		I	hired	Dorothea	Lange	
because the government wanted people to know 
the hard times the migrant workers were having.  

Dorothea Lange: We wanted them to get help.  The whole idea 
was to get the word out.  

Isaac Wilkes: Ms. Lange did a great job.

Dorothea Lange: I	saw	Florence	Owens	in	the	tent	with	her	
children.  She was sad, and she looked hungry 
and	desperate.		I	was	just	trying	to	help	by	
taking	the	pictures,	and	I	never	promised	
her	that	I	wouldn’t	publish	them.		I	was	sure	
Florence understood that.  She let me take the 
photos without asking any questions.

Isaac Wilkes: Dorothea never made a penny from those 
pictures.  She was working for the government, 
so she didn’t own them.  

Dorothea Lange: The government owned them instead.  

Isaac Wilkes: We wanted people to see how hard life was for 
the migrant workers.  We thought people would 
help if they knew.  We did many things to help 
people during the Great Depression.

Leroy Owens: That’s hard to believe.  We were dirt poor, but 
you never helped us.  What did you do?
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Isaac Wilkes: First the government passed many laws to 
help people.  We helped banks by passing the 
Emergency	Banking	Act	of	1933.		We	went	off	
the gold standard and printed more money.  
We created jobs.  We started the Civilian 
Conservation Corps.  We started the Works 
Project Administration.  

Florence Owens: Well, these things never helped us, and they 
never helped the migrant workers.

Isaac Wilkes: That’s the point.  That’s why we sent out 
photographers	to	take	your	pictures.		As	I	said	
before, we wanted people to help you.  But first, 
they had to know about you.

Dorothea Lange: And, it did	help.		The	next	day,	your	picture	
and the story of the migrant workers were on 
the front page of all of the newspapers in the 
country.  We told people about the hunger and 
the needs of the migrant workers in California, 
and two days later, cars and trucks began to 
arrive at the camp with fresh food and supplies.  

Isaac Wilkes: Everyone was fed, and people were given new 
clothing.  Volunteers and government officials 
helped with repairs, and doctors came to treat 
those who were sick and weak.

Bill Ganzel: Does that surprise you, Florence?

Florence Owens: How	can	that	be?		I	never	heard	anything	 
about it.

Dorothea Lange: There was so much love and giving.

Bill Ganzel: But you were there, Florence.  Didn’t you see 
what good your photograph did?

Florence Owens: No,	I	didn’t,	and	as	it	turns	out,	I	wasn’t	there.		
My	brother-in-law	had	heard	that	I’d	been	shot,	
so	he	came	the	next	day	to	get	me.		He	said	that	
it was all over the paper.

Isaac Wilkes: What made him think that?  The article didn’t 
say	you	were	shot.		It	didn’t	even	mention	your	
name.

Leroy Owens: It	was	because	of	me.		When	I	saw	Mama’s	
photo	in	the	paper,	it	had	a	black	spot	on	it.		I	
thought	she	had	been	shot.		I	was	scared,	so	I	
asked Uncle Bill to find her.  We were so poor 
that	I	thought	the	only	reason	her	picture	would	
be in the paper was if something terrible had 
happened	to	her.		I	was	happy	when	Uncle	Bill	
found her and brought her back alive.
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Dorothea Lange: Well,	all	I	can	say	is	that	I’m	sorry	you	didn’t	
get any help from the photos, but your picture 
saved many lives.

Isaac Wilkes: I’m	sorry	too,	Florence.		We	didn’t	mean	to	
upset you.  But your picture was important 
and so was the newspaper article.  The article 
helped people understand how hard life was for 
migrant	workers.		It	helped	change	things.	

Joshua Owens: I	could	see	that	my	grandma	was	surprised.		She	
said she was happy that the photos had helped 
people, but she seemed a little disappointed, 
too.		I	think	she	wished	that	the	photos	had	
helped her, as well.

Act 4
Joshua Owens: But,	that	meeting	wasn’t	the	end	of	the	story.		It	

was really the beginning of our family’s miracle.  
Let	me	explain.		Several	years	later,	Dad	and	I	
were visiting Grandma again.  She was 81 and 
very sick with cancer.  She’d also had a stroke.  
But, she had an even bigger problem than that.

Leroy Owens: I’m	worried,	Mama.		I	wish	the	round-the-clock	
nursing care were helping more.

Florence Owens: Leroy, we need to talk about that; this 
absolutely	cannot	continue!		I	saw	last	week’s	
medical	bill,	and	it	was	$1,400!		I	know	that	
you and your siblings are giving as much as you 
can, but none of us have that kind of money.  
There’s no way we can afford these bills.

Leroy Owens: Don’t	worry,	Mama,	I’ll	think	of	something.

Joshua Owens: Dad,	isn’t	there	something	we	can	sell?		I	know	
that Grandma doesn’t have jewelry, but couldn’t 
we sell those old photographs that Dorothea 
Lange took?

Leroy Owens: I’m	afraid	not,	son.		In	fact,	anybody	who	wants	
them can get them for free.

Joshua Owens: Well, maybe we should write another letter to 
the paper.  This time, we could send it to a really 
big newspaper.  We can let people know that 
Grandma is very sick and that she can’t pay her 
bills.  They might help her like they helped the 
migrant workers during the Great Depression.

Leroy Owens:	 I	don’t	know,	Joshua.		That	was	a	long	time	ago.		
I	don’t	think	anyone	will	care	now.
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Joshua Owens:	 We	need	to	try.		Is	it	okay	with	you,	Grandma?	

Florence Owens:	 I	don’t	object,	Joshua,	but	I	think	you	are	
wasting your time.

Joshua Owens:	 Right	then	and	there,	Dad	and	I	typed	the	
whole story.  This time, we sent it to Jack 
Foley of the San Jose Mercury News.  We were 
amazed when our story got national attention!  
A few days later, the miracle happened.  And, 
the miracle has been growing and growing!

Leroy Owens: Mama, look at this!  People all over the country 
are sending you money.  We have checks and 
letters from every state.  

Joshua Owens: People write that they love you and that they 
want to take care of the Migrant Mother.  

Leroy Owens:	 Joshua	and	I	counted	the	money,	and	you	are	
not	going	to	believe	this!		You	have	$35,000!		
We can now pay back all of your medical bills!

Florence Owens:	 I’m	amazed!		I	guess	I	didn’t know just how 
much	my	photos	meant	to	people.		It	is	an	
honor to be regarded as the Migrant Mother!

Leroy Owens:	 Mama,	I	think	we	were	wrong	about	the	photos.		
We were always disappointed because we had 
hoped	to	get	more	from	them.		Now,	I	see	
how much people love you.  Your photos gave 
people hope and helped them get through a 
very	difficult	time.		I’m	truly	proud.

Joshua Owens: My grandma’s life was not easy, and the migrant 
workers	had	a	difficult	time.		But,	I	learned	
something from all of this.  Do not quit when 
things are hard.  Grandma never thought 
her photographs would help her.  She never 
imagined how important they would be.  But 
long ago, they helped the migrant workers 
survive, and now they will help my grandma 
survive, too!

Poem: Don’t Quit
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No Depression in Heaven  Don’t Quit 

For fear the hearts of men are failing,
For these are latter days we know,
The Great Depression now is spreading,
God’s word declared it would be so. 

I’m	going	where	there’s	no	depression,
To the lovely land that’s free from care,
I’ll	leave	this	world	of	toil	and	trouble,
My	home’s	in	Heaven,	I’m	going	there.	 

In	that	bright	land,	there’ll	be	no	hunger,
No orphan children crying for bread,
No weeping widows, toil, or struggle,

No shrouds, no coffins, and no death.

 
 
This is an abridged version of the complete song.

When things go wrong, as they sometimes will,
When the road you’re trudging seems all uphill,
When the funds are low and the debts are high,
And you want to smile, but you have to sigh,
When care is pressing you down a bit—
Rest if you must, but don’t you quit.
 
Life is queer with its twists and turns,
As every one of us sometimes learns,
And many a failure turns about
When he might have won had he stuck it out.
Don’t give up, though the pace seems slow—
You might succeed with another blow.
 
Success is failure turned inside out—
The silver tint of the clouds of doubt.
And you never can tell how close you are,
It	may	be	near	when	it	seems	so	far.
So stick to the fight when you’re hardest hit—
It’s	when	things	seem	worst	that	you	mustn’t	quit. 
 
 
This is an abridged version of the complete poem.

by The Carter FamilyAuthor Unknown
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Glossary
Civilian Conservation Corps (CCC)—a work program for young men 

from families that did not have jobs

drought—a long period of time where there is little rain

dust bowl—dust storms on the Great Plains that caused damage to crops

Emergency Banking Act—an act passed by Congress that closed down 
weak banks, reorganized them, and then reopened them as stronger 
banks

Farm Security Administration (FSA)—a program started during the 
Great Depression to help poor farmers

gold standard—a monetary system in which a country’s currency is 
backed by gold

Great Depression—a	time	of	economic	hardship	that	began	in	1929	in	
the United State, Europe, and other industrial countries

Hoovervilles—small towns of tents and huts in poor areas

impoverished—living in poverty

migrant—a person who moves often to find work

sawmills—a factory where logs are cut into boards

squalor—a state of filthiness because of neglect or poverty

stock—a certificate that says a person owns part of a company 

Works Project Administration (WPA)—a government work program 
where people without jobs were paid to work on government projects
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Florence 
Owens: Migrant Mother

Leroy Owens: Florence’s oldest son

Bill Ganzel: author of Dust Bowl Descent

Dorothea 
Lange: photographer

Isaac Wilkes: government official from  
the FSA


