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A LAND FORGED IN HARDSHIP: TEXAS DURING THE
GREAT DEPRESSION

The Great Depression, a period of staggering economic collapse
that gripped the world from 1929 to the late 1930s, left no corner
of the United States untouched. Yet, few states experienced the
decade’s  devastation  quite  like  Texas.  While  the  Dust  Bowl
seared the Great  Plains and factories  fell  silent  in  the North,
Texas during the Great Depression faced a unique and brutal
confluence  of  disasters.  The  state’s  economy,  heavily  reliant  on
agriculture and oil, was already cracking before the Wall Street
crash. When the national economy cratered, Texas was hit by a
perfect storm of collapsing commodity prices, severe drought,
and  a  banking  system  that  simply  evaporated.  This  article
explores  the  multifaceted  experience  of  Texas  during  this
transformative  era,  examining  the  economic  collapse,  the
environmental catastrophe of the Dust Bowl, the resilience of its
people, and the lasting legacy of the New Deal on the Lone Star
State.
The story of Texas during the Great Depression is not just
one of despair, but also of profound adaptation. It is a tale of rural

communities holding on by a thread,  of  oil  booms turning to
busts, and of a population that began a fundamental shift from
rural farms to urban centers. To understand modern Texas, one
must first understand the crucible of the 1930s.

The Pre-Depression Cracks:
Agriculture and Oil
To  comprehend  the  depth  of  the  crisis,  it  is  essential  to
understand the state of the Texas economy in the 1920s. The
decade of the "Roaring Twenties" was not roaring for everyone in
Texas.  While  the  nation  was  celebrating  jazz  and  economic
growth, Texas farmers were already in a slump. During World
War I, American agriculture had expanded aggressively to feed
Europe. When the war ended, European farms recovered, and
global  demand  plummeted.  The  result  was  a  decade-long
agricultural depression for commodities like cotton, wheat, and
cattle.

The Cotton Collapse: Cotton was king in Texas,
particularly in the Blackland Prairie and East Texas. As
prices fell from over 35 cents per pound in 1919 to under 6
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cents per pound by 1931, thousands of sharecroppers and
tenant farmers found themselves unable to pay their debts.
The Oil Bust: The discovery of vast oil fields, most notably
the East Texas Oil Field in 1930, created a paradox. The
massive supply of oil flooded the market, sending crude
prices crashing from over $1.00 a barrel to just 10 cents.
While consumers benefited from cheap fuel, the state's
revenue plummeted, and small oil operators went
bankrupt.
Rural Indebtedness: Farmers and ranchers were deeply
in debt. They had taken out mortgages on land and loans
for equipment during the war years. With crop prices at
historic lows, defaulting on these loans became the norm.
Banks, in turn, began to fail at an alarming rate even
before the 1929 crash.

The Great Crash and Its
Immediate Aftermath in
Texas
When the  stock  market  crashed  in  October  1929,  it  did  not
immediately cause a panic in rural Texas. Many Texans were not
active in the stock market. However, the crash tightened national
credit. Northern banks that had been lending to Texas businesses
and farms stopped lending. The fragile house of cards began to
tumble.

By 1931, the impact was undeniable. Banks across Texas began
to  fail.  When  a  bank  failed,  a  community’s  entire  savings
disappeared. Farmers lost their deposits, merchants could not get
credit to buy inventory, and the local economy ground to a halt.
In Dallas, Houston, and San Antonio, factories shut down. The
unemployment rate in Texas skyrocketed, reaching an estimated
25% to  30% by  1933.  In  some rural  counties,  the  rate  was
significantly higher.
The  social  fabric  began  to  fray.  Homelessness  became
widespread. "Hoovervilles," shantytowns named derisively after
President Herbert Hoover, sprang up on the outskirts of cities like
Dallas and Fort Worth. People built shelters out of scrap wood,
cardboard, and tin. Breadlines and soup kitchens, often run by
churches and charitable organizations like the Red Cross, became
the only lifeline for thousands of hungry families.

THE DUST BOWL: AN ENVIRONMENTAL APOCALYPSE
ON THE PLAINS

If economic collapse was not enough, nature dealt a devastating
blow.  The  environmental  disaster  known  as  the  Dust  Bowl
primarily  affected  the  Texas  Panhandle  and  South  Plains.  For
much  of  the  1930s,  a  severe  drought  gripped  the  region.
Combined  with  decades  of  poor  farming  practices  that  had
stripped the native prairie grass,  the topsoil  simply turned to
dust.
Black Sunday, April 14, 1935, is the most infamous day of the
Dust  Bowl.  A  massive  "duster"  rolled  across  the  Panhandle,
turning day into night. These storms were not just inconvenient;



Texas During The Great Depression 3

3

they  were  deadly.  The  fine  dust  caused  "dust  pneumonia,"  a
condition  that  killed  hundreds,  particularly  children  and  the
elderly.  The  dust  seeped  into  homes,  covered  food,  and
destroyed machinery.

Life in the "Dust Bowl" of
Texas
Living on the Texas Plains during the Great Depression was a
lesson  in  survival.  Communities  like  Dalhart,  Amarillo,  and
Lubbock became the epicenter of this disaster.

Agricultural Collapse: Wheat crops failed year after year.
Cattle died from suffocation, their lungs filled with dust. The
land that had once been the breadbasket became a
wasteland.
Health Crises: "Dust pneumonia" was rampant. Doctors
reported a surge in respiratory illnesses. The constant grit
in the air wore down teeth and caused eye infections.
Mass Migration: The iconic image of the "Okie" migration
to California is often associated with Oklahoma, but
hundreds of thousands of Texans also fled. They packed up
their jalopies, piled on their meager possessions, and
headed west on Route 66. These "exodusters" or "Texies"
left behind family farms that had been in their families for
generations, heading for an uncertain future in the
agricultural fields of California.

THE ROLE OF THE NEW DEAL IN TEXAS

Franklin  Delano Roosevelt’s  New Deal  was  a  massive  federal
intervention  that  fundamentally  reshaped  Texas.  While  many
Texans were suspicious of federal power, the desperate need for
relief meant that New Deal programs were embraced by state
and local  leaders,  including the powerful  Texas Congressional
delegation, men like Sam Rayburn and Vice President John Nance
Garner.

Relief and Works Projects
The  New  Deal  put  Texans  to  work.  The  Works  Progress
Administration (WPA) and the Civilian Conservation Corps
(CCC) were responsible for building much of the state’s modern
infrastructure.

Infrastructure: The WPA built roads, bridges, schools,
hospitals, and airports across Texas. The iconic River Walk
in San Antonio was originally a WPA project. The University
of Texas at Austin’s iconic tower was built with New Deal
funds.
Conservation: The CCC planted millions of trees in Texas
to combat erosion and built state parks like Palo Duro
Canyon State Park and Bastrop State Park. These young
men, sent from cities, gained skills and sent money home
to their families.
Arts and Culture: The WPA’s Federal Writers' Project
employed writers to document the state's history, folklore,
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and the stories of former slaves. This created the
invaluable Texas Slave Narratives.

The Agricultural Adjustment
Act (AAA)
The AAA was controversial but critical. It paid farmers to destroy
crops  and kill livestock  to raise commodity prices. This was
heartbreaking.  While  hungry  people  stood  in  breadlines,  the
government paid farmers to plow under cotton and shoot piglets.
In Texas, the AAA was a double-edged sword. It provided much-
needed  cash  to  landowners,  but  tenant  farmers  and
sharecroppers—often the poorest—were frequently evicted from
the land without receiving a dime of the subsidy.

The Electrical Revolution:
The REA
Perhaps the most  transformative New Deal  program for  rural
Texas was the Rural Electrification Administration (REA).  In
1935,  fewer than 10% of  Texas farms had electricity.  Private
power companies refused to run lines to sparsely populated rural
areas  because  it  was  not  profitable.  The  REA  provided  low-cost
loans to create electric cooperatives.
This changed life for rural Texans forever. Suddenly, farms had

light,  water  pumps,  refrigerators,  and  radios.  The  radio,  in
particular, connected isolated farm families to the wider world,
breaking the profound loneliness of rural life. The REA is a direct
ancestor  of  the  powerful  electric  cooperatives  that  still  serve
much of Texas today.

SOCIAL CHANGE AND THE TRANSFORMATION OF
SOCIETY

Texas during the Great Depression was a crucible for social
change. The crisis accelerated trends that had been simmering
for decades and exposed deep inequalities.

Urbanization
The Depression broke the back of the sharecropping system. With
no  money  to  be  made  in  cotton,  people  fled  the  land.  Houston
and  Dallas  grew  significantly  during  the  1930s  as  displaced
farmers moved to cities looking for work. While jobs were scarce,
cities  offered  more  relief  options,  charity,  and  the  hope  of
industrial  employment.

The Plight of Minorities
The  Depression  was  a  disaster  for  everyone,  but  it  was  a
catastrophe  for  African  Americans  and  Mexican  Americans  in
Texas. They were often the last hired and the first fired. New
Deal  programs,  while  helpful,  were  often  administered  in  a
discriminatory manner.  Wages for minority workers on federal
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projects were often lower. In East Texas, the legacy of Jim Crow
meant that black farmers were systematically excluded from AAA
benefits,  as  local  white  committees  decided  who  got  the
payments. Mexican Americans in South Texas faced deportation
drives,  as  the  government  pressured  thousands  of  people  of
Mexican descent—many of whom were U.S. citizens—to leave the
country to "save" jobs for white Americans.

The Spirit of Resilience:
"Making Do"
Despite the hardship, Texans developed a culture of resilience.
This was the era of "making do." Families survived by:

Gardening and Hunting: Almost every family with land1.
planted a "victory garden" before WWII made it famous.
Hunting rabbits, squirrels, and deer was essential for
protein.
Bartering: With cash scarce, communities returned to a2.
barter economy. A farmer might trade a hog for a doctor's
visit. A seamstress might trade a dress for a load of
firewood.
Communal Support: Churches were the backbone of3.
survival. They ran soup kitchens, provided clothing, and
offered emotional support. The "pound party," where
everyone brought a pound of food, was a common social
gathering.

CULTURAL AND POLITICAL LEGACY

Texas during the Great Depression left a permanent imprint
on the state’s character.

The Rise of the "Boss" and
the Shift to Urban Politics
The Depression weakened the old political order. The old agrarian
populism gave way to a more urban, industrial politics. In Dallas
and Houston, powerful political machines emerged to manage the
flow  of  federal  relief.  This  era  saw  the  rise  of  figures  like
Houston’s  James  "Jim"  Allred,  a  progressive  governor  who
championed the New Deal.

A Conservative Turn?
While the New Deal saved Texas, many Texans harbored a deep
resentment of federal intervention. The famous "Pappy" O’Daniel,
a flour salesman who became governor in 1938, rode a wave of
anti-establishment,  anti-New Deal  sentiment,  even as he took
federal money. This tension—accepting federal aid while decrying
federal power—has remained a central paradox of Texas politics
to this day.
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Cultural Memory
The Depression is seared into the Texas memory. It is the era
that  produced  the  hard-bitten  realism  of  writers  like  John
Steinbeck (who wrote about Texas migrants in The Grapes of
Wrath) and J. Frank Dobie. The experience of scarcity made the
generation  who  lived  through  it  remarkably  frugal.  The
"Depression mentality" of saving string, reusing tin foil, and never
wasting food was a hallmark of Texas households for decades.

CONCLUSION: FROM DUST TO POWER

Texas during the Great Depression was a state at its lowest
ebb. The land was cracked by drought, the banks were closed,
and the people were hungry. It would have been easy for the
state to simply stagnate. However, the misfortune of the 1930s
created the conditions for the state's explosive growth in the
post-war era.
The combination of New Deal infrastructure (dams, highways


