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DUSTBOWL DESIGNSARCHITECTURE + MIGRATION
WPA MIGRANT CAMPS
BY JOSEPH HEATHCOTT

Beginning in 1932, the topsoil of the American plains took to 
the wind and scattered eastward across the country.  Decades 
of sodbusting, mono-cropping and deep furrow plantation 
had exhausted the fragile soil structure, leaving it vulnerable 
to drought.  When the rains failed in 1931, the earth began to 
dry up.  By 1934, the United States was experiencing its worst 
drought in history.  As the soil desiccated, the fierce winds of the 
plains gathered tremendous plumes of dust and carried it over 
millions of square miles.  All told, a billion tons of earth moved on, 
devastating farms, wrecking communities and setting in motion 
the great westward migration of families seeking work. 
 
In response to this ecological catastrophe, the Roosevelt 
administration reorganised the rural relief effort and charged 
the Farm Security Administration (FSA) to coordinate a range of 
housing, credit, health and education programs for farm families, 
migrants and itinerant workers.  As part of an expansive New 
Deal state, the ultimate goal of the FSA was to democratise land 
ownership by eradicating rural tenancy.  The immediate challenge, 
however, was to organise temporary shelter for millions of 
people in motion – the displaced and the dispossessed.

 
In 1937, the FSA launched a government camp project to provide 
shelter and services to migrant workers in 15 states, mostly in the 
West, but also in farm and fishing communities in the Northeast 
and the South.  For many migrants, shelter per se was not the 
foremost challenge – many families took refuge in their vehicles 
or in makeshift squatter camps.  The main problem was that a lack 
of stable housing forced them to spend large portions of their 
income on fuel in order to keep moving.  Thus, the FSA would 
not only supply shelter, but would site camps strategically in 
order to maximise transportation efficiencies.  FSA officials used 
government trucks to transport workers to agricultural jobs in 
the areas around the camps.  This enabled migrants to spend less 
on fuel and to retain a larger share of their earnings for essentials. 
 
While shelter was just one part of the larger array of challenges 
migrants faced, the FSA viewed its provision as a top priority.  The 
Roosevelt administration, Congress, and FSA leadership regarded 
the unhinged population with alarm, worried that the lack of 
stability could lead to radicalisation.  For government planners 
and architects, self-built squatter camps that cropped up across 
the country presented an ungovernable landscape full of moral 
and physical danger, magnifying the already dire conditions of the 
Great Depression.  They argued that only the rational delivery of 
modern shelter units in sufficient numbers could draw people out 
of their makeshift interstitial communities.

Federal migrant camps of the Great Depression

Muskogee, OK. Russell Lee, 1939. Migrants heading west to California. The mil-
lions of dislocated people loosed upon the roads by the Dust Bowl alarmed the 
Roosevelt administration and prompted experiments like the FSA camps. But the 
communal nature of the camps unfolded in tension with the rugged individualism 
of migrants, embodied in the private family automobile.

Arkansas. Ben Shahn, 1935. Unemployed people squatted marginal land across the 
country from the very beginning of the Great Depression, but their ranks swelled 
rapidly with the Dust Bowl. The makeshift architecture of the houses stood in stark 
contrast to the ratonalized shelter offered in the FSA camps.

Camp at Robstown, TX. Arthur Rothstein, 1942. The orderly, clean aspect of the FSA 
camps belied the chaos and dislocation experienced by Dust Bowl migrants.





Arkansas.	  Ben	  Shahn,	  1935.	  	  
	  
Unemployed	  people	  squa;ed	  marginal	  
land	  across	  the	  country	  from	  the	  very	  
beginning	  of	  the	  Great	  Depression,	  but	  
their	  ranks	  swelled	  rapidly	  with	  the	  
Dust	  Bowl.	  The	  makeshiG	  architecture	  
of	  the	  houses	  stood	  in	  stark	  contrast	  to	  
the	  raHonalized	  shelter	  offered	  in	  the	  
FSA	  camps.	  	  

Marysville	  Camp,	  CA.	  Dorothea	  Lange,	  
1935.	  	  
	  
Some	  migrant	  camps,	  such	  as	  
Marysville	  in	  California	  and	  Rupert	  in	  
Idaho,	  were	  built	  earlier	  by	  the	  Civilian	  
ConservaHon	  Corps.	  State	  officials	  
appropriated	  this	  Marysville	  tourist	  
camp	  for	  use	  by	  migrant	  workers	  two	  
years	  in	  advance	  of	  the	  FSA	  program.	  
With	  its	  giant	  legacy	  trees,	  log	  gate,	  
and	  frame	  co;ages,	  the	  camp	  was	  
designed	  with	  permanence	  in	  mind.	  	  

Tulare	  County,	  CA.	  Russell	  Lee,	  1939.	  	  
	  
Overhead	  view	  of	  an	  FSA	  cooperaHve	  
warehouse	  supply	  yard.	  The	  FSA	  
controlled	  its	  own	  supply	  chain,	  
stockpiling	  precut,	  prefabricated,	  and	  
modular	  components	  for	  use	  in	  camp	  
construcHon.	  	  



Calipatria,	  CA.	  Dorothea	  Lange,	  1939.	  	  
	  
FSA	  Camp	  Calipatra	  housed	  155	  
migrant	  families	  who	  moved	  more	  
frequently	  for	  seasonal	  harvests.	  
Residents	  lived	  in	  wood	  framed	  tents	  
wrapped	  in	  sturdy	  burlap	  canvas.	  
Mobile	  ameniHes,	  such	  as	  the	  dental	  
clinic	  in	  the	  trailer	  at	  right,	  moved	  
between	  a	  group	  of	  camps	  in	  the	  
region	  to	  deliver	  services.	  The	  trailer	  on	  
the	  leG	  housed	  the	  camp	  manager.	  	  

Caldwell,	  TX.	  Russell	  Lee,	  1939.	  	  
	  
At	  FSA	  Camp	  Caldwell,	  architects	  
designed	  a	  beauHful	  mulHuse	  facility	  
out	  of	  precut	  structural	  materials,	  
corrugated	  metal	  roof,	  and	  plywood	  
floors	  and	  walls.	  The	  building	  served	  as	  
an	  auditorium,	  community	  center,	  
meeHng	  hall,	  and	  movie	  house.	  	  

Westley,	  CA.	  Dorothea	  Lange,	  1939.	  	  
	  
One	  of	  the	  early	  and	  largest	  of	  the	  FSA	  
caps,	  Westley	  housed	  up	  to	  200	  
families	  and	  as	  many	  individual	  
travellers	  at	  a	  Hme.	  It	  funcHoned	  as	  a	  
small	  town,	  with	  its	  own	  water	  tower,	  
plumbing	  and	  electric	  grids.	  Architects	  
made	  a	  nod	  toward	  the	  California	  
vernacular	  with	  the	  overhanging	  porch.	  	  



Sinton,	  TX.	  Arthur	  Rothstein,	  1942.	  	  
	  
In	  the	  early	  1940s,	  with	  more	  
concentrated	  design	  talent	  and	  less	  
oversight	  from	  Washington,	  FSA	  
officials	  grew	  bolder	  in	  their	  
deployment	  of	  High	  Modern	  
architecture.	  The	  residenHal	  structure	  
at	  FSA	  Camp	  Sinton	  pictured	  at	  right	  
could	  have	  come	  from	  the	  drawing	  
board	  of	  the	  Bauhaus.	  	  

Harlingen,	  TX.	  Arthur	  Rothstein,	  1942.	  	  
	  
Most	  camps	  had	  one	  or	  more	  faciliHes	  
related	  to	  children,	  including	  day	  care	  
centers,	  playgrounds,	  story	  readings,	  
and	  kindergartens.	  Rothstein’s	  
photograph	  emphasizes	  the	  raHonal	  
applicaHon	  of	  simple,	  modern,	  
unadorned	  mass	  construcHon	  
techniques.	  	  

Westley,	  TX.	  Dorothea	  Lange,	  1939.	  	  
	  
The	  elegant	  pole	  and	  raGer	  
outbuilding,	  open	  to	  the	  warm	  Texas	  
air,	  houses	  the	  communal	  laundry	  
facility	  beneath	  a	  corrugated	  metal	  
roof.	  Arrayed	  in	  the	  background	  is	  a	  
regiment	  of	  prefabricated	  modular	  
houses	  for	  families.	  	  


