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    For Randye, because I love you madly.


    And for Emma and Nathaniel,


    who make each day better and brighter.

  



  

  




  

    A book is somehow sacred. A dictator can kill and maim people, can sink to any kind of tyranny and only be hated, but when books are burned, the ultimate in tyranny has happened. This we cannot forgive.

  




  

    —JOHN STEINBECK

  



  

  

  

  




  

    CHAPTER ONE

  




  

    Dark Days

  




  

    

      “I ’member you. You’re one of these here trouble-makers.”

    




    

      “Damn right,” said Tom. “I’m bolshevisky.”

    


  




  

     


  




  

     


  




  

     


  




  

     


  




  

    THE LIGHTS DIMMED and dimmed some more, and darkness fell upon the Big Room. No one talked or even dared to breathe too loudly. The children had been shushed, whispers stifled, and cigarettes snuffed. The only sound to be heard was the thwack-thwack-thwack of limestone water dripping onto rock. It is impossible to know, of course, what those in the crowd felt as this black blanket swallowed them completely, engulfing the afterglow and playing tricks on their eyes. They had come here, to Carlsbad Caverns, to vacation and take their minds off their workaday concerns; and for some, sitting 750 feet below the surface of the earth, surveying a gargantuan stalagmite known as the Rock of Ages, this undoubtedly was the high point of their trip. Before the lights had gone out, the tourists had soaked in the spectacle: several million years old, wrinkled and tinted with orange, rising up nearly forty feet, as huge as a house. The Rock of Ages was such a wonder that Robert Ripley, Mr. Believe It or Not, had visited this spot just weeks earlier to make a radio broadcast, his voice carried upward by telephone 

     cables and then out across the country by CBS. And yet one can imagine that for others, descending deep into the ground and watching the last trace of light vanish would have brought feelings not of joy and adventure, but of angst and foreboding. It wouldn’t have taken much of a leap, in those thirty seconds when all was quiet and still, to see that darkness was settling upon the world as well.

  




  

    It was an uneasy time, late summer 1939. Hitler’s troops were amassed along the fifteen-hundred-mile German-Polish border. The Soviets and Japanese clashed along Mongolia’s Khalka River. And Franco was ruthlessly consolidating his power in Spain. At home, America teetered on the edge of war. The worst of the Depression was over, but the economy was still sick. The Roosevelt Recession—in which industrial production had tumbled by 40 percent, unemployment had jumped by four million, and stock prices had plunged by nearly 50 percent—was barely more than a year past. The jobless rate hovered above 17 percent, and personal income and total economic output were no higher than they had been a decade before. Even the national pastime had taken on a melancholy cast: in June, Yankees slugger Lou Gehrig had been diagnosed with amyotrophic lateral sclerosis, cutting short his extraordinary career. He may have just described himself as “the luckiest man on the face of this earth,” but it seemed like an awfully tough break for a thirty-six-year-old dubbed “the Iron Horse.” As for politics, things were as crazy as ever. President Roosevelt’s popularity had ebbed in the last few years, and a volatile mixture of -isms was boiling and bubbling all over the place—Communism, Socialism, Fascism, Coughlinism, Longism, Townsendism. It was hard to tell sometimes which one might slosh out of the pot and stick.

  




  

    Of all the eyes staring into the cave, among the weariest must have been Gretchen Knief’s. She had trekked to New Mexico by way of the South and was on her way back home, to California’s San Joaquin Valley, where she was the chief librarian for Kern County. She was a tall woman, impeccably dressed, her smile warm. No one would have called the thirty-seven-year-old a beauty, and she could be a little awkward at 

     times. But it was an endearing awkwardness, and everybody admired her smarts. Knief had spent a portion of her trip examining libraries in Florida and Louisiana, and she had walked away feeling pleased with how Kern County’s far-flung network of seventy-one branches, many of which she had single-handedly expanded, stacked up by comparison. But pressures were mounting too. Kern’s main library was housed in the basement of the county courthouse in Bakersfield, in quarters so cramped that some of its materials were buried beneath old lighting fixtures, furniture, and other bric-a-brac. A proposed $300,000 bond issue to finance a new facility was scheduled to go before the voters in the fall. But who knew what they’d decide, given the budget squeeze afflicting the county? The situation showed no signs of easing, either, the way people were still streaming in to California’s heartland, taxing public services of all kinds. “Authorities Predict Increase in Migrant Flow to Kern Soon,” read the headline in the August 7 edition of the Bakersfield Californian.

  




  

    The exodus had been underway for nearly a decade, with as many as four hundred thousand folks from Oklahoma, Arkansas, Texas, Missouri, and other states flocking to California in search of a better life. They were by no means exclusively poor. But many were. And the plight of these human tumbleweeds, as one observer had labeled them, had by now worked its way into the national consciousness. Leading periodicals had sent their correspondents to rural outposts up and down Highway 99 to chronicle the suffering. “Uncle Sam Has His Own Refugee Problem,” the Providence Journal declared during the spring. “Lured to the West, They Find Misery, Squalor, Disease.” Collier’s magazine put it this way: “Perhaps the native and adopted sons of California pitched their voices a note or two too high when they warbled praises of the Golden State. Anyway, they got the idea across, and now they’re sorry. An army is marching into California—an army made up of penniless unemployed, desperately seeking Utopia. ‘Here we are,’ say the invaders, ‘what’re you going to do about us?’ And nobody knows the answer.”
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    Children on their way to California in the 1930s, part of the great exodus made during the decade by as many as four hundred thousand migrants from Oklahoma, Arkansas, Texas, and elsewhere. (Photo by Dorothea Lange, Library of Congress)

  




  

    That may have been a tad hyperbolic, but coming up with answers was in no way simple. Kern County, for one, had seen its population swell by more than 60 percent in the last five years, and although health officers had cleaned up the squatter camps that once plagued the area, many migrants were still living in slums with inadequate sewers and drains, ramshackle houses, and litter-strewn dirt roads that would turn to mud after a hard winter rain. Who, though, was culpable for such conditions? Were they the fault of a grudging local government? Or were the newcomers themselves guilty somehow? Many suggested as much. The migrant community in Kern was branded as being full of “drunks, chiselers, exploiters and social leeches”—and that was in an official county report that had just been released. The language used on the street was even more blunt; in the lobby of a Bakersfield movie theater, a sign was posted: “Negroes and Okies Upstairs.”

  





  

    An alternative view, however, had also found its voice. This one laid the blame for the migrants’ deprivation at the door of California agriculture, an industry that since the late nineteenth century had been defined by one main thing: its enormity. The state’s giant landowners had made a travesty of the Jeffersonian ideal of 160 acres, assembling dominions that ballooned to one thousand times or more that size. “We no longer raise wheat here,” said one grower. “We manufacture it.” This wasn’t family farming; it was agribusiness. And with it came a caste system in which relatively few got rich while many remained mired in the worst sort of poverty: Chinese in the 1870s, Japanese two decades later, Hindustanis early in the new century, Mexicans and Filipinos during and after World War I. Joining this ethnic parade were Armenians and Portuguese, Italians and Swiss—wave after wave of low-priced labor. Among the leviathan landholders were those who took care of their workers, some patronizingly, others with a genuine measure of respect. But many big farmers regarded their hands as expendable—“beasts of the field,” in the words of an 1888 edition of the Kern County Californian. In many ways, things hadn’t changed much in the fifty years since that description had been written, and with the Okies and Arkies now faring so terribly, social critics were pointing their fingers at California’s agricultural elite.

  




  

    The most articulate and powerful of the finger-pointers was author John Steinbeck, whose book The Grapes of Wrath had not only leapt onto the best-seller list after its publication in April but was also well on its way to becoming seared into the public’s imagination forever. Darryl Zanuck was already busy with the film version of the story, starring Henry Fonda, and Woody Guthrie would soon record his ode to Steinbeck’s protagonist, Tom Joad: Wherever little children are hungry and cry / Wherever people ain’t free. / Wherever men are fightin’ for their rights, / That’s where I’m gonna be, Ma. / That’s where I’m a gonna be. First Lady Eleanor Roosevelt had called her reading of The Grapes of Wrath “an unforgettable experience.” And in the coming months, the president would tell the nation that he, too, had read of the Joads’ journey from 

     the bone-dry plains of Oklahoma to the bountiful lands of California, where they and others toiled away for a pittance and found themselves wishing “them big farmers wouldn’ plague us so.” “There are 500,000 Americans,” the president said, “that live in the covers of that book.” By 1940, The Grapes of Wrath would be invoked so often that it almost seemed to cheapen the novel. Good Samaritans, looking to raise money to aid the migrants, would hold “Grapes of Wrath” parties. The union seeking to organize California’s farm fields—the United Cannery, Agricultural, Packing and Allied Workers of America—recruited five young Broadway actors to tour the West and Southwest, with ticket sales going into UCAPAWA’s coffers. The troupe’s name: The Grapes of Wrath Players. Meanwhile, pundits of all stripes would reference the Joads in articles and speeches, as if they were real: “Meet the Joad Family,” “The Joad Family in Kern County,” “What’s Being Done About the Joads?” “The Joads on Strike.” Men began to wear a hat called the “Joad Cap.”

  




  

    Knief peered into the inky cavern, and slowly the lights came up, like a sunrise in the distance. Then a ranger’s voice washed over the Big Room:



    

       


    


  




  

    

      Rock of Ages, cleft for me,


      Let me hide myself in Thee;


      Let the water and the blood,


      From Thy wounded side which flowed,


      Be of sin the double cure;


      Save from wrath and make me pure.

    


  




  

     


  




  

    In that very instant, it is conceivable that Knief and all the others assembled in the Big Room let their worries—the weight resting on “our troubled and confused generation,” as she once expressed it—melt away. Whether that sense of tranquility lasted very long is another matter. As Knief headed back to Bakersfield, her vacation done, she motored along Route 66, the same stretch of highway on which the migrants “scuttled like bugs to the westward,” as Steinbeck wrote. The Mother Road, as 

     she was known, was the path to California’s promise. Knief counted herself a Steinbeck devotee, having briefly met him during one of his research outings to the area. And on the eve of the publication of The Grapes of Wrath, she had lauded him as “one of our major creative writers in America today,” a literary force on par with Faulkner, Hemingway, Saroyan, and Dos Passos. In “The Reading Hour,” a column that she wrote for the Bakersfield paper, Knief had also noted that this tale of migratory labor was bound to be “of more than passing interest” to local readers.

  




  

    As she’d soon discover, that would prove to be quite an understatement.

  




  

     


  




  

     


  




  

    The classical revival courthouse in downtown Bakersfield, which held the chambers of the Kern County Board of Supervisors, was a stately structure, with freestanding Corinthian columns rising skyward, the parapet over the main pavilion decorated with bas-relief figures, and the exterior clad in white Manti stone. It gave the entire edifice a benign glow. Inside room 213, however, the affairs conducted by the five members of the board—bellies pressed against three-piece suits, dour faces cast downward over sheaves of paperwork—were decidedly drab. Regardless of the level of government, it’s axiomatic: the public’s business is tedious business. This was particularly true in a place such as Kern County, where the board had a special gift for making the head throb and the eyes glaze. The meeting of Monday, August 21, 1939, gaveled into session at 10:15 a.m., gave little hint of defying this dreary routine. The supervisors began by approving the minutes from the previous week’s meeting and swiftly dispensed with a few other perfunctory tasks. After that came a motion from Supervisor Charles Wimmer, seconded by Supervisor C. W. Harty, to authorize a series of payments to those who had fortified the Kern River levee: $4.50 to Baker Machine Company for welding; $66.19 to Fred L. Gribble for miscellaneous expenses; $7.31 to Pioneer Mercantile Company for materials. “Ayes?” A 

     small chorus of “ayes” filled the room. “Noes?” Silence. Next up: more payments to vendors, followed by the formal filing of a county insurance policy, no. B0 2729010, with American Surety of New York. And so it went, on and on, through forty-six agenda items—all of them equally humdrum, all of them unanimously accepted without debate—until, suddenly, without any fanfare, it happened.

  




  

    Supervisor Stanley Abel—gruff, stubborn, thick-necked Stanley Abel—broke the monotony by blindsiding his colleagues. The resolution he introduced went like this:



    

       


    


  




  

    

      WHEREAS, John Steinbeck’s work of fiction, The Grapes of Wrath, has offended our citizenry by falsely implying that many of our fine people are a low, ignorant, profane and blasphemous type living in a vicious and filthy manner, and

    




    

      WHEREAS, Steinbeck presents our public officials, law enforcement officers and civil administrators, businessmen, farmers and ordinary citizens as inhumane vigilantes, breathing class hatred and divested of sympathy or human decency or understanding toward a great, and to us unwelcome, economic problem brought about by an astounding influx of refugees, indigent farmers, who were dusted or tractored or foreclosed out of Oklahoma, Kansas, Nebraska, Arkansas, Missouri, Texas and others of our sister states, and

    




    

      WHEREAS, Steinbeck chose to ignore the education, recreation, hospitalization, welfare and relief services, unexcelled by any other political subdivision in the United States, made available by Kern County to every person resident in Kern County, and

    




    

      WHEREAS, Grapes of Wrath is filled with profanity, lewd, foul and obscene language unfit for use in American homes, therefore, be it

    




    

      RESOLVED, that we, the BOARD OF SUPERVISORS, in defense of our free enterprise and of people who have been unduly wronged, request that production of the motion picture film, Grapes of Wrath, adapted from the Steinbeck novel, not be completed by Twentieth Century-Fox Film Corporation and request that use and possession

       and circulation of the novel, Grapes of Wrath, be banned from our library and schools.
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    Stanley Abel blindsided his colleagues on the Kern County Board of Supervisors when he introduced the resolution to keep The Grapes of Wrath out of schools and libraries. (Kern County Museum)

  




  

     


  




  

    There is no record that Abel’s proposal was discussed at all. Seconded by Harty, it was promptly put to a vote and passed, four to one. The lone dissenter was Ralph Lavin, the most liberal member of the board. Without pause, the supervisors then returned to their regular regime—“On motion of Supervisor Abel, seconded by Supervisor Harty, it is ordered that Requisition nos. 13838-13846 . . . are hereby approved”—which lent a surreal quality to the whole episode. With no fuss made, it was almost as if nothing extraordinary had happened, as if these five men—an erstwhile building contractor, bank teller, grocer, newspaper publisher, and pharmacist—hadn’t just censored the most popular book in the country. Were they being cavalier? Or had Abel caught them so off-guard, they never had time to react, to think? At five past noon, after ripping through fourteen more items, Board Chairman Roy Woollomes adjourned the meeting. The supervisors stood up from their hard-backed chairs, an American flag behind them, and ambled out.

  





  

    Several floors below, in the courthouse basement, Gretchen Knief was busy at work, trying to navigate reentry. Returning from vacation is never pleasant, and one wonders if Knief even found time to read the newspaper that day. Had she, she may well have noticed a front-page article in the Californian that detailed local reaction to the banning of The Grapes of Wrath the week before in the libraries of Kansas City. Annette Moore, one of four members of the Board of Education in Missouri voting to repress the novel, had condemned its vulgarity, saying that “it portrays life in such a bestial way.” Moore was far from alone in her judgment. Earlier in the month, the public librarian in Buffalo, New York, had refused to acquire The Grapes of Wrath on the grounds that “once in a while some book comes along at which we have to draw the line.” Other libraries, including those in Trenton, New Jersey; San Francisco; and Detroit confined The Grapes of Wrath to “closed shelves.” In East St. Louis, Illinois, the library board would soon vote to burn the three copies of the book it had in its collection. Aboard the U.S.S. Tennessee, the chaplain removed The Grapes of Wrath from the ship’s library, even though more than fifty men were on the waiting list to read it. And for at least a time, the U.S. Postal Service barred the novel from the mails.

  




  

    The story out of Bakersfield that morning noted that the Associated Farmers of California, a group representing the interests of the state’s biggest growers, had wired Kansas City with thanks and congratulations. “We hope their action will be the forerunner of a widespread denouncement against the book before schools open and our boys and girls find such filthy material on the shelves of our public libraries,” said Bill Camp, president of the Associated Farmers chapter in Kern County.

  




  

    Whether Knief had paid attention to Camp’s comments or not, she was totally taken aback when, around 3:00 p.m., the secretary of the Board of Supervisors showed up at her spare office and handed her a copy of the resolution ordering that The Grapes of Wrath be removed from her own library system. “We had not had a single complaint on the book from any patron,” she pointed out later. Until that moment, “No one had even suggested that we restrict circulation” of Steinbeck’s work, 

     much less ban it outright. Knief gathered herself and shot upstairs. There, she found one supervisor still lingering in chambers—Stanley Abel. She pressed him on who was behind the resolution and, after some hesitation, he explained that he had asked Emory Gay Hoffman, head of the Kern County Chamber of Commerce, to craft the ban. “Won’t Kern County get a lot of publicity out of this?” Abel said, adding that the hullabaloo might even encourage the federal government to focus on the migrants’ dire condition and chip in more for relief; Washington had been cutting back on aid for several years now. Abel also fretted about some of the language that Steinbeck had used, but Knief didn’t take this too seriously. Although he “stressed the immorality of the book,” she’d recall, “the true reason for the ban was economic.”

  




  

    It was difficult to argue with Knief’s appraisal. The Grapes of Wrath had helped to put the valley’s entire wage structure in jeopardy—once again—by emboldening organized labor. The United Cannery, Agricultural, Packing and Allied Workers of America “is turning the Joads’ struggle for a decent living into a successful struggle,” the union’s president, Donald Henderson, declared. “Every community which is alive to the need for agricultural organization, which has been impressed by Steinbeck’s Grapes of Wrath . . . must give their active support.” Hoffman, meanwhile, griped that tourist travel along Highway 99 had fallen off markedly since Steinbeck had sullied Kern’s reputation. And Bill Camp questioned how long the county, with its limited finances and a population that had already reached 135,000, could continue to swallow a tide of down-and-out souls that seemed to have no end. “It stands to reason,” he said, “that unless steps are taken to halt this migration at its source we cannot hope to cope with the increasing burden of the problem.”

  




  

    On some level, Knief could understand the frustration. It was just five years earlier, before anybody had heard of the Joads, that Abel and his fellow supervisors were being lauded for reaching out to help the migrants—one thousand of whom had congregated on the outskirts of Bakersfield in tattered tents and shacks of tin and paper. “The Kern County Board of Supervisors, one of the best I’ve seen, has tried to do 

     something about these colonies,” Lorena Hickok, sent on a fact-finding mission by Harry Hopkins, chief of FDR’s Federal Emergency Relief Administration, reported back to Washington in August 1934. “The townspeople object to the camps being cleaned up because they think a clean camp will attract more of these people. However, near one town, the supervisors leased a piece of land, piped in some water, built some community toilets, and have let the people move in.”

  




  

    Knief herself had made sure that the county stocked the libraries at the migratory farm-worker camps near the towns of Arvin and Shafter. And, most notably, Kern continued to be the only county in the state providing free medical care to migrants, footing the bill for three-quarters of all Okie babies delivered at the general hospital in 1939. One historian would come to call the county’s health policy “the most enlightened” in rural California. But, despite such efforts, the crisis had gotten worse and worse, and now, Steinbeck had poisoned everything, painting a “mental image of Kern County,” as one journalist put it, “as a land of squalor, starvation and despair.”

  




  

    Still, censorship? Wasn’t that how the Nazis behaved? Wasn’t that a tactic of Fascists?

  




  

    That night—with the news of the Kern County vote having knocked the Kansas City story off the front page in the paper’s final edition—Knief wrote a letter and sent it to Abel and the three other board members who had backed the ban. “I was extremely sorry, both as librarian of our proud and free Kern County Library and as an intelligent adult reader,” she began, to have been presented notice of “the first instance of . . . censorship in the entire history” of the institution. Knief knew that Abel was a bully—“He enjoys nothing better than a good fight,” she once said—and she was always cognizant of her standing as an employee of the county, appointed by the supervisors and serving at their pleasure. But as the daughter of a German newspaper editor from Milwaukee, she was also spirited—a “combination of an idealist and a realist,” as one of her former staffers remembered her. Casting aside any sense of propriety or fear she may have felt, Knief let her passion pour onto the page:
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    Kern County librarian Gretchen Knief, pictured here with a group of school children, was taken aback by the censoring of The Grapes of Wrath. “If that book is banned today, what will be banned tomorrow?” she asked. (Kern County Museum)

  




  

    

      I realize only too well that this resolution may have been “sprung on the board,” that all kinds of pressure may have been brought to bear on you, that any number of things may have happened to make it seem advisable to pass such a resolution. But the thing that worries me is that “it could happen here.” If that book is banned today, what will be banned tomorrow? And what group will want a book banned the day after that? It’s such a vicious and dangerous thing to begin and may in the end lead to exactly the same thing we see in Europe today.

    




    

      Besides, banning books is so utterly hopeless and futile. Ideas don’t die because a book is forbidden reading. If Steinbeck has written the truth, that truth will survive. If he is merely being sensational and lascivious, if all the ‘little words’ are really more than fly specks on a large painting, then the book will soon go the way of all other modern novels and be forgotten.

    





    

      Furthermore, Kern County does not need to follow Kansas City or any other group. Kern County needs no defense, because we can honestly look the world in the face and say that we have done more for the migrants than all the rest. And for that reason all adults in Kern County should have the privilege of reading The Grapes of Wrath if they want to so that they can go out and tell the world where Steinbeck has erred. Will you not, therefore, in the interest of a healthy and vigorous democracy, where everyone can speak his mind freely and without fear, and for the sake of the . . . readers in Kern County who still wish to read the book, please rescind today’s motion when you meet next Monday?

    


  




  

     


  




  

    If only it had been that simple.

  




  

     


  




  

     


  




  

    California’s San Joaquin Valley offers no shortage of interminable views—field after field of grain and cotton and vegetables that unfurl clear to the horizon. The Sierra and the Coast Range sit along the eastern and western flanks, some fifty miles apart, but you have to be close enough to one, on a blue-sky day, to see its rock walls rising. Ride out into the long valley’s big middle, away from the nearest town, and you’re apt to find a vista unbroken by so much as a hummock. William H. Brewer, an early explorer, beheld “a tedious plain . . . as boundless as the sea.” The Spanish, too, knew the vast region as llano—the flatland. A certain beauty can be found in this endlessness; ennui has been known to summon mirages. But for others, the effect is exactly the opposite. One son of the San Joaquin has painted the landscape this way: “so empty, so consuming of human imagination.”

  




  

    Kern County, though, has always been different. By dint of being located at the valley’s southern end, it stands in the shadow of another mountain range, the Tehachapis, and as such it is both the gateway to the San Joaquin and, coming from the other direction, its exit door. 

     You can’t help but look up at the tawny hills, stretching to more than four thousand feet, and dream of what’s on the other side; here, the imagination stirs anew. The reverie works in reverse, as well. From atop the mountain, or clambering down its backside, Kern spreads out before you like an oversized quilt. It’s a dazzling sight, bursting with possibilities. Steinbeck’s Joads rumbled toward this panorama by way of the Mojave Desert—a bleak environment “that supports no man,” as Mary Austin remarked in The Land of Little Rain—and then, all at once, they saw it: a place of such abundance that it helped support the entire nation.



    

       


    


  




  

    

      THEY drove through Tehachapi in the morning glow, and the sun came up behind them . . . Al jammed on the brake and stopped in the middle of the road, and, “Jesus Christ! Look!” he said. The vineyards, the orchards, the great flat valley, green and beautiful, the trees set in rows, and the farm houses.

    




    

      And Pa said, “God Almighty!” The distant cities, the little towns in the orchard land, and the morning sun, golden on the valley. A car honked behind them. Al pulled to the side of the road and parked.

    




    

      “I want to look at her.” The grain fields golden in the morning, and the willow lines, the eucalyptus trees in rows.

    




    

      Pa sighed, “I never knowed they was anything like her.” The peach trees and the walnut groves, and the dark green patches of oranges. And red roofs among the trees, and barns—rich barns. Al got out and stretched his legs.

    




    

      He called, “Ma—come look. We’re there!”

    




    Ruthie and Winfield scrambled down from the car, and then they stood, silent and awestruck, embarrassed before the great valley. The distance was thinned with haze, and the land grew softer and softer in the distance. A windmill flashed in the sun, and its turning blades were like a heliograph, far away. Ruthie and Winfield looked at it, and Ruthie whispered, “It’s California.”[image: 005]




    




  

    This agricultural paradise had not materialized by accident or, for that matter, from the hand of God. Had the Joads gazed down on the valley just a few generations earlier, they would have seen little more than forbidding swampland, home primarily to antelope, elk, quail, and Yokut Indians. It was a terrain caught in a cycle of severity, lurching from flood to drought and back again. “No place can be imagined more forlorn or desolate,” U.S. Army Lieutenant George H. Derby wrote in 1850 of the expanse around Buena Vista Lake. “Clouds of the most venomous mosquitoes tormented us during the day and goaded us to madness during the night; and we found here scorpions, centipedes and a small but extremely poisonous rattlesnake . . . which, with the gophers and ground rats, are the only denizens of the unpleasant and uninhabitable spot.”

  




  

    It required man’s corralling of the Kern River; his tilling of a soil thick with tule reeds and forested with willows, cottonwoods, and sycamores; his irrigating of what would otherwise be a moonscape to make these acres bloom. Just thirteen years after Derby’s assessment, Colonel Thomas Baker settled on the site of what would become the city named for him: Bakersfield. A purposeful man with penetrating eyes, he hired thirty Indians to assemble a head gate on the south fork of the river and put up a levee, and he erected a dam across the northern end of Buena Vista Lake. It was only the start. By 1878, local developers were crowing that more than $1 million had been invested to construct a series of irrigation canals in Kern County; it was said to be enough plumbing to make 350,000 acres flourish.

  




  

    At least one man had his heart set on all those acres, plus a lot more. James Ben Ali Haggin, the “Grand Khan of the Kern,” was a Kentucky native who had come West during the Gold Rush and, with his brother-in-law, Lloyd Tevis, helped to shape San Francisco. One old portrait of Haggin shows him sitting in a chair of arabesque design, dressed in a dark shirt and coat, a fob dangling over his ample frame. With his neatly cropped white hair and full beard, and wearing an expression that bespeaks an easy confidence, Haggin looks nothing less than regal. And in a real sense, he was. His interests ran, literally, from fire to ice—San 

     Francisco’s Risdon Iron Works and Pacific Ice Company were among his many assets—and they included mining, banking, transportation, and champion thoroughbreds. Now, Haggin was intent on establishing what one enthusiast called “the greatest farm in the world.”
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    James Ben Ali Haggin, known as the “Grand Khan of the Kern,” amassed hundreds of thousands of acres during the nineteenth century and helped define the region’s dependence on corporate agriculture. (Bancroft Library, University of California at Berkeley)

  




  

    To get there, he worked his Republican political connections and shamelessly manipulated the provisions of the Desert Land Act. By 1890, his Kern County Land Company laid claim to more than four hundred thousand acres sluiced by an intricate irrigation system. Haggin didn’t aspire to keep all that land for himself, though. He was a developer as well as a farmer, and in both cases he understood the importance of planting the right seeds. So the Land Company hired Carleton E. Watkins, the celebrated photographer, to capture scenes of a quickly maturing region—schools, churches, and property enhanced in various ways. It was all part of an effort to persuade prospective settlers that Kern “does not partake of the wild and woolly west,” as one advertisement proclaimed. Lured by such depictions, people packed 

     special excursion trains and poured into Bakersfield, where Haggin’s hucksters served up heaps of barbecue and gave them the hard sell.

  




  

    Haggin, however, wasn’t the only rapacious character in the county. Henry Miller, a German immigrant who had started out in San Francisco as a butcher and later moved into cattle and grazing land, began snapping up acres in Kern in the late 1860s. Within ten years he and his partner, Charles Lux, owned nearly eighty thousand of them along Buena Vista Slough, and in another ten years they had collected eighty thousand additional acres there. It was but a tiny piece of Miller & Lux’s domain, which had been largely built, with the aid of well-compensated lobbyists and government insiders, on the shrewd acquisition of public land. Before the company was finished, its holdings would encompass 1.25 million acres in three Western states; 122,000 head of cattle stamped with Miller & Lux’s distinctive Double-H brand; and a labor force of more than 1,200 segregated by race and ethnicity—an arrangement intended, in part, to make it more difficult for the workers to organize and strike. It was an empire, to be sure, and Miller would become known as “the Cattle King.” But unlike Haggin, he didn’t seem regal in the least. A late-nineteenth-century picture of Miller finds him clad in a suit and tie, but the outfit is rumpled, and he doesn’t appear very happy being all dressed up. By all accounts, he probably wasn’t. While Lux hobnobbed with bankers and politicos in San Francisco, Miller favored riding through the valley with his cattle and vaqueros, dusty expeditions filled with smoking and swearing and spitting tobacco.

  




  

    The winter of 1877 saw Miller surveying the west side of the valley for grassland to feed his livestock. He found none. “The whole country is burned up,” Miller warned Lux, predicting—correctly, as it turned out—that much of their herd would starve. Drought was partly responsible. The other culprit was James Ben Ali Haggin, who had been diverting water upstream for his own ends. The fracas that followed helped lead to a courtroom battle that lasted nearly a decade and became the seminal case in California water law. On the books, it’s known 

     as Lux v. Haggin. It might as well have been called Goliath v. Goliath. Miller & Lux argued that it had a riparian right to the water because it owned the land along the Kern River’s banks. Haggin averred that he had a right to the water under the concept of prior appropriation—that is, he had grabbed it first and put it to good use. Only because “industrious citizens” like Haggin were able to dip their straws into the river, his lawyer contended, could the untamed valley be cultivated “into a garden spot” blossoming with grapes, almonds, alfalfa, and wheat, wheat, wheat. In 1881, a Bakersfield judge sided with Haggin. The California Supreme Court later reversed the decision and sided with Miller & Lux. It would all soon be moot anyway. In 1888, Miller and Haggin cut a deal and became partners on the Kern. They built a reservoir that could supply enough river water to satisfy them both. And they divvied up the downstream flow—two-thirds for Haggin, one-third for Miller. The two sovereigns had opted for peace.

  




  

    Over the next fifty years, much would change. Miller died in 1916, with his company in decline. Haggin had passed away two years earlier, as his company was being absorbed into a new arena: oil. It had been known since the 1860s that rich deposits of energy lay under the land. One of Henry Miller’s old drudges recalled sitting around the chuck wagon at dinnertime, watching the vaqueros eat their bacon and beans, when one of them lit a cigarette and casually tossed the match into a squirrel hole. It happened to be brimming with natural gas. The blast, “loud as a cannon,” nearly triggered a stampede. But it wasn’t until 1899, when a hand-dug hole exposed the massive Kern River oilfield, that the area’s petroleum boom began in earnest. The Kern County Land Company unearthed some oil on its property in the coming years, and eventually it struck a bona fide gusher: the Ten Section Field, which would yield more than eighty million barrels of crude. Through the 1930s, geologists continued to tap numerous other oilfields in Kern so that by the time Steinbeck rendered the Joads looking over the valley, the county boasted nine thousand wells, which pumped out 20 percent of the world’s petroleum.

  





  

    Beyond black gold, the valley also had been transformed by the introduction of white gold—cotton. The Kern County Land Company had played a role in the explosion of this industry as well, furnishing the federal government with a forty-acre plot in 1921 so that it could set up a testing station and gauge the suitability of the local soil for growing the crop. The results showed it suitable—and then some. Only Egypt’s Nile Delta could rival the valley’s fecundity, and by the 1930s California stood as a power in the global cotton trade, shipping bale after bale to Japanese spinning mills. With two international commodities flowing from the fields of Kern, the place began to take on a more sophisticated air, and boosters touted the county’s “industrial cavalcade” as well as its recreational outlets—tennis, golf, and, for a gilded touch, polo. That was certainly a far cry from what passed for entertainment less than a lifetime earlier: watching five horse thieves get dragged from their jail cells, strung up, and hanged. Still, even in the best light, nobody was about to confuse Bakersfield with New York or Paris, and residents continued to display the traits that they had since Henry Miller’s era: a fierce independence and more than a few rough edges. Even when the place got gussied up, it could never really shake its cowboy past, as this poem penned in 1925 made plain:



    

       


    


  




  

    

      Bakersfield,


      I can see you


      As if you were embodied.


      . . .


      You have discarded your overalls


      For a hand-me-down suit of clothes.


      Clean face,


      White shirt,


      Store teeth,


      Red tie,


      Silk sox


      And yellow shoes. 

      


      Your faded hair is stringy,


      And one thin lock sprawls across


      Your bony forehead.


      Watery pale-blue eye,


      Nose leaning to the left,


      Mustache gone—


      Corners of mouth pulled down


      And leaking tobacco juice


      From your chaw.

    


  




  

     


  




  

     


  




  

     


  




  

    In June 1939, a couple of months before Gretchen Knief embarked on her summer vacation, John Steinbeck had set out on a holiday of his own, traveling from his home above Los Gatos in the Santa Cruz Mountains. He was ready for a break. The Grapes of Wrath was already into its fifth printing, and the swirl of publicity was getting to him. “I have always wondered why no author has survived a best-seller,” he said. “Now I know.”

  




  

    His destination was the Golden Gate International Exposition on Treasure Island in San Francisco Bay. Steinbeck was “nuts about fairs, even county fairs,” as he told a friend, and this was no mere bearded-lady-and-cotton-candy affair. Here, you could eyeball archeological specimens from Ecuador, ogle native dancers from New Zealand, and marvel over an authentic feudal castle from Old Japan. You could watch yourself being broadcast on a television with the latest cathode-ray technology, make a demonstration long-distance phone call to any point in the United States, and enjoy the antics of “Willie Vocalite,” an electric robot who smoked and yakked. Treasure Island, Steinbeck said approvingly, “was all one big toy.”

  




  

    The exposition provided a chance, as well, to revel in the history and culture of the West. There were covered wagons, square dancing, a reenactment of the discovery of gold in 1849, and the running of two 

     steam locomotives, which converged at the center of a stage to represent the completion of the transcontinental railroad. All parts of California sang their virtues. Among them was the San Joaquin Valley, which occupied a building featuring a twenty-by-forty-foot relief map of the region. On one side was placed an elaborate diorama of Yosemite; on the other, a large mural of Friant Dam, construction of which was about to begin, choking the San Joaquin River. In all, four of the valley’s eight counties put together presentations: Merced, Madera, Fresno, and Kern, which had paid $25,000 for the privilege. There’s no indication that Steinbeck stopped by to see any of these exhibits but, as he was already keenly aware, it was Kern’s reputation that needed the most burnishing, thanks to him.

  




  

    When The Grapes of Wrath first hit—with the Joads making the area around “Bakersfiel,’” as Tom pronounced it, their new home—county leaders felt ambushed. But as was their bent, they had come back swinging. In mid-July, in something of a prelude to the resolution banning the novel, Bill Camp and another prominent Kern County farmer, Joseph Di Giorgio, had rattled over the mountains to Los Angeles to speak on radio station KFI. “The growers object to the whole book as being based on falsehoods, in the main, from beginning to end,” Camp told listeners. Steinbeck, he added, was wrong to put forward “that growers are exploiting this labor and hiring them for a few cents per day . . . California farmers pay their labor more than twice as much as most of these migrants received back home.

  




  

    “The book clearly shows that Steinbeck picked out some isolated cases, such as can be found in any state or large city,” Camp went on, “and twisted such cases to fit into the picture he wanted to paint. He could have easily obtained the true facts had he wanted to do so.” Indeed, Di Giorgio had earned plaudits just a few years earlier for his fairness with his workers. “Our men who have been employed by Di Giorgio speak in praise” of his operations, the manager of a government farm-labor camp in the area reported in March 1936. “Di Giorgio has set the pace for a farm wage.”

  





  

    Camp didn’t just defend the growers, though. He professed to be speaking out for the valley’s laborers too. “These migrants as a class are the finest kind of people,” he said, “yet this book pictures them as being very mean and of the lowest class of humanity.” For his part, Di Giorgio chimed in with another line that would be uttered again and again in the weeks to come: “I think the book is indecent.”

  




  

    Di Giorgio and Camp weren’t taking up the cause only for themselves. Di Giorgio, the biggest fresh fruit grower in the United States, was a major fund-raiser for the Associated Farmers, a group that attracted controversy the way a feeding trough does flies. And Camp, in addition to leading the Kern County arm of the organization, also served as its state treasurer. The Associated Farmers—Steinbeck had referred to it by the thinly veiled name “the Farmers’ Association” in The Grapes of Wrath—had emerged after a series of labor strikes swept through the fields of California in 1933. One crop after another was affected: peas, lettuce, cherries, berries, apricots, peaches, pears, beets, tomatoes, hops, grapes, cantaloupes, prunes, and cotton. Especially cotton. In October of that year, fifteen thousand pickers walked off the job, cutting into the profits of growers, ginners, and financiers. Six days into the work stoppage, violence erupted. Vigilantes took up guns and shot at strikers in the Kern County town of Arvin and the Tulare County town of Pixley. Three were killed. In the end, the pickers won a pay raise—seventy-five cents for every hundred pounds of fluff stuffed into their sacks, up from the sixty cents the growers had offered initially. But the cost was high. The union leaders who had spearheaded the cotton strike were shipped off to prison; unabashed Communists, they were charged under the state’s criminal syndicalism law with agitating to overthrow the government. The big farmers, meantime, swore that they’d never be caught flat-footed again. If the workers could organize, so could they—only better.

  




  

    Unlike what was churned out at an industrial site, the farmers maintained, their products quickly rotted in the fields when workers took to the picket lines, threatening an entire year’s investment. This was 

     unacceptable. “A farmer has a right to grow his crops, to harvest them and to move them to market,” thundered Colonel Walter E. Garrison, the Associated Farmers’ president, “and no person nor groups of persons shall deny him that right.” This edict applied to the Committee for Industrial Organization—deemed a hothouse for “known radicals”—as well as to the more moderate American Federation of Labor, which one Associated Farmers official said was “led by racketeers.” Most of the Associated Farmers’ name-calling, in fact, was reserved for labor leaders of any kind, along with anybody else considered “anti-God,” “antiChrist,” or otherwise part of “the Red curse.”

  




  

    The Associated Farmers backed anti-picketing ordinances throughout California and worked with local police and sheriffs to crack down on union activities—in other words, to run the bastards out of town. It encouraged the prosecution of labor organizers under the criminal syndicalism statutes. And it lobbied furiously in Sacramento, trying to compel strikers to return to their jobs by ensuring that they couldn’t obtain public relief, a policy summed up by the brusque catchphrase: “No work—No eat.” But Associated Farmers’ members didn’t just wield influence; they wielded axe handles too. When four thousand Sonoma County apple workers went out on strike in 1935, the Associated Farmers incited a mob that tarred and feathered union organizers. In 1936, the Associated Farmers was trying to help crush a citrus strike in Orange County when night riders attacked 150 workers with tear-gas bombs. During a strike at the Stockton canneries in 1937, the organization armed more than one thousand growers with clubs, rifles, and shotguns. The local sheriff then deputized the mob and turned them over to Colonel Garrison to deploy as he saw fit. More than fifty people were injured during the melee that ensued.

  




  

    In time, the Associated Farmers sought to soften its image. “Like every other organization, we have had some bad boys,” one higher-up in the group acknowledged in late 1938. “Some of their past actions have not done the association any good”—at least in terms of public relations. The bare-knuckled Garrison stepped down as president and 

     Holmes Bishop, an ex-choir singer, took the top spot. “A silk glove has been drawn over the A.F. iron fist,” Business Week reported. The fist was still clenched, but now the preferred option, according to the magazine, was “smooth strategy, political pressure and ‘campaigns of education.’”

  




  

    It was in this spirit that Wofford B. “Bill” Camp prepared to take on John Steinbeck. Camp, a bespectacled forty-five-year-old with thinning hair and jug ears, wasn’t the slickest guy around. But he was tremendously well regarded, having come to Kern County during World War I as a government agronomist on a vital mission: to turn California into a cotton kingdom. The military needed more fiber to spin into the cloth that covered the wings of its warplanes, and it was up to Camp, fresh out of Clemson College, to see if the irrigated fields of California were up to the job. In one year alone, he put more than fifty thousand miles on his Model T, skittering across the West, making experimental plantings. Eventually, he oversaw the federal research station near the town of Shafter, about fifteen miles north of Bakersfield, on a plot of sandy loam provided by the Kern County Land Company. From there, with pluck and perseverance, he spread the gospel of planting a particular variety of cotton, known as Acala, throughout the San Joaquin Valley. Before long, Bill Camp was the proud father of a thriving industry.

  




  

    Beyond being highly thought of, Camp knew how to get his point across. He could be pleasant enough if you shared his worldview. But if he disagreed with you—or, worse, if you openly disagreed with him—he didn’t have much patience. He was a teetotaler and a prig, once going so far as to admonish his daughter-in-law for wearing a skirt while she whooshed back and forth on a swing, revealing a bit of leg. “You stop that!” he told her. “That’s not nice.” Many years later, Camp’s youngest son, Don, would recall his father’s prescription for winning an argument: “Stand up close to them, look them in the eye—and talk loud.” Anybody who knew Bill Camp would have added one more thing to the formula: never waver so much as an inch. “With Dad, everything was black or white,” said Don’s older brother, Bill Jr. “There was no gray ground with my father. None.”

  





  

    It’s tough to say just what made Camp such a rigid man. But there is no question that he was hardened during a stint in FDR’s agriculture department in Washington, where he tussled over the direction of farm policy with a young lawyer (later accused of being a Soviet spy) named Alger Hiss. By the time Camp returned to Kern County in late 1936 to take up farming for himself, he was convinced that America was engaged in a grave struggle for survival: the Communist menace was real, and its agents had burrowed into the gut of California. “I have faith in my country,” Camp said, “and want it to remain as it is and not go Communistic as these people who come in here want it to go.” In this way, Steinbeck’s book was part of something much bigger: Those who claimed that the migrants were being ill-treated, Camp believed, were simply slanting things so that the unions, controlled by a bunch of Marxists and their fellow travelers, could gain a foothold.

  




  

    Besides, he was taking good care of his workers, at least in his own mind. Growing up in Gaffney, South Carolina, Camp had slogged away in the cotton fields just like the Okies were doing now—he’d brag of having bagged 353 pounds in a single day—and he didn’t see anything wrong with it. He had raised himself up from nothing and forged his own way, and they could too. “I understand these people,” Camp said. “No person ever picked any more cotton than I did.” Even though he had made it out of the fields, he and his wife and sons still chose to live in the same type of converted railroad car that some of his laborers did (though they had single cars and he, as lord of the manor, had arranged five into a U-shaped home). He had disposed of their outhouses and brought in flush toilets. “They were . . . fixed up comfortably,” Camp said. “There was no discomfort.” He threw his workers a big barbecue, the meat slow-cooked in the ground, every year. When it came to those in his employ, Camp said, “They are very happy.”

  




  

    From Camp’s black-and-white, no-shades-of-gray perspective, two things escaped him: First, he couldn’t grasp—or wouldn’t grasp—that other growers might not be watching out for their workers the way he was, and might even be taking advantage of them. “I don’t think Dad 

     could see that,” Bill Jr. said. “Dad sees, ‘I’m doing right. Therefore, Steinbeck and Mrs. Roosevelt are wrong.’ Period.” Second, it never would have occurred to Camp that his notion of “they are very happy” might not have squared with what at least some of his workers thought. Camp’s paternalism was a Southern paternalism, as ingrained in him as his fondness for grits and black-eyed peas or the impulse to give his potatoes brand names such as “Mammy” and “Pickaninny.” “When anybody would bring up slavery,” Bill Jr. recalled, “Dad would say, ‘They weren’t mistreated . . . I know on my own family farm back in Gaffney, we played with the Negro children. They looked after us and we looked after them. It was real happy. They weren’t unhappy until the Yankees came in.’” (With his avid affection for Dixie, you have to wonder whether Bill Camp took umbrage at the mere title of Steinbeck’s book, given that it came from Julia Ward Howe’s “Battle Hymn of the Republic”—a song beloved by Union troops during the Civil War. Lest anyone miss the reference [Mine eyes have seen the glory of the coming of the Lord / He is trampling out the vintage where the grapes of wrath are stored], as well as to try to root his work in the larger American experience, Steinbeck made sure the lyrics and music were printed on the endpapers at the front and back of the novel.)

  




  

    In early August, a few weeks after their L.A. radio appearance and a few weeks before the book ban came down, Camp and Di Giorgio took their anti-Steinbeck crusade northward to Treasure Island and the International Exposition. Di Giorgio sent “extra fancy” grapes—Ribier and Thompson seedless—so that fairgoers would be left with a sweet taste in their mouths. Camp worked on their minds. He directed the Kern County Chamber of Commerce to make a three-reel color film that would showcase just how generous the locals had been toward the migrants in providing food, clothing, schooling, hospitalization, and employment. Plums of Plenty, as the movie was called, grew out of a six-thousand-word testimonial that had been written by the chamber’s secretary, Emory Gay Hoffman, and it included shots of well-fed, well-scrubbed, well-dressed farm-worker children and down-to-the-penny 

     figures meant to refute Steinbeck’s charge of miserliness. (It pointed out, for instance, that Kern spent $6.72 per capita on migrant relief.) The reels of film and Hoffman’s script, bound behind a cover showing a prairie schooner and a cornucopia overflowing with fruit, were lost long ago. But one can safely presume that subtlety was not among the picture’s hallmarks. Hoffman was a fast talker, often bordering on garrulous, but he was especially effusive when selling the county. At one point, he bought a yellow convertible and mounted two flags—one California’s, the other Kern’s—on the car’s front fender. After Plums of Plenty debuted at the exposition, Hoffman posed for the newspapers, flashing a big smile below his pencil-thin mustache while luscious globes of fruit spilled from his hands. “The Okies are a fine people and Kern County is trying to assimilate them,” he said. Turning on his inner pitchman, he added: “The torch of civilization burns a little brighter, a little higher in Kern County than in the rest of the world. Things are not what they seem; people are really civilized in Kern County. Mr. Steinbeck was doing fine until he hit the Kern County line. He should have stopped there.”

  




  

    Hoffman liked to characterize Plums of Plenty as Kern’s “soft answer” to The Grapes of Wrath. The hard stuff would come soon enough.

  




  

     


  




  

     


  




  

    It is easy to be cynical about Bill Camp and Joseph Di Giorgio and Stanley Abel and Emory Gay Hoffman and all the others who contended that The Grapes of Wrath was lewd and full of lies. Their damnation of Steinbeck, their self-reverential declarations of do-gooding, their propensity to see a Red conspiracy lurking here, there, and everywhere—it can seem like nothing more than an attempt to shift the spotlight off of themselves so that, once back in the shadows, they could continue to subjugate their workers and tamp down their wages. As one farm worker said: “Anyone asking for a nickel raise was a Communist.” Still, while such comments contain a considerable amount of truth, they 

     don’t fully explain the big growers’ motives. Bill Camp and the others firmly believed that society was in danger of disintegrating; they honestly were afraid that the fabric of American life could unravel. This is not to excuse their cruelty or callousness or calumny. But it is to recognize that the world was a very different place in August 1939 than it is now. And it is to comprehend that central California, in particular, was a tinderbox and The Grapes of Wrath a match.
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    Emory Gay Hoffman, the voluble secretary of the Kern County Chamber of Commerce, wrote the ban against The Grapes of Wrath and also produced a three-reel film called Plums of Plenty as an answer to Steinbeck’s novel. (Kern County Museum)

  




  

    Looking back, it can be hard to appreciate just how unstable the situation was. After all, while other countries fell under the spell of Karl Marx, we know in hindsight that the United States never really came close to embracing Communism or Socialism or any other offering from the radical left. Scholars cite any number of reasons for this “exceptionalism”: America’s lack of a feudal, class-conscious tradition; the impregnability of its two-party political system; the nation’s preoccupation with race, not class; FDR’s skillful hijacking of the rhetoric of the Far Left while dutifully shoring up the pillars of capitalism. But in that 

     moment, in the crucible of the Depression, it wasn’t so clear that some form of Marxism wouldn’t catch on here—and in a big way.

  




  

    “All generalizations based on the past about what Americans will or will not do, about . . . the impossibility of political realignments, all the windy phrases about the imperishable traditions of democracy and the immaculate conception of the Constitution, stand suspect and tottering,” economist Stuart Chase wrote in 1932, before adding: “Why should Russians have all the fun of remaking a world?” Truth be told, they weren’t having all the fun. Hotbeds of leftist politics during the teens, ’20s, and ’30s included Minneapolis; New York; Bridgeport, Connecticut; and Reading, Pennsylvania, with its Socialist Party orchestra, a swath of land known as “Socialist Park,” and a downtown cigar factory that produced “Karl Marx” stogies. A Socialist mayor ran Milwaukee in 1939. Between 1918 and 1940, candidates from social democratic movements or their close cousins were able to win statewide elections or major-party primaries in North Dakota, Oklahoma, Minnesota, Wisconsin, Oregon, Washington, and, most dramatically, California.

  




  

    Exactly five years before the outcry over The Grapes of Wrath, in August 1934, Upton Sinclair had jolted the nation and the world by winning California’s Democratic primary for governor. The race wasn’t even close. Sinclair—“one of the grand American cranks,” in the eyes of Saul Bellow; a confirmed Socialist; author of The Jungle and other muckraking works; eventual Pulitzer Prize winner; health-food nut; friend of Charlie Chaplain, Albert Einstein, Mark Twain, and myriad other members of the literati and glitterati—had laid out his vision in a pamphlet titled I, Governor of California And How I Ended Poverty: A True Story of the Future. Sinclair then narrated the tale as if it were 1938, in the manner of Edward Bellamy’s utopian novel Looking Backward. The tract, which became a huge best seller, was anything but modest in its ambitions: “This is not just a pamphlet. This is the beginning of a Crusade. A Two-Year Plan to make over a State. To capture the Democratic primaries and use an old party for a new job.” Sinclair pledged to turn around California’s sagging fortunes by putting private factories under 

     government supervision and allowing the workers to own what they had manufactured. Farmers were asked to then bring their crops to the city, where they’d be “made available to the factory workers in exchange for the products of their labor.” All of this trade would be conducted with special state-issued scrip and supervised by a new government entity known as the California Authority for Money. To close the state’s budget gap, Uppie, as he was called, made no secret of where he’d aim: “We are going to have to tax the great corporations of our state.”

  




  

    Sinclair called his platform EPIC—for End Poverty in California—and with it won more votes than his half-dozen Democratic rivals put together. Jerry Voorhis, who would go on to become a Democratic congressman from California, believed Sinclair’s triumph to be “the nearest thing to a mass movement toward Socialism that I have heard of in America.” The state’s political machinery, which hadn’t taken Sinclair very seriously at first, sank into turmoil. Normal loyalties were cast aside. “I am by a strange twist of fate appealing with equal force to Democrats and Republicans to join in the common cause of rescuing our state from the most freakish onslaught that has ever been made upon our long established and revered American institutions of government,” said California’s GOP chairman, Earl Warren. “The battle is between two conflicting philosophies . . . one that is proud of our flag, our governmental institutions and our honored history, the other that glorifies the Red Flag of Russia and hopes to establish on American soil a despotism based upon class hatred and tyranny.” Warren, who was no right-wing extremist, wasn’t alone in his panic. Uppie’s EPIC landslide set off alarms from the White House to Hollywood to the newspaper baronies of William Randolph Hearst and Harry Chandler. “This old Sinclair has throwed such a scare into these rich folks,” Will Rogers told his radio audience, “they won’t stop shiverin’ till this thing is over.”

  




  

    Ten weeks later, it was. After being subjected to one of the nastiest (and, for its time, innovative) dirty-tricks campaigns in history, Sinclair lost the general election to Republican Frank Merriam, 1.1 million votes to 880,000. Still, the rich folks weren’t done shivering. Four years 

     later, a Sinclair ally named Culbert Olson took on Merriam, who hadn’t distinguished himself as a very capable leader and whose popularity was so slender, as one analyst put it, he could “scarcely rouse a flicker of enthusiasm . . . in any but the most devout of Republican party workers.” (At the same time, Sheridan Downey, Sinclair’s old running mate for lieutenant governor—together they had formed the Uppie-Downey ticket—ran for a U.S. Senate seat.)

  




  

    Although the old Sinclair-inspired EPIC clubs that once mushroomed around the state had vanished quickly after Uppie’s loss, his spirit and at least some of his ideas had lived on through those who had ridden his coattails. Olson, a patrician-looking lawyer from Los Angeles, was one of them. He had won a seat in the state senate in ’34 with Sinclair’s endorsement and, once in office, assumed leadership of the legislature’s liberal bloc. Over the next few years, he nearly muscled through a production-for-use bill that contained more than a few shades of the old EPIC plan, left his imprint on tax policy, and stood up to Standard Oil. He kicked off his candidacy for governor in September 1937 by railing against the “privileged interests” that he said controlled the Merriam administration. Merriam fired back with campaign ads that cautioned: “California—Watch Your Step! Keep California out of the ‘Red’ . . . Vote Against Olson and CIO Domination in Our State Government.”
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