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“I believe in living with the camera, and not using the camera. Suddenly, if you are working a lot, it takes over and then you see meaning in everything. You don’t have to push for it. That’s what I mean by the visual life. Very rare.”1


Expenditure to the Last Ditch

MIGRANT MOTHER

Dorothea Lange almost didn’t take her most famous photograph, Migrant Mother. It was early March 1936, the end of a cold, miserable winter. Dorothea had been on the road for nearly a month photographing the desperate living and working conditions of migratory farm workers in California. She was worked out, weary to the bone. She’d packed up her cumbersome camera equipment and was driving north on Highway 101, thoughts of home filling her with relief. As she drove past Nipomo, California, a small handmade sign flashed by, “Pea Picker’s Camp.” She kept her foot on the gas pedal.

A year earlier Dorothea had been to Nipomo on her first assignment for the government. She knew conditions for the migrant pea pickers were desperate. She drove on, arguing with herself, “Haven’t you plenty of negatives already on the subject? Isn’t this just one more of the same?”3 Twenty miles farther, almost without realizing what she was doing, she made a U-turn and headed back.

Two weeks of sleet and steady rain had caused a rust blight, destroying the pea crop. There was no work, no money to buy food. Dorothea approached “the hungry and desperate mother,”4 huddled under a torn canvas tent with her children. The family had been living on frozen vegetables they’d gleaned from the fields and birds the children killed. Working quickly, Dorothea made just a few exposures, climbed back in her car, and drove home.

Dorothea knew the starving pea pickers couldn’t wait for someone in Washington, DC to act. They needed help immediately. She developed the negatives of the stranded family, and rushed several photographs to the San Francisco News. Two of her images accompanied an article on March 10th as the federal government rushed twenty thousand pounds of food to the migrants.

The San Francisco News reported Dorothea happened by “chance” to be at Nipomo.5 While it’s clearly important that Dorothea was heading up Highway 101 at just that moment, chance played only a small part. Carefully honed skills enabled her to “see” the photograph with her strong eye for composition, and a heart guided by compassion. Equally important was the personal drive that caused her to turn around on the highway and head back to the camp: her entire life, Dorothea would always ignore rough working conditions, pushing herself past exhaustion, past debilitating health problems. “You can’t deny what you must do, no matter what it costs. And with me it was always expenditure to the last ditch. I know the last ditch. I’ve lived on the last ditch.”6
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“I was following instinct, not reason; I drove into that wet and soggy camp and parked my car like a homing pigeon.”2

Destitute Pea Pickers in California. Mother of Seven Children. Age Thirty-Two.

Nipomo, San Luis Obispo County, California, 1936



CHILDHOOD

Two tragedies in Dorothea’s childhood stamped their indelible marks on her, and shattered the respectability her family had carefully cultivated from the moment they disembarked from steerage in the United States. In the late 1850s, Dorothea’s grandparents had made the arduous ocean voyage from Germany, sleeping below deck in rough bunk beds, eating food they’d carefully packed. Like thousands of other German immigrants they ventured no farther than Hoboken, New Jersey. They immigrated with many of their brothers and sisters, skilled engravers, musicians, teachers, and seamstresses. Everyone worked hard, and soon steerage was a tight-lipped secret. By the time Dorothea’s parents married in 1894, both of their families were part of the thriving middle-class German enclave in Hoboken. Her father, Henry Nutzhorn, was a partner in a small law firm, and her mother, Joan Lange Nutzhorn, a soloist with the church choir. They rented a large, stately brownstone, and hired a maid to take care of the housework.
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Dorothea and Martin

Hoboken, New Jersey, c. 1905, Photographer Unknown

Dorothea was born at home on May 26, 1895. Six years later, her younger brother Martin was born. Dorothea claimed she had been born tired. “I’ve been tired all my life, every day of my life. I remember when I was only maybe ten years old being as tired as a human being could be, and wishing that I could sleep forever just because I was so tired.”7 Her weariness may not have started at birth, but might have been a legacy of the polio she contracted when she was seven, in the summer of 1902.

The virus attacked the nerves in Dorothea’s right leg, weakening muscles, and tightening tendons. With no way of knowing how it spread, and no cure available, frightened neighbors shunned both patients and their families. Patients were isolated, their clothing and toys burned. When Dorothea’s fever finally broke and the “crisis” was over, her damaged right leg forced her to walk with a rolling gait, dropping her shoulder slightly, and pulling her leg forward.

Despite public health knowledge to the contrary, polio was considered a lower- class disease, associated with poverty, filth, and crowding. With the illness came shame. When they went on doctor visits, Dorothea felt that her mother’s respect for the doctor’s authority veered on obsequiousness. And if they spotted people they knew on the street, Joan insisted, “now walk as well as you can.”8 Dorothea hated that her mother cared what other people thought.

Her weakened right leg made it hard to keep up, and soon other kids nicknamed Dorothea “Limpy.” Polio—and the limp it left—profoundly changed her life. “I think it perhaps was the most important thing that happened to me,” she said later, “and formed me, guided me, instructed me, helped me, and humiliated me. All those things at once.”9

Looking through her parents’ bookshelves one day, Dorothea found a large volume of Shakespeare’s plays. She read them voraciously, loving the stories. Henry and Joan didn’t believe she could really read the tiny print. They laughed at her, questioning her about what she’d read. When her astonished father realized she was really reading the plays, he hired a coach and horse and took her to see A Midsummer Night’s Dream. There were no seats left when they arrived, so he swung her up on his shoulders and stood for the entire performance. For Dorothea, it was a magical evening.

Ordinary, everyday things that others didn’t notice caught Dorothea’s eye. Her grandmother Sophie, a difficult, temperamental woman, was an exquisite seamstress. Laying her fabrics out on an oval walnut-topped table, she marked her seams with a pattern wheel. Over the years, the sharp points of the wheel left hundreds of lines made of tiny marks, until the arching, dotted lines covering the tabletop looked like a modern design to Dorothea.

One day she overheard her grandmother Sophie say to Joan in her German dialect, “that girl has line in her head.”10 Dorothea’s mother had to ask what she meant, but Dorothea knew. She intuitively understood composition and design, knew “what was fine and what was mongrel.”11

In 1907, when Dorothea was twelve, with the rent three months overdue, her family was summarily evicted from their home. The financial ruin was so complete Joan had to sell some of her jewelry to pay the maid. Joan, Martin, and Dorothea were forced to move in with Sophie. A police officer soon arrived, trying to serve an indictment on Henry. But he’d vanished, leaving New Jersey for Brooklyn, growing a beard and taking an assumed name. It’s unclear why he’d fled, but likely he abused his trust as a lawyer, embezzled funds, or committed fraud. Years later, on the back of a photograph of the house they’d been evicted from, Dorothea wrote, “I was struck down by polio in this house. And in this house I lived until a certain very bad thing happened to my family. I was then twelve years old.”12

Joan suddenly had to find a way to support her family. She took a job in a library on the Lower East Side in Manhattan. Dorothea had to leave her school in Hoboken, and instead rode the ferry in to Manhattan with her mother, and walked with her to the library. Dorothea continued on to seventh grade at Intermediate Public School 62 on Hester Street, “in the sweatshop, pushcart, solid Jewish, honeycomb tenement district.”13 The school was bursting at the seams, filled with immigrant Jews from Eastern Europe. “I was the only Gentile among 3,000 Jews, the only one.”14 Dorothea felt like an outsider and learned “what it is to be in the minority. I was a minority group of one.”15 She hated the crowded classrooms, the boring lessons, the long corridors filled with noisy, jostling students pushing past her as they rushed to class.
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Grandmother Sophie

Hoboken, New Jersey, Photographer and Date Unknown

After school she was supposed to study in the staff room at the library until her mother finished work. Instead Dorothea pushed her homework aside, and read books pulled off the library shelves, poring over their illustrations. She spent hours staring out the windows of the staff room at the crowded tenements below, watching the immigrant families.

Two days a week her mother worked late and Dorothea walked home alone. She had to make her way past the drunken, depressed men sprawled along the Bowery to get to the Christopher Street Ferry. She was always afraid, but she learned to be unseen, moving carefully, keeping a neutral expression so the men took no notice of her. Dorothea called it her “cloak of invisibility” and would use it the rest of her life as a photographer.

By high school Dorothea would head toward school carrying her books, then veer off to walk through Manhattan. She’d slip into museums and galleries or buy a cheap matinee theater ticket. Sometimes her friend Florence Ahlstrom came with her, but usually Dorothea was alone. She didn’t let her limp stop her. She’d head to Central Park, or walk the length of Manhattan down to the Battery. The whole time she was watching, observing the busy pulse of Manhattan life as it flowed around her.

For a long time, Dorothea didn’t realize other people didn’t see the kinds of things she was always noticing. Looking out the back window of a flat in the late afternoon light, she saw the wash lines strung between the buildings, clothing snapping and billowing in the wind. “To me, that’s beautiful,” she said. Her companion replied, “To you, everything is beautiful.”16 That startled Dorothea. She thought everyone saw what she observed, but just didn’t say anything.

These were difficult, rebellious years for Dorothea. “I was a lost kid,”17 she said later. Her grandmother Sophie was drinking too much, and had become messy and disorderly. Her father suddenly resurfaced, writing letters to her and Martin, arranging a meeting at a public place, then disappearing again for months at a time. “I had personal problems to solve,”18 Dorothea remarked. She stayed out of the house and away from school as much as possible. Out walking, observing life on the streets, was her solace.



APPRENTICESHIP

Despite her many truancies Dorothea managed to graduate from high school. Joan asked what she planned to do next. How was she going to support herself? Dorothea knew: she had no camera, and had never taken a photograph, but she was sure she wanted to be a photographer.

Dorothea set out on her own course of apprenticeship, inquiring first at the portrait studio of Arnold Genthe. He’d recently moved from San Francisco, where he was known for his photographs of Chinatown and the 1906 earthquake. Genthe gave her a job answering phones and setting up appointments. Soon he taught her to change the large glass plates in the cumbersome studio camera, to retouch the negatives, and to mount the prints.

Genthe and his studio opened up a whole new world for Dorothea. It was a world of privilege, wealth, and opulence. It seemed miraculous and luxurious to Dorothea. As carefully as she watched how Genthe ran his studio, she was studying him as well. He struck her as highly creative, a man who passionately loved life, women, even the new color photography. “He was an artist,” she said, “a real one, in a narrow way, but it was a deep trench.”19 Taken with his assistant, Genthe gave her one of his old studio cameras.

Over the next few years Dorothea worked with several other portrait photographers, and learned to operate the big 8 × 10 studio cameras. Meeting an itinerant photographer and learning he had no darkroom, she helped him convert an abandoned chicken coop in her backyard where she still lived with her family. He would come by with his exposed glass plates to develop and print in the tiny darkroom. Dorothea watched carefully and soon was working alongside him, absorbing his darkroom techniques.
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Dorothea Lange

Photographer and Date Unknown

Dorothea even put up with the classroom again and enrolled in a seminar taught by Clarence White, a master of pictorialism, at Columbia University. She was mystified by his teaching style, his awkward, bumbling ways, but was taken with the way he lived an instinctive, nonformulaic photographic life. He believed his students should take photos of the everyday life around them. Dorothea attended class, but usually refused to do the assignments. White didn’t seem to mind. Once again, Dorothea stood on the sidelines, observing, taking in, learning. “I was immensely curious, and interested, even eager, to find out as much as I could about everything that I could. But I always felt and acted as though I was an outsider, a little removed. I never was in the middle of any group.”20

By the time she was twenty-two, Dorothea knew how to put together a darkroom, run a business, and please wealthy clients. She was restless, ready for a new challenge. “I wanted to go away as far as I could go,”21 she said. In January 1918 she and her friend Florence Ahlmstrom headed west, intending to go around the world. They made it as far as San Francisco where suddenly their plans abruptly changed when all their money was stolen by a pickpocket. The next day, Dorothea found a job at Marsh and Company on Market Street, working at the photofinishing counter, and Florence was soon employed at Western Union.

Somewhere between leaving New York and taking her new job at the photofinishing counter, Dorothea shed her father’s name, Nutzhorn, and took Lange, her mother’s maiden name. She was intent on reinventing herself, closing off the painful parts of her past. It wasn’t until after her death that her husband and children learned she’d changed her name. Even for those closest to her, everything about her father was tersely summed up in one tight phrase, and no more: “My father abandoned us.”22



THE TRADE

San Francisco’s flourishing bohemian culture suited Dorothea. These were the “free and easy livers” who didn’t seem to be bound by society’s rules. They did what they wanted to, when they wanted to. Drawn to the lifestyle, artists of all kinds thrived in San Francisco. There were poets and writers, sculptors and musicians, playwrights and actors. Dorothea was soon friends with many of the photographers, including Imogen Cunningham, Edward Weston, and Ansel Adams.

Dorothea didn’t work at Marsh’s for long. Within six months she met an Irishman who loaned her $3,000 to bankroll her own studio. Dorothea knew exactly the clientele she wanted: the wealthy merchant class of San Francisco. She rented part of a beautiful building on Sutter Street and opened her portrait studio. In the large drawing room on the main floor she installed velvet drapes on the windows and an enormous, elegant couch in front of the fireplace. In the basement she set up a darkroom.

Her studio flourished. Dorothea hired a helper who cleaned up, retouched her photographs, and assisted her in the darkroom. Every afternoon her helper lit a fire of coals under an ornate Russian samovar filled with strong black tea. Long before Dorothea was done printing her day’s work in the darkroom, artists she knew—bringing their friends along—arrived in the late afternoon to relax, gossip, and dance to the latest jazz records. By five the place was crammed.

One evening while Dorothea was downstairs printing, the usual crowd began to gather. She heard something new: the sharp click of wooden-heeled cowboy boots on the ceiling overhead. At first Dorothea felt oddly afraid of the footsteps, and wouldn’t go upstairs when she heard them. A friend told her it was Maynard Dixon, a landscape painter who wore cowboy boots, a cape, and carried a silver-topped cane. A few days later Dorothea met Maynard, and was instantly drawn to him. He was witty, smart, and talented. Legends seem to spring up about him, without his making any effort.

The attraction was mutual and soon they were seeing one another frequently. Eight months later, on March 21, 1920, they were married in a simple ceremony in Dorothea’s studio. Dorothea didn’t mind that Maynard was forty-five years old, and she was twenty-four. “I have never watched any person’s life as closely, up to that time, as I watched his, what it held, how he lived it.”23
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Shainwald Portrait

San Francisco, California, c. 1920s

Maynard had been supporting himself painting advertising billboards for Foster Klein. Shortly after he and Dorothea married, Maynard decided to concentrate seriously on being a painter. Over the next several years he was commissioned to paint four murals on public buildings, but his main income came from wealthy art patrons. They would come to his studio, purchase a painting, and donate it to a museum. “He didn’t use the word artist, though,” Dorothea said. “Painter, not artist.”24


[image: image]



Maynard Dixon in His Studio at 129 Montgomery Street With His Collection of Artifacts

San Francisco, California, 1925
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Dorothea Lange

Photographer and Date Unknown

Like many of the other San Francisco bohemians, Maynard and Dorothea both found the label “artist” highly suspect. In a kind of reverse snobbery, those who called themselves artists were thought to be more interested in being an artist than in making serious art. “Many artists are spoiled by stupid people,” Dorothea said, “and become kind of false characters.”25 Even in how she thought of herself, Dorothea kept a careful distance from the label, fearing its corruptive powers. “I was a tradesman,” Dorothea said. “I really and seriously tried, with every person I photographed, to reveal them as closely as I could.”26

Dorothea worked long hours in her studio, and tried to be a good stepmother to Maynard’s ten-year-old daughter, Consie, from his previous marriage. It was a difficult, tension-filled relationship for both stepmother and daughter. Unable to live with her alcoholic mother or get along with her new stepmother, Consie was soon boarded out to live with other families, a fairly common practice at the time. Maynard divided his time between studio work and long trips to the Southwest, where he would disappear for months at a time to paint. He comfortably switched between the two identities. “When he was with the cowboys he was the sophisticated artist,” Dorothea said, “while when he was with the artists he was the cowboy.”27

In 1923 Dorothea temporarily shuttered her business to go with Maynard on a trip to a trading post in Arizona and then onto the Navaho reservation. While Maynard painted, Dorothea photographed. Outdoors with her camera, in no hurry, she photographed buildings in the astonishing, clear desert light, and people gathered in the town square to barter and trade.

There I saw for the first time, in the beginning of winter, this thing that was living by barter. Indians, Mexicans, poor whites, natives, all would come to that square in Taos on Saturday afternoons and bring their produce, their red beans and pinto beans, their pinon nuts, their dried corn, some weaving, flour, eggs, lamb, hides, and there they bartered. I remember well all those wagons, and those horses with the horse blankets over them, and the people all bundled up. When it began to get dark they would still be bartering.28

Regretfully, Dorothea headed back to San Francisco to her studio, leaving Maynard to stay in the desert and paint for several more months.

Two years later, in 1925, their first son, Daniel Dixon, was born, followed by John Dixon in 1928. Dorothea continued to work long hours in her studio, and gave Maynard free rein to do his work, and come and go as he pleased. “It was sort of myself and the little boys, and he. It wasn’t so much he and I, and the little boys.”29
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Constance Dixon, Maynard Dixon, Daniel Dixon, and Dorothea Lange

San Francisco, California, c. 1925

The stock market crash on October 29, 1929 brought irrevocable changes to their lives. As the Depression deepened, wealthy customers commissioned fewer photographs. Patrons stopped buying paintings. As the vise tightened on the country, Dorothea and Maynard decided the family needed a change. They bought a car and set out with the boys for Taos, New Mexico. “The outside world was full of uncertainty and unrest and trouble and we got in that car and we went and stayed there.”30 This trip was more complicated for Dorothea. It was a bitterly cold winter, and Dorothea rarely had a chance to photograph. For the next eight months, she drove Maynard to a rented studio every morning to paint. She spent her day cooking and cleaning and caring for Dan and John, returning to Maynard’s studio to pick him up when the sun went down. . . . She watched with longing as another photographer, Paul Strand, drove by every day on his way to photograph and work in his makeshift darkroom above the Taos movie theater.

When the family returned to San Francisco, they were confronted with the financial free fall of the Depression. No one had any idea what was ahead for themselves or the country. Following the pattern begun with Consie, Dorothea decided to board her boys, now seven and four, with a family in nearby Marin County. Telling friends it was to save money, Dorothea and Maynard moved into their respective studios a few doors away from each other on Montgomery Street. But the truth was more complicated: they had been growing apart. “I wasn’t really involved in the vitals of the man, not the vitals,” Dorothea said later. “I continued to reserve a small portion of my life, and that was my photographic area.”31



TO THE STREETS

As much as she enjoyed working with her wealthy clients, Dorothea was keenly aware of the distress on the streets outside her studio. Millions of people were out of work now with no end in sight, and painfully little government relief available. “I was aware there was a very large world out there that I had not entered too well, and I decided I’d better,”32she said. She wanted to be involved and be useful, though she wasn’t quite sure how.

Looking down from her second floor studio window on Montgomery Street one day, she saw an unemployed, down-on-his-luck man pause at the corner below, uncertain which direction to take: one way led the waterfront and wholesale districts, another to the seedy flophouses and prostitution of San Francisco’s notorious Barbary Coast. Dorothea was afraid, but determined. She loaded film into her cumbersome studio camera and headed for the streets below, “driven by the fact that I was under personal turmoil to do something,”33 she explained. “It was the first day that I ever made a photograph on the street.”34

Near Dorothea’s studio, a woman nicknamed the “White Angel” ran a soup kitchen for the unemployed men who drifted into town looking for work, surviving on handouts. Despite being nervous about photographing in the slums of San Francisco, Dorothea headed straight there. She didn’t linger long in the crowd of hungry, bewildered men, stopping only long enough to take four exposures. “I wasn’t accustomed to jostling about in groups of tormented, depressed and angry men, with a camera,” she said. “I was afraid of what was behind me—not in front of me.”35 She worried someone would grab her camera from behind, or sneak up and hit her.
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Contact Sheet of White Angel Breadline

San Francisco, California, 1933



Dorothea developed her negatives, made a print of her best shot—a lonely-looking man facing her, the crowd behind him turned away—and pinned it up on the wall of her studio. Her wealthy portrait clients were taken aback by the image, and asked, “What are going to do with it?”36 She had no idea. She only knew she felt compelled to go out again, to be on the streets with her camera, photographing. With increasing frequency, Dorothea would head out of her studio with her camera and roam San Francisco’s poorer districts. To her relief, she found no one objected when she quietly set up her camera, took a few shots, then slipped away. Her “cloak of invisibility,” cultivated years earlier on the Bowery, protected her camera as well.

In the spring of 1934, San Francisco braced for a big demonstration on May Day. With no end in sight to the depression, people’s desperation rose and strikes and demonstrations of the unemployed increasingly turned violent. Dorothea was determined to go out with her camera despite the violence.

I will set myself a big problem. I will go there, I will photograph this thing, I will come back, and develop it. I will print it, and I will mount it and I will put it on the wall, all in twenty-four hours. I will do this, to see if I can just grab a hunk of lightning.37
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Workers Unite

San Francisco, California, 1934

A few months later, several of Dorothea’s May Day photographs were exhibited at a small gallery where they were seen by Paul Taylor, an associate professor of economics at the University of California at Berkeley. Since the late 1920s he’d been studying Mexican labor in California’s fields. He took extensive notes in the field, as well as photographs he snapped with a pocket-size Kodak camera. But Paul immediately saw the difference between his photographs and hers. When he saw the show, he had just finished writing a revealing, thoughtful article on the San Francisco General Strike, the latest and bloodiest in the long series of disagreements between workers and employers that had boiled over in July. The governor had declared a state of emergency and the National Guard was set up at the waterfront with steel helmets and bayonets, even machine gun nests.

Paul asked Dorothea if he could use her May Day photograph of a man at a microphone to accompany his soon-to-be published article.38 Dorothea was pleased her photograph had found a use. The image became the frontispiece of Paul’s September, 1934, article in Survey Graphic magazine. The editor paid Dorothea fifteen dollars, her first payment for work outside her studio.



TO THE FIELDS AND CAMPS

Paul Taylor had a passionate belief in the family farm as the basis of American democracy, and was deeply opposed to the huge agricultural farm operations that depended on a large, itinerant labor pool. Without steady work or permanent homes, the migrants followed the crops as growers needed workers to plant, weed, and harvest their crops. There was no settling down, just endless cycles of moving, working, and moving again. The migrants lived in tents and shacks cobbled together of corrugated iron or cardboard set up near streams, by the side of the road, or next to the town dump. There were rarely decent sanitary facilities, and disease ran through the squatters’ camps like wildfire.

Late in 1934, the California State Emergency Relief Administration (SERA) turned to Paul for help. Instead of the customary single American men who worked alongside the Mexicans, following the California crops and filling the soup kitchens, families in old jalopies were pouring into California by the thousands. Who were these people and why had they come? What needed to be done to help them?39 Paul knew Dorothea’s photos would be much more impactful than any of the words he could write. Paul asked SERA if they would hire Dorothea, but there was no money in the budget for a photographer. Finally he talked them into hiring her as a typist; her film and darkroom supplies to be reimbursed under “office supplies.”

On their first trip for SERA in March 1935, Dorothea and Paul drove down to Nipomo, California, to report on living and working conditions among the pea pickers. Dorothea had never seen anyone work the way Paul did. He began with simple, non-threatening questions, “How far is it to the next town?” or, “Where can I get gas?” Slowly gaining the migrants’ trust, he would become more specific, “What’s the work going on here?” and “Where do the people come from who do this work?”40 Paul would elicit information about wages, and what living and working conditions were like. In a small notebook, he would jot down their answers, filling in more information once he was back in his car.

Paul urged Dorothea to get comfortable with field work, not to worry if she didn’t take even one photograph of the migrants the first day, but she wasn’t fazed. “She made ’em all right! Made them the first day,” Paul said. “She just quietly walked up to them with her camera. No problems in her relations with the pea-pickers, at all.”41

It was as if she’d been photographing out in the fields under a wide-open sky all her life.
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Paul Taylor in Migrant Labor Camp

Coachella Valley, California, c. 1935

Paul immediately submitted reports using Dorothea’s photographs, recommending the government build camps to provide decent housing for the migrants. Farm owners were bitterly opposed to the camps, afraid they would be used by the migrants to organize. Hostile townspeople wanted migrants to keep moving. But Paul persevered, and money was allocated to a statewide program. In Nipomo, land was scraped off and leveled to build a camp before the next winter’s cold, wet pea-picking season. By June, two camps in California were set up with tents, running water, toilets, and a place to gather. Facing local pressure, the camp project in Nipomo was abruptly halted.42, 43
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Resettlement Administration Report, “Agricultural Laborers of California: Migrant Camp Project,” Paul Taylor and Dorothea Lange

California, August 1935
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Resettlement Administration Report, “Rural Rehabilitation Camps for Migrants,” Paul Taylor and Dorothea Lange

California, April 1935

Dorothea quickly absorbed Paul’s working techniques. She started to carry her own notebook, listening attentively to the migrants, then slipping back to her car to write down what they’d said. “She really had their phraseology, the essence of it,”44 Paul said. She wanted to use the migrants’ own words to express the complex link between the land and the people who worked on it.

In the summer of 1935 Dorothea and Paul were transferred to the Resettlement Administration (RA),45 one of the many New Deal programs set up by Franklin Roosevelt to help pull the country out of the depression. Dorothea was officially hired as a Field Investigator, Photographer, her territory increased to include Nevada, Utah, New Mexico, and Arizona, as well as California. She was soon assigned to work under Roy Stryker, head of the Information Division, continuing to work for him as the RA became the Farm Security Administration (FSA).46

Stryker’s mandate was to show the desperate conditions of the rural poor to Americans, and to persuade political leaders to allocate aid. He set up a darkroom and studio in Washington, DC, and hired a staff of photographers, among them Jack Delano, Walker Evans, Russell Lee, Gordon Parks, Arthur Rothstein, Ben Shahn, and Marion Post Wolcott. Newspapers and magazines ran their photos, along with stories explaining the plight of the migrants, the causes of the dust bowl, and the need for government programs to fund loans and assist farmers to relocate.

Letters between Stryker and Dorothea flew back and forth, her pages bursting with reports on field conditions, camaraderie, irritation, insistent needs for travel funds, special allowances for doing her own printing, and urgent appeals for approval to cover new tragedies as they unfolded.

Stryker sometimes gave Dorothea assignments with detailed preparation on the subject, which she only partially followed. Paul had helped her understand the economic and social issues of the agricultural workers, how to be “a social observer.”47 But she didn’t want to overprepare, compartmentalize, set herself up to only see certain things. “To know ahead of time what you’re looking for means you’re then only photographing your own preconceptions,” she said, “which is very limiting, and often false.”48 She had to find her own way.

Dorothea was nearly always out in the field photographing, back home captioning and packaging her work to send to Stryker, or preparing for her next trip. She closed her portraiture business and devoted herself to the work with Paul. On a hard, fast trip to the Imperial Valley, standing knee-high in wild flowers, they realized with a sudden exhileration that they were in love. Both married, it came upon them unexpectedly, their shared political passion becoming personal. On a train trip to Washington, DC, late in the summer Paul wrote her an impassioned letter, “Why do I love you? For your complete honesty and integrity. For the clarity with which you see people. For the courage with which you face them. . . . For your gaiety, delicious sense of humor. . . .” Later he wrote across the top, “Not the leave-on-the-desk kind of a letter, is it?”49

Paul and Dorothea soon told their spouses. Though neither Maynard nor Paul’s wife, Katharine Whiteside Taylor, wanted a divorce, they didn’t stand in Paul and Dorothea’s way. To get around lengthy California divorce laws, Maynard and Katherine agreed to spend six weeks in Reno, Nevada, expediting quick divorces. On December 6, 1935, Paul and Dorothea were married by a Justice of the Peace in Albuquerque, New Mexico. That same afternoon Dorothea went out and photographed. “And our work went on from then, together,”50 Paul said.

While driving near Mills, New Mexico, thick clouds of dust suddenly appeared on the horizon, then billowed straight toward them. “It happened very, very quickly,” Dorothea said. “We were in this thing before I realized what it was.” She risked taking a few exposures as the dust swept over them and obliterated the surrounding farms. Then she ran for the car. “I knew that much grit would sandblast the lens and get into the gears and I couldn’t work the rest of the way.”51

On her return to Berkeley, life became immeasurably more complicated for Dorothea. Paul’s first wife, Katharine, enrolled at Columbia University to get her doctorate of education. Katharine decided for the first year to leave her children with Paul and Dorothea, and headed to New York alone. Dorothea now had a querulous group of two children and three stepchildren to manage: Paul’s thirteen-year-old daughter, Katherine; ten-year-old son, Ross; and six-year-old daughter Margot, as well as her own two sons, now ten and seven. Paul and Dorothea moved into a small two-bedroom house in Berkeley and boarded the children out with several other families for the first year. When they weren’t on the road, they gathered the children together for the weekend, often heading to Chinatown for dinner in a restaurant at one of the big, round, family-style tables.


[image: image]



Paul Taylor and Dorothea Lange

Photograph by Imogen Cunningham, 1939




[image: image]



Migrant Agricultural Worker’s Family. Seven Children Without Food. Mother Aged Thirty–Two. Father is a Native Californian.

Nipomo, California, 1936

Early in February 1936, Dorothea was approved for a month on the road, assigned to photographing California’s rural and urban slums as well as farmworkers. Her start was delayed by severe storms slamming the coast, but she finally took off, heading south for Los Angeles. This time she was on her own. On February 24th, she wrote Stryker from Bakersfield, saying she’d had to leave the San Luis Obispo area before the bridge washed out. “Tried to work in the pea camps in heavy rain from the back of the station wagon. I doubt that I got anything. . . . Made other mistakes too. . . . I make the most mistakes on subject matter that I get excited about and enthusiastic. In other words, the worse the work, the richer the material was.”52

The cold, wet conditions of Northern California gave way to sweltering heat in Los Angeles, a “vile town,”53 Dorothea wrote. By the beginning of March she was headed home, exhausted, her camera bags packed on the front seat beside her.

Hours later, the hand-lettered “Pea pickers camp” sign flashed by her. Did she have it in her to try one more time?

She did.

The long, hard rains that had delayed Dorothea at the outset of her journey had deluged the Nipomo pea pickers. And even as Dorothea drove north and homeward, the camp was still floundering in water and mud. Not long before Dorothea arrived, Florence Thompson and four of her six children, along with some of the other stranded migrants, had moved to a higher, sandy location nearby. Thompson left word at the first camp for her partner, Jim Hill, on where to find them. Earlier in the day he’d set off walking with Thompson’s two sons to find parts for their broken-down car.

The sandy camp in front of a windbreak of eucalyptus trees is where Dorothea pulled in and found Florence Thompson and her children. They were waiting for Hill and the boys to show up, for the ground to dry, for crops to ripen for harvesting. They were waiting for their luck to change.

In minutes, Dorothea took the photograph that would become the definitive icon of the Great Depression, intuitively conveying the migrants’ perilous predicament in the frame of her camera.

Though she’d been alone on this trip, Dorothea preferred to have company and help. Paul wasn’t always available, so Dorothea hired Imogen Cunningham’s teenage son, Rondal Partridge, paying him a dollar a day. He would enthusiastically drive Dorothea up and down the back roads, as she urged him, “Slow down, Ron, slow down!” When Dorothea saw something interesting—a woe begotten family straggling along the roadside, a boss in the field, a camp—they’d get out of the car and walk over.

Dorothea’s limp was obvious as she made her way across the uneven ground. It proved to be disarming. “Where I walk into situations where I am very much an outsider,” she said, “to be a crippled person, or a disabled person, gives an immense advantage. People are kinder to you. It puts you on a different level than if you go into a situation whole and secure.”54

She moved slowly, deliberately, among the migrants who’d been struck down by adversity. But Dorothea didn’t photograph to show them as broken, busted, in need of handouts. She searched to portray their courage and strength, trying to find it in their postures, the ingenuity of their shelters, their willingness to work hard, and their valiant attempts to care for their children.

Dorothea often photographed women as they struggled to keep themselves and their children fed and clothed. By showing what wasn’t, she could reveal what was. Instead of doorways, she photographed tent flaps, hastily constructed wooden structures, gaping spaces where families had no door to shut and close out the world. Over and over again she was drawn to photograph freshly washed clothes hanging on impromptu clotheslines. The beauty of the drying clothes that had caught her attention all those years ago in Hoboken now took on a new significance.

In the summer of 1936 Paul and Dorothea set out through the Southwest, tracing in reverse the migrants’ route. She photographed the drought-parched fields, the “Oakies” and “Arkies” heading west, camped by the side of the road, cooking over open fires.

As Dorothea and Paul continued east into the Deep South, she found a whole system of land tenancy she’d known nothing about. Instead of farmers who’d been blown off their land, Dorothea found a social order holding people rigidly in place. “I couldn’t pry the two apart,” she said. “Earlier, I’d gotten at people through the ways they’d been torn loose, but now I had to get at them through the ways they were bound up.”55 Some of the farmers she photographed were tenants who owned their own tools, raised their animals, paid for their seed and feed, and owed a monthly rent to the landowner. Others, white and black, were sharecroppers. Supplied with seed and feed by the landowner, they turned over their crop to him, receiving back a “share.” It was a notoriously unjust system. Sharecroppers easily spiraled down, year after year, into increasing debt to the landowner. Until clear of debt, sharecroppers weren’t free to leave.

Dorothea photographed the tired-out land, and the tired-out tenants. She was drawn to the men’s gathering places: the porches of general stores and gas stations. She found the women in front of their houses, washing laundry, drawing water from the well, or gathered on Sundays for church. She photographed whole families working in the fields, where even the smallest children picked worms off tobacco plants and boll weevils off cotton.

By the time Dorothea and Paul made it back home to Berkeley, they’d logged seventeen thousand miles56 rattling over rough roads, through the heat and humidity of a southern summer. Countless times, Dorothea had walked up to complete strangers, saying she worked for the government and would like to take a few pictures. She explained the photos would show the authorities in Washington what was wrong, so they could figure out programs to help.

Once people were comfortable with her, Dorothea would take out her Rolleiflex, or set up her Graflex on a tripod. She wasn’t interested in holding one of the small, newer 35 mm cameras up to her eye, preferring to look down into the larger format cameras. And the big negative size—21/4 × 21/4 inches for the Rolleiflex, and 4 × 5 inches for the Graflex—produced rich, highly detailed negatives. If she wanted to crop to show only a part of the image, the negative was large enough. “I am not one of these people who sees a finished print before I take the picture,” Dorothea explained. “Sometimes I use just a fraction of the negative.”57 At other times, it was different. She called her most focused periods “saturation days,” or referred to the deep immersion she experienced as “getting lost.” She cherished those rare days, exhausting as they were. On those saturation days, working at her peak, “the final picture is pretty much what I see as I take it.”58
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Tobacco Sharecropper and His Children Working on Tobacco Patch, “Topping” and “Worming”

Person County, North Carolina, 1939
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Two Tenant Farmers

Chatham County, North Carolina, 1939

For the next three summers, Dorothea headed out on long road trips. Usually she was with Paul, who was consulting on farming conditions for the Social Security Board. They drove tirelessly through the Southwest, Midwest, and South. Unlike the rest of the FSA photographers, all based on the East Coast, who could regularly arrange to go in to Stryker’s office in Washington, DC, Dorothea had to settle for letters and phone calls, and the occasional visit back East. Stryker’s frequent letters to her on the road were full of instructions—what subjects he wanted photographed, where he wanted her to head next. With constant restrictions being placed on his budget, he repeatedly insisted on frugality.

Unable to process her film while on the road, Dorothea mailed the negatives to Washington to be developed and printed in his lab. Stryker sent the prints back to her in three groups: accepted, doubtful, and rejected. If he didn’t like an image he tore it in half, or punched a hole in the negative.59

Stryker continually asked Dorothea to cover drought, soil erosion, and tenancy problems. From the Texas Panhandle she wrote back that in Childress and Hall counties she’d found “people put off farms, tenants, often of years standing and established—with tractors coming in purchased by the landowners with soil conservation money. The ex-tenants are homeless and landless. How far across Texas the same story holds I do not yet know.”60

As she traveled deeper into the South, Dorothea found the same conditions. Mechanized farming, unmentioned in earlier government reports, was throwing people off the land at unprecedented rates. Paul, sending his reports into the Social Security Office, estimated the tractor and the four-row cultivator (which could do the work of eight men and eight mules) had made more tenants landless than all the earlier years of drought.

Tenants and “croppers,” reduced to working sporadically as wage laborers and relying on woefully inadequate relief, were unable to feed their families. They scattered out to California and other states. They were living under a system unfair for whites, vastly more so for blacks. Few were even able to vote; in the “Solid South”61 less than half the whites could vote, and virtually no blacks, with unaffordable poll taxes and literacy tests rigged for failure.62

Dorothea found ways to illustrate the social order; in the Mississippi Delta, she photographed a white overseer, well-fed stomach bulging, his foot up on the bumper of his car, while four black field hands behind him on a porch seemed to recede into the background. She filled her captions with information, sometimes bringing down censorship from Stryker’s office; captioning the photo of an elderly African American she wrote the following: “Old Negro—the kind the planters like. He hoes, picks cotton, and is full of good humor.” Stryker’s office made the captioned photo available after cutting a sentence, “The kind the planters like.”63
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Old Negro. He Hoes, Picks Cotton and Is Full of Good Humor.

Aldridge Plantation, Mississippi, 1937

But it wasn’t only people Dorothea photographed. She took pictures of empty shacks, dust piled in drifts, farm implements standing against a wall, canned vegetables in a larder. She was drawn to the patterns in weather-worn planking of homes and barns, rows of crops and roads disappearing into the horizon, the arc of tractor furrows in a field. When scholar Anne Whiston Spirn went through Dorothea’s 1939 images—three thousand in all—she found almost half consisted of landscapes and buildings, and had no people in them at all.64

On Dorothea’s return home, she’d carefully caption her photographs, spending weeks to write up the notes that she had previously jotted down with great excitement in her notebooks. Her commitment to careful detail exhausted her. In October 1937 she wrote Stryker, “I am not yet through with this god-damn captioning job by any means, although I am working on it just as hard as I can. Sometimes it goes fast, but sometimes I get stuck and have to go walk around the block or dig in the garden. I write ‘tenant farmer’ and ‘Mississippi’ in my sleep.”65 She’d send off a packet, and then head out again, tirelessly photographing in the West and Pacific Northwest.

In 1938, Dorothea asked Stryker if she could use her FSA photos to illustrate a book she wanted to put together with Paul. Though Stryker was initially alarmed about using government property—even her photos—he finally relented and gave his permission. Over the next year she and Paul intermittently took time to work on the book, finally renting a tiny one room apartment so she could lay the photos out in pairs on the floor, trying out the facing pages while Paul wrote the accompanying text.

While Dorothea and Paul were working on their book, John Steinbeck’s novel Grapes of Wrath came out and was promptly labeled a “pack of lies” and “Communist propaganda”66 by the Associated Farmers of California. Dorothea and Paul redoubled their efforts to make a book that would show the actual conditions of the migrants, and highlight the need for a national program to ease their problems. Even as they were finishing, six thousand displaced farm families were still pouring into California each month.67

Publication of An American Exodus in January 1940 coincided with several important events, once again sending Dorothea’s life heading in a new direction. Faced with yet another series of budget cuts in the fall of 1939, Stryker was forced to reduce his remaining photography staff from three to two. He terminated Dorothea effective January 1, 1940.

It was a tough loss for Dorothea. As she wrote Stryker several months later, “Once an FSA guy, always an FSA guy. You don’t easily get over it.”68 And with the war intensifying in Europe, Americans turned their attention away from the plight of the migrants and desperate farmers and toward Europe and the impending question of our involvement in another world war. An American Exodus was quickly remaindered.

Dorothea had a few temporary assignments for the Bureau of Agricultural Economics, but personal matters took the foreground. The Berkeley house was far too small for Dorothea, Paul, and their children, now teenagers. Dorothea found a spacious home nearby, nestled right next to Codornices Park in the North Berkeley hills. She loved the ancient, massive oaks that stood all around the wood-shingled house, letting in a soft, diffuse light. When the empty lot below came up for sale, Paul and Dorothea bought it and built a separate studio for Dorothea. It was simple: just a darkroom, workroom, and small bathroom, built with simple, spare lines. Tall windows reached to the ceiling to let in the light. She furnished it sparsely. It was, she said, a place to work, not play. On the long, clean expanses of her workroom walls she pinned photographs—taken both by herself and others—as well as favorite quotations, and newspaper and magazine clippings. Overlooking a creek, it was at least twenty-five yards down a brick path from the kitchen door of their house to the Dutch door of her studio. Dorothea hoped, as her son Dan later noted, that the distance would “discourage the domestic interruptions which so often conspire to heckle professional ladies clean out of their professions.”69
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Dorothea Lange’s Studio

Berkeley, California, Photograph by Rondal Partridge, c. 1957

It wasn’t just Dorothea’s personal life that was changing. On February 19, 1942, two months after the attack on Pearl Harbor, President Roosevelt signed Executive Order 9066. The order authorized the establishment of concentration camps for one hundred ten thousand Japanese Americans—seventy thousand of whom were citizens born in the United States. The vast majority of Americans supported Roosevelt’s action, some with astonishing vitriol. Henry McLemore wrote the following in the San Francisco Examiner.

Herd ’em up, pack ’em off and give ’em the inside room in the badlands. Let ’em be pinched, hurt, hungry and dead up against it . . . Let us have no patience with the enemy or with anyone whose veins carry his blood . . . Personally, I hate the Japanese.70

Paul and Dorothea were deeply opposed to the evacuation, but there was little they could do. “This was wartime,” said Paul. “You couldn’t challenge the government decision to evacuate Japanese once it was made.”71 His main recourse was to join the newly formed Committee on American Principles and Fair Play. He and the other members could “remind people that the evacuees were not convicted, were not found guilty of anything, that they were entitled to every consideration under American principle and fair play.”72

Along with several other photographers, Dorothea was asked to work for the War Relocation Authority (WRA) photographing the internment. Presumably the government wanted to show how orderly the process was, and how humanely the internees were treated. Despite her opposition, she took the job. “She wanted to do it,”73 Paul said. After years of documentary work, Dorothea knew the value of visual records.
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Dorothea Lange Photographing the Japanese-American Evacuation

San Francisco, California, 1942

Without waiting to be put on the payroll, Dorothea began traveling around the Bay Area taking photos of Japanese American families, homes, farms, and businesses. She made sure she showed how ordinary, how American, their lives were.

Once the dates for evacuating were announced, Dorothea chronicled the families’ last efforts to put their lives in order in the short time they were given. At first it looked like a narrow, well-defined job to her. “There was a sharp beginning to it, a sharp end; everything about it was highly concentrated. Actually, though, it wasn’t narrow at all. The deeper I got into it, the bigger it became.”74

For months Dorothea worked sixteen-hour days, always with a sense of urgency. She was overwhelmed by the responsibility, not sure her skills were adequate to capture what she was witnessing, increasingly afraid she’d be fired.

Up before daylight, Dorothea photographed the internees as they stood in long lines with the few belongings they could carry, waiting to board trains and buses. She followed them to a temporary assembly center, Tanforan Race Track, where they were housed in hastily vacated stables, still stinking of urine and horse manure. Later she drove down to the first internment camp, Manzanar Relocation Center, just west of Death Valley, California. Dorothea photographed the internees’ rudimentary medical clinic and the agricultural fields they cultivated. As the internees settled in, she took pictures of art classes, old men playing Goh, and boys playing baseball. She was there when one of the frequent hot desert wind storms swept over the long rows of barracks, the dust nearly blotting out the American flag snapping in the wind.

Dorothea’s assistant Rondal had joined the navy, so she asked twenty-two-year-old Christina Gardner to drive, carry her cameras, and reload her film. Everywhere they went, Dorothea’s papers were checked and rechecked. She was delayed, questioned, and followed by the Military Police, who didn’t share the WRA’s enthusiasm for a photographic record. There was a litany of off-limit subjects: no photographs of the guard towers, the machine guns, the barbed wire fencing. No photos of the toilets, six pairs installed back-to-back in a large room, without partitions for privacy.

“All the difficulties of doing it were immense,”75 Dorothea said. But it was much more than the physical hardship and restrictions. Most alarming to Dorothea was the loss of civil liberties. Christina thought Dorothea “was consumed with fear over what she dreaded.” She seemed to think “we were going to turn into a fascist state overnight during the war.”76

To Dorothea, it was “an example of what happens to us if we lose our heads. What was horrifying was to do this completely on the basis of what blood may be coursing through a person’s veins, nothing else. Nothing to do with your affiliations or friendships or associations. Just blood.”77

Dorothea’s fear and her habit of long, punishing work hours took a toll on her health. In the hotel room they would share at night, Christina could hear Dorothea stifling groans as her painful stomach ulcers flared up. Days were only slightly better as Dorothea struggled to function, ignoring the pain as best as she could.

After three work trips to Manzanar, illness and exhaustion forced Dorothea to take shorter assignments closer to home. In 1942 she went to work for the Office of War Information (OWI) photographing the four freedoms: (1) freedom of speech, (2) freedom of worship, (3) freedom from want, (4) freedom from fear. It was blatant propaganda. Her photographs were used for magazines and pamphlets distributed in Europe and North Africa to show how well some of the white “minority” groups—Italian, Yugoslavian, and Spanish Americans—were doing in the United States. Never one to exactly follow an assignment, she managed to slip in photographs of the Mexican Braceros arriving in California in 1942 to work in the fields. “The war and the consequences of the war,” Dorothea said, “just barely reached into those photographs.”78

Dorothea was watching a tide of social change sweeping the Bay Area. After the attack on Pearl Harbor, the military dramatically expanded, and the war effort went into full gear. In the small town of Richmond, Kaiser Shipyards began building Liberty Ships and other merchant vessels. It quickly became the nation’s largest shipbuilding facility, employing nearly one hundred thousand people, working around the clock in eight-hour shifts.
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Shift Change 3:30 PM—Coming on of Yard 3—Kaiser Shipyards

Richmond, California, 1942

“These were defense years, war years, shipyard years,” Dorothea said. “There was overtime, and swing shifts, and graveyard shift, and everyone in the family worked. And the migratory workers settled down and slept under a roof and the Negroes kept coming in droves, leaving the cotton fields of the South, and everyone was welcome.”79

Grabbing spare bits of time, Dorothea followed the migrants once again, working “almost by instinct,”80 this time to the shipyards of Richmond, the overcrowded living conditions, the city streets vibrant with workers of all races and ages with money in their pockets to spend.

In 1944, Dorothea asked to be released for a few weeks from her OWI job to do a photo-essay with Ansel Adams for Fortune magazine on the shipyards. They drove to Richmond in Ansel’s station wagon loaded down with his equipment. Dorothea carried only her Rolleiflex, a camera bag, and her notebook. While Ansel set up his camera and tripod and waited for just the right light, Dorothea melted into the crowd with her Rolleiflex.

She was on her final job for the OWI in June and July 1945 photographing the founding United Nations conference in San Francisco when the pain from her ulcers became nearly unbearable. A doctor suggested she take it easy. “Take it easy?” she responded. “How can a photographer take it easy?”81

In August Dorothea was hospitalized with massive internal bleeding. Surgeries, multiple blood transfusions, and emergency hospitalizations followed, one after the other for the next five years, in a desperate attempt to restore her to health. “It was a terrible time,” Paul remarked. “We thought we had lost her.”82 In Dorothea’s convalescent periods at home she ate a carefully prescribed antiulcer diet, but the corrosive stomach acid caused esophagitis and constriction of the esophagus, making it increasingly difficult to eat.

Slowly, despite the severity of her condition, Dorothea improved.



PICTURE MAGAZINES

As soon as Dorothea was able to leave her bed, she headed for her studio. The next few years were painful and filled with setbacks, but they provided her with something she’d rarely had—time for reflection. She spent long days looking over her proof sheets and photos, slipping negatives out of their sleeves, making prints in the darkroom. “My affairs (photographic) are in a sort of upheaval right now,” she wrote a friend. “I’m doing, or beginning to do a little work, but nothing for any eyes but my own. I’ve torn my studio apart. I’ve thrown away mountains of photographic trash. I’ve cut off from some of my old moorings (ideas) . . .”83

Dorothea found photographs she’d totally forgotten, “insignificant little things I held on to, not knowing why. And now after years, I see why. I recognize something in them, that someday will come through and I will be able to use it in its true connection.”84

One of these connections was Dorothea’s “strong feelings about women.” In 1948, she was asked to contribute to an exhibition in Paris with the theme “a cry for peace and the struggle of women in all countries for democracy.”85 She was eager to see what she had in her files. “We need to be reminded these days about what women have been, and can be,” she said. “It’s a question of their really deep and fundamental place in society. I have a feeling that women need to be reminded of it. They are needed.”86

Dorothea began pairing her photographs of American women with photographs of their home or environment. She pulled out old photographs, printed new ones, and arranged them on her studio walls. But physically she was losing ground again, and when her health plummeted, the doctor ordered her back to the hospital. Regretfully, she put aside the project. She felt better after her hospital stay, and when Edward Steichen, Director of Photography at MoMA, asked her to be one of six photographers for his 1959 exhibition, “Sixty Prints by Six Women Photographers,” she was able to provide prints and be included.

“Doctors, doctors, doctors,” Dorothea scribbled on a scrap of paper, explaining the years with so little accomplished. After more treatments and bed rest, her health finally improved enough to venture out on short day trips to photograph. Unable to manage the heavier cameras, she took a smaller 35 mm camera, and set herself a new challenge.

In the past, events have always played a major role in the work I’ve done. First there was the depression, then the dustbowl, then the war. All of these were big, harsh, powerful things, and it was related to them that I tried to photograph people. Now I’m trying to get at something else. Instead of photographing men in relation to events, today I’m trying to probe the exchanges and communications between people, to discover what they mean to each other and to themselves. Usually too, I’m trying to do this in the most ordinary, familiar, usual kind of a way. Almost all of them are very subdued and subtle, things you have to look very hard to see, because they have been taken for granted not only by our eyes but, often, by our hearts as well.87

Back in her studio, Dorothea came up with several areas to explore: the walking wounded; a circle of friends; ballet; useful women; relationships.88 “Ballet” was her shorthand for capturing the graceful beauty in everyday movements—lifting a baby, pulling weeds, reaching out to shake a hand.
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Second Born

Berkeley, California, 1955

“Walking wounded” included both inner and outer scars. “There are many, many people on the streets today who are ‘walking wounded,’” she said. “I see the ‘walking wounded’ in myself and in my friends.” It was, she acknowledged, a “recurrent theme in my pictures.”89

In 1952 the photography curator at MoMA, Edward Steichen, decided to put together an exhibit he called Family of Man to celebrate the universality of human experience. Dorothea volunteered to help, and Steichen was delighted to accept. It was a perfect project for her, and the energies she had available. Dorothea looked through West Coast photographers’ portfolios, sending Steichen prints, showering him with her ideas about what should be on the walls. Deeply aware of the message the show would contain, she urged Steichen to make sure he included negative emotions as well as positive ones—jealousy, hatred, envy, loneliness.90 She functioned in essence, though not in title, as an assistant curator.

The show opened in January 1955 with contributions from 273 photographers, and more than 500 images hung on the walls, three of them Dorothea’s own photos. Though the show was panned by critics as sentimental, it was a runaway success, breaking all previous records for attendance at an art show. It was an invaluable experience for Dorothea in the multitude of ways photographs have to work together—complementing, reinforcing, even contradicting one another—to create a resonant show.

Dorothea’s increased health coincided with the new popularity of photojournalism and the rise of glossy picture magazines in the 1950s, such as Life and Look. Looking for new publication avenues, Dorothea asked Ansel to collaborate with her on a story about three Mormon towns in Utah. She and Ansel drove out with Paul and Dan: Paul helped gather information and smoothed the way with various Mormon officials, and Dan wrote the copy.

It required a very different shooting style than Dorothea was used to. “When she was doing an article for Life, she was focusing on a narrower subject,” Paul explained. “When she was out in the field photographing for the government, it was catch as catch can—whatever aspect of the general situation might pop up, we stopped by the roadside and that she took. Whereas, for the three Mormon villages, you worked those villages, and worked them over until you felt you had them presented . . . When you were with the FSA, you grabbed what you saw.”91 Dorothea chaffed under the constraints; there were rigid publication deadlines, and the editors had total control of the photo selection, layout, captions, and text. Of the more than one thousand images Dorothea and Ansel shot, less than thirty were used in the final article. And though Dorothea and Ansel had begun the project with great respect for each other’s visions, in the end they were pulling in two different directions.

Taking her cumbersome Graflex and a 35 mm camera, Dorothea and Dan traveled next to County Clare, Ireland, for an article on country people. For six weeks she worked tirelessly in her old FSA style, shooting twenty-four hundred images. She captured rural life in stone houses, fields and peat stacks, haying, donkeys and sheep, livestock auctions and churches. As always, she took tender and revealing portraits, especially of the young Irish she encountered. Dorothea loved the bright green hills, the endless mist and rain, with occasional bursts of sunlight breaking through the clouds. “Ireland is always contrary, you know,” she said. “But once in a while the whole earth smiles for a minute,” she said, “and then it’s different.”92

Though she proposed, photographed, and turned in two more photo-essays for Life, neither was published by the magazine. But one, on the flooding of a small, fertile valley in California, came out in 1958 as an entire issue of Aperture Magazine.

It was a heartfelt project for Dorothea. As ever-increasing amounts of water were needed for Solano County in the San Francisco Bay Area, the Bureau of Reclamation proposed damming the nearby Berryessa Valley. Residents fought hard against it, and lost. In 1953, funding was allocated and the project began its inexorable progress. Over the next few years the villagers and farm families were removed, their cattle sold off, the massive oak and olive trees cut down. The cemetery was exhumed, houses and barns burned to the ground. When the dam was finished in December 1957, Putah Creek would slowly rise, and in eighteen months would obliterate the valley.

The flooding of the Berryessa Valley in the name of “progress” symbolized all that Dorothea hated about losing her “legendary, romantic” California. “We have, in my lifetime, changed from rural to urban. In my lifetime, that little space, this tremendous thing has happened.”93 Dorothea was determined to document the loss of both the community and the valley that had sustained them for generations. She and photographer Pirkle Jones made repeated trips in 1956 and 1957 to document the last year of life in the valley, and its destruction. Dorothea and Pirkle insisted the photographs in Death of a Valley had a larger meaning than just the Berryessa Valley. They were photographing changing values, to “remind our viewers of the price of progress.”94

Dorothea was in her early sixties now, her health tenuous, her ability to work unpredictable. Despite the daily hardships, she found a quiet, abiding pleasure in her growing family. The five children she and Paul had knit into a family, albeit, as Dorothea readily admitted, a very complicated family, were married and having children of their own. Dan, John, and Ross lived nearby with their wives and young children. Dorothea spent many attentive hours with her grandchildren, a luxury she’d rarely had with her own children. To photograph the “familiar,” she hung a camera on a hook in the kitchen, and another in the living room, so she always had a loaded camera within easy reach.

Eager to have the family together, Paul and Dorothea leased an old, weather-beaten cabin at Steep Ravine in nearby Marin County. Perched on a cliff overlooking the Pacific Ocean, winds buffeted the tiny cabin, flinging salt water spray on the windows, and shaking the thin walls. Morning fog curled around it until the sun broke through, warming the surrounding heather until the air was heady with the smell of it. It quickly became a favorite weekend gathering place. Here, Dorothea could enjoy her family, relax, and capture ordinary moments, like her young grandson Andrew walking. She photographed, not with the theme of family in mind, but “freedom, the circumstances under which people, children and their parents, and their friends, feel unlocked and free.”95
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Andrew at Steep Ravine

California, 1957



WORLD TRAVELER

Early in 1958, Paul was asked to consult in Asia by the Agency for International Development (AID). For several years he’d been a consulting economist with government agencies and private foundations on community development and land use in developing countries. While others focused on increasing output through mechanization, irrigation, and efficient crop production, Paul wanted to help policy makers understand the importance of local family farms. While his were not the prevailing views, Paul tackled his job with perseverance, and optimism that small farms could survive, and even flourish.

Knowing he would be gone for months, Paul wanted Dorothea to accompany him. She was reluctant, unsure her health could take the long trip. She asked her doctor what he thought. “What’s the difference whether you die here or there,” he replied. “Let’s go!”96
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Pakistan

1958

In July Dorothea and Paul took off on an eight-month odyssey, flying to Japan, traveling on to Korea, Hong Kong, and the Philippines. They continued west through Vietnam, Thailand, Indonesia, Bali, India, Pakistan, and Afghanistan, finally heading home through Europe.

Dorothea was immediately overwhelmed by what she experienced. “Can Asia be photographed on black and white film?” she wrote in her journal. “I am confronted with doubts as to what I can grasp and record on this journey. The pageant is vast, and I clutch at tiny details, inadequate.”97

From the very beginning, Dorothea struggled with her health, challenged by rough travel and unsanitary conditions. “Photography is at a standstill,” she wrote in her journal in Korea. “Health precarious. My mind is not easy because I want to work, and my inability to cope with the difficulties is galling to me. I do not do it. And my excuses are good. Nevertheless, I do not do it. I see plainly that I am old, and the burden of age is not being accepted. Who can photograph Korea?”98

Dorothea persisted. “The market photographing and the street photography is very difficult indeed. I am immediately the center of a pushing mob of children and curious adults if I stop walking for a minute. If I continue to move on they become a parade. I tried it all again today with Paul’s help. Nevertheless, Korea has gotten into the bloodstream. I wonder if any of the other countries we will visit will have such a hold.”99

But Dorothea was also unencumbered by old, familiar limitations. With no assignment to fulfill, no deadline to meet, she could follow her instincts. She was drawn to themes she was so well-versed in: people working in fields, carrying babies, washing clothes, gathered in open markets. Dorothea distilled what she observed down to an essence: the lyrical grace of a woman walking with a burden on her head, shoes slipped off outside a doorway, a child’s serene face. Despite her physical fraility, she was working at the height of her visual powers, with a freedom she’d never experienced.

There were moments when time stood still and found her. Some she caught with her camera, others she missed, and lamented in her journal.

The older women on these crowded streets as they pass me, an older woman, sometimes from under the parasol, sometimes from under the head burden, look at me seriously and intently. Our eyes and attention meet, and in it I sense a Recognition which needs no words. We do not smile as we pass. We greet one another in a way to be remembered. I wish that I could photograph this.100

She focused, without consciously meaning to, on the bare legs and feet she saw so often throughout Asia. In Bali, their twelve-year-old guide asked Paul if Dorothea had a special camera for photographing legs.

Sharing a hotel room with Paul, closer than ever to his daily routine, she admired his steadfast work habits as he went into the field, attended meetings, met with dignitaries, and filled out tediously detailed reports. Still, she was not sure of the AID work he was so deeply committed to. In Vietnam she wrote in her journal, “If American aid moved out of Asia, if they had the courage to stand up to us, would, in the long run, these countries be in a better position to take their place among nations? Are we interrupting the course of their development? The AID program and its mores cause uneasiness. We’re like a conquering nation.”101

After India, Pakistan, and Afghanistan, Dorothea and Paul flew to Moscow, and on to Germany in early January 1959. Desperately sick with a high fever, Dorothea spent ten days in bed. Outside it was bitterly cold, inside under a thick feather comforter, she was warm. For the first time in decades Dorothea heard the German dialect she’d grown up with, and feverish memories of her childhood flooded her. “The people, so nearly forgotten, have come forward in character and colors,” she said. She thought of her grandmother Sophie, hearing again the sound of her sewing machine, remembering the white ribbons and bonnet she wore. The forgotten relatives were so vivid, so present, Dorothea thought she could write a book—a slim one—about each of them. It would be “just a mass of tiny details, the brooches they wore, for instance, with seed pearls, the winter hat of Aunt Caroline, her clean hands with the square fingernails. Could I ever write of my father—so hard that would be?”102 Paul told her he’d found twelve entries in the phone book with her family’s last name. “Let sleeping dogs lie, say I,”103 replied Dorothea.

The fever burned out, and they could go home. Home to family, to a new grandchild, to Dorothea’s darkroom so she could see what she’d caught on film.

I sit in the kitchen. Three months we have been home. I am waiting for the potatoes to be done; I have a head full of this and that, how to manage, what to do, details of everything, work undone, tensions and splinters. A clear high sweet sound reaches me, and fills me. A little bell. There it is, under the dark and dreadful eaves where we hung it, hoping that the winds of the Pacific would make it sing of that glittering Sunday morning in the miraculous temple of Bangkok. The sound is faint, but clear. Hello and goodbye to Bangkok, I say, as the potatoes finally boil.104

Paul was soon off again, this time to Cuba, without Dorothea. But when he was asked by the United Nations to look into the community development programs in Ecuador and Venezuela, Dorothea went with him. In mid-July they flew to Guayaquil, Ecuador. It wasn’t long before Dorothea wrote in her journal that it was an “ugly and terrible”105 city. Eager to get out, they headed into the Andes and over the mountains into the Amazon basin so Paul could see for himself the land reform projects there. They were warned the Indians in the Amazon Basin were “killers.” Dorothea protested. “But we Americans, with our money civilization, are in another sense savages, and we spread our ways and influence and poison.”106 On they went to Venezuela, where they hurried out of noisy, crowded Caracas to see the two and three acre allotments the Indians and mestizos farmed with help from a community development program.

After seven weeks they returned, Dorothea resolute this time in her desire to stay in Berkeley. “I thought I was going to live a quiet life. Here, at home,” she said. “All those grandchildren had shown up by then.”107 Paul’s desire to travel intervened once again. In early 1962 Dorothea had a prolonged stay in the hospital for two major surgeries. She recovered in time for Steichen to fly out to Berkeley during the summer to choose some of her FSA prints. He included them in his upcoming show, “The Bitter Years: Rural America as Seen by the Photographers of the Farm Security Administration.”

By the fall she felt healthy enough to join Paul in Egypt where he was teaching. On her way to Egypt she stopped in New York, arriving the day before the Bitter Years exhibition closed. She was shown through the gallery by John Szarkowski, the young assistant photography curator who would be taking over Steichen’s position. One of her photos opened the show: the upper torso of a thin, weather-beaten farmer against the sky, paired with Arthur Rothstein’s photo of a farmer and his son running through a dust storm toward shelter. As they walked through the exhibit, they approached a photo of Dorothea’s. Steichen had airbrushed out two men in the background to make the image more impactful. Knowing how temperamental Dorothea was about her work, Szarkowski was anxious, worried how she would react. When Dorothea saw the photo her mouth dropped open, and then she laughed at Steichen’s sheer gutsiness in daring to do such a thing. “And from the moment she laughed,” Szarkowski said, “I loved her.”108

Dorothea flew on to Egypt, and spent the spring of 1963 in Alexandria with Paul. Noticed and surrounded by people the moment she appeared, Dorothea found it nearly impossible to photograph. They left the city as often as possible. A trip along the Upper Nile and a ten-day visit to Sudan gave Dorothea rich material to photograph. “I enjoy looking quietly and intently at living human beings going about their work and duties and occupations and activities as though they were spread before us for our pleasure and interest,” she said. “And also to be only dimly self-aware, a figure who is part of it all, although only watching and watching.”109 They left in June, by way of Iran, Azerbaijan, Germany, and Switzerland.

Once again Dorothea was terribly ill, this time with malaria, forced to stop for three weeks at a hospital in Interlaken. It turned out to be an idyllic interlude for Dorothea and Paul. There was an enormous relief that she had something treatable. One entire wall of her room on the second floor was glass, with a spectacular view of the Bernese Alps. Paul would spend the day with her, quietly reading, only leaving at night for his hotel room when she was ready to sleep. It was September before they were back home again.



MUSEUM OF MODERN ART

In February 1964, Szarkowski sent Dorothea a letter that was part proposal, part command. He’d tried several times to set a time for an exhibition of her work, but she kept putting him off. He wrote to let her know “whether you like it or not,” he’d scheduled a date with his exhibitions committee for “a one-man show for two years from now.”110

There was no dodging it this time. It was the greatest challenge and biggest honor of her life in photography. No woman had been asked to do a one-person photography show at MoMA, and only five men: Henri Cartier-Bresson, Walker Evans, Edward Steichen, Paul Strand, and Edward Weston. In this major retrospective Dorothea would set, for all time, her legacy. “I would very much like to avoid it, and on the other hand, I feel I can’t,” she admitted. “I must get that exhibition together and put it on the wall for other people to look at.”111

Aware her stamina was limited, friends and colleagues jumped at the chance to help. But Dorothea knew she alone needed to shape the initial concept of the show. “I have to close the doors and bar the windows, unhitch the telephone and face it myself,” she said. “All the help in the world can’t do that part for me.”112 She had thousands of images to go through, taken while she had been developing her eye, growing as a photographer, understanding more profoundly the power of her medium to communicate.

Dorothea had always known she did her best work when she was “lost” while photographing, deeply attuned to her camera, the surroundings, and the people she was with. Now she had to let herself get lost in her photographic archives, in the rhythm and feel of decades of work, to see what she could pull out. Going through innumerable boxes of photos she was surprised to find ebbs and flows in her work. “Why was I working so well that two weeks, and then all of a sudden no good at all,” she wondered. “What was it? Was it the weather? Did I get tired? It’s very curious.”113

She found a note she’d written to herself on a negative envelope: “Trying to get lost again.” She explained how important, and yet elusive, “getting lost” was for her.

When I said I am trying to get lost again, I really expressed a very critical point of departure. And not very easy to do. Because you always have to do practical things: be home at 4:30, remember to get the butter, or get to the post office before they close. To get lost again is something that I have been able to do only a few times in my whole life. Only a few times. It should have been much more often.114

She knew many people would come to her show expecting to see a redux of her work for the Farm Security Administration. That was not her focus. “The time for me is past to do what is called the ‘documentary’ thing. I have done that. But out of those materials, I want to extract the things that are the universality of the situation, not the circumstance.”115

Weaker than ever, she moved her photography from her studio to the spacious living room in the house. One long wall was a bulletin board covered with light gray fabric. Here she could pin up photos, rearrange them, take them down, and substitute in others.

These few feet of wall are in constant use by me. Things that I put there are for me to study, to evaluate, to accept, to discard, to unify, to absorb. This wall is not for the people who come into the house to look at. If they look at it, it’s a by-product. Its purpose is interchange with me. I use it constantly.116

Dorothea arranged her photographs thematically, mulling over the categories she’d started in the late 1940s, letting them shift and change. Walking Wounded became Death and Disaster, and finally Last Ditch. She wanted to say something about “. . . the wounded, the crippled, the helpless, the rootless . . . about the last ditch.”117
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Dorothea Lange Working on the MoMA Exhibition

Berkeley, California, Photo by Rondal Partridge, 1964

She asked her darkroom assistant, Richard Conrat, to help. They spent weeks working in the living room and rooting through her negative storage closets upstairs. Dorothea tackled another topic she had long contemplated, “Home is where . . .” She decided to make it much more personal, focusing only on her own home and the life that surrounded her: Paul, her children and grandchildren, the massive oak trees surrounding the house. That way, “I lay myself wide open,” she said. Richard was incredulous. “You really believe in that personal risk-taking?” he asked. “I do,” Dorothea answered. “At my age and in my situation, it’s the only chance you ever get.”118

She pulled together a diverse group of faces from the United States, as well as Asia and the Middle East. “These photographs are a very close scrutiny of all the things that the human face can reveal,” she said, “which is the universal language. The same expressions are readable, understandable, all over the world. It’s shades of meaning; it’s explosions of emotion and passion.”119

A trip to the doctor’s office in the summer of 1964 revealed she had a cancerous tumor in her esophagus. A round of cobalt treatment failed to help. Hard on the heels of her diagnosis came a devastating loss for the family. She wrote a friend to let her know the terrible news.

In the last two weeks time has stood still. We lost our son Ross Taylor. He died last Thursday, inexplicably. And I know now that this time I shall not recover as I have been able to do so many times before, for I have an inoperable and incurable cancer of the esophagus, and the way ahead is unchartable. If it can be done, I am going to try to get my exhibition accomplished.120

Despite her grief, as well as her own physical pain and overwhelming fatigue, Dorothea felt she had to navigate her way through, find a way to say all she had to say in a few hundred well-chosen images. “I am weaker every day,” she admitted. “I have always had immense physical reserve. Immense. Very strong for a person who has such a bad body, very strong. I still can call on it, but it won’t last too long.”121
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Dorothea Lange

Photograph by Rondal Partridge, 1964

Now, friends and family were enlisted to help. Dorothea subsisted on spoonfuls of ice cream, soup, jars of strained baby food, and strong cups of tea or coffee with milk and sugar. Finishing the show became her sole objective. Once more, it was expenditure to the last ditch.

Aware Dorothea was dying, Szarkowski dropped everything and flew out from New York. He was nervous about working with her when she was terminally ill. But he knew it was important to provide a curatorial eye, a critical distance on her work. “I was not looking forward to the prospect of fighting with her about which pictures,” he said. “But she made it instantly clear that we were going to fight about it.”122

Many of Dorothea’s early choices he agreed with, but sometimes she wanted to use a photograph he considered boring. “Listen to me, young man,” she would say, “you were in knee pants and I was there, and that was a very important day. That was the day men first lined up to get their first social security payments.” Szarkowski would listen calmly. “All right,” he’d reply. “You stand in front of that picture during the twelve weeks of the exhibition and make that speech. Then it will be a good picture.”123

Szarkowski talked her out of certain images, and into others. Over the decades, Dorothea had seen Migrant Mother reproduced all over the world—in exhibits, magazines, and newspapers. The photograph no longer felt like it belonged to her. “She’s been shown enough!” Dorothea declared. “People think I didn’t make anything else!”124 But Szarkowski knew a retrospective of hers would not be complete without White Angel Breadline and Migrant Mother.

While Szarkowski insisted Dorothea look at her documentary work in a new light, he also encouraged her to include many images from her world travels. Meaning, context, and social change were not the point. He was using a different criteria, one in which Dorothea was happy to be encouraged. “She seemed to me during those final days all artist, all fire and sensibility,” he later wrote. “She admitted she had done her best work while trusting most fully to intuition and in the end she was even able, at times, to call herself an artist.”125 He left, knowing there would be disagreements ahead, but pleased at the direction the show was taking.
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Korean Child

Korea, 1958

There were always people moving quietly around the house now, preparing food, cleaning up, fielding phone calls, pinning Dorothea’s photo arrangements on the long wall. Paul protectively tried to make sure Dorothea rested and ate regularly, but she often pushed back, resisting until she had to be helped up to bed to rest. Szarkowski sent frequent letters from New York, reminding her of their shared vision, keeping her on track, but Dorothea was still up against her harshest critic. Looking at ever- changing arrangements of photos pinned up on the wall, friends and family often heard her mutter to herself, “Not good enough, Dorothea, not good enough.”126

By the end of May, Dorothea was done choosing her photos for the show. She wrote to let Szarkowski know she was about to send him a large crate with 250 work prints in it. “The relief that I have been able to put it through this far is rolling off me like sweat,”127 she wrote.

The photographs were in the groups they’d developed together. There was “Old South,” “Home,” “Asia,” “Ireland,” and “Egypt.” The rootless and helpless of the “Last Ditch” included White Angel Breadline. And in “New California,” Migrant Mother took her rightful place among the Mexican field workers, drought refugees, shipyard workers, and 1950s super highways.

One last group of prints Dorothea included in the crate was to be displayed as small images, often paired. She envisioned it as “a sort of obbligato which will speak in a different voice from the rest of the show.”128 Many of these were her closely cropped faces: tender, evocative, revealing. “These,” she said, “are unmasked faces.129

But she couldn’t rest yet. “Am working on the captions,” she wrote Szarkowski in June. “This is not a simple clerical matter, but a process, for they should carry not only factual information, but add clues to attitudes, relationships and meanings.”130

And then she was truly done. She had found her way through. “I have not yet been able to break the habit of thinking that everything is ahead,” she wrote. “That has been my lifelong attitude. I find that every day taken separately, with full weight given to every hour, has seen me through the last months, and in some ways, it has been a great time.”131

With the small reserves of energy she had left she went back to her files on the American Country Woman. She chose fifteen women, then paired each portrait with an image of the woman’s home or environment and sent them off to be made into a book.

In her last weeks, friends and colleagues came to visit in a steady stream, reminded by Paul to keep it short. Dorothea lay in bed under her white quilt, the light in the bedroom filtered through the high branches of the oak trees.

Photographer Robert Frank stopped by and sat next to her bed, talking. Suddenly Dorothea said, “I’ve just photographed you.” He was confused for a moment, and looked around for a camera. Then, “I understood,” he said. “She took a picture of me in her mind.”132

Dorothea died in the quiet, predawn hours on Monday, October 11, 1965, three months before her retrospective opened at MoMA.
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Camp near Shafter

California, 1940



“The camera is a great teacher, and the more people who use it the more aware they become of the possibilities of the visual world. The disciplines and the difficulties of obtaining this are immense. You wake up with it in the morning and you sustain it. You live it. You breathe it. You’re cut off from the moorings of the people around you. You actually are nourished and sustained by your eyesight. You look into everything, not only what it looks like but what it feels like. On that sort of attention great photographs will be made, and the best of the photographers have it once in a while.”133

Dorothea Lange 1895–1965
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We went into a country which was endless, and timeless, and cut off from the pressures that I thought were part of life. The earth, and the heavens, even the change of seasons, I’d never really experienced until that time. Then I became aware.

Two Native American Women

American Southwest, 1923–31
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Hopi Indian During Snake Dance

Walpi, Arizona, 1926
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Hopis on a Trail to Plaza

American Southwest, 1923–31




[image: image]



I can only say I knew I was looking at something. You know there are moments such as these when time stands still and all you do is hold your breath and hope it will wait for you. Sometimes you have an inner sense you have encompassed the thing generally. You know then that you are not taking anything away from anyone: their privacy, their dignity, their wholeness.

White Angel Breadline

San Francisco, California, 1933
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Unemployed Man,

San Francisco, California, 1934
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Unemployed Men on Howard Street,

San Francisco, California, 1934
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This photograph of the man with his head on his arms — five years earlier I would have thought it enough to take a picture of a man, no more. But now, I wanted to take a picture of a man as he stood in his world — in this case, a man with his head down, with his back against the wall, with his livelihood, like the wheelbarrow, overturned.

Man Beside Wheelbarrow

San Francisco, California, 1934
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Woman with Sign

San Francisco, California, 1934




[image: image]



May Day Listener

San Francisco, California, 1934
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Howard Street

San Francisco, California, 1934
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I had begun to talk to the people I photographed. The people in the city were silent people, and we never spoke to each other. But in the migrant camps, there were always talkers. It gave us a chance to meet on common ground—something a photographer like myself must find if he’s going to do good work.

Pea Pickers’ Children

Nipomo, California, 1935
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Date Pickers’ House

near Thermal, California, 1935
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The words that come direct from the people are the greatest. They are those words that I wrote down in my notebook twenty- five years ago with great excitement, just hoping I can hold on to them until I get back to the car. If you substitute one out of your own vocabulary, it disappears before your eyes.

Future Voter and His Mexican Father

California, 1935
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Mexican Laborers Camp

Near Thermal, California, 1935
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Drought Refugee’s Car on U.S. Highway 99 between Bakersfield and Famoso. Passed Twenty-Eight Cars of Drought Refugees between 9:00 and 9:45 in the Morning

California, 1936
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Pea Pickers’ Children: Case of Malnutrition, Contractors Camp

Nipomo, California, 1935
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Child in the Fields

California, c. 1935
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Cemetery

California, c. 1936
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I many times encountered courage, real courage. Undeniable courage. I’ve heard it said that that was the highest quality of the human animal. I encountered that many times, in unexpected places. And I have learned to recognize it when I see it.

Off for the Melon Fields (Mexican Labor)

Imperial Valley, California, 1935
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Migratory Worker on California Highway

1935
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Apricot Pickers’ Camp

Yuba County, California, 1935
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“They’re fixin’ to free all us fellows — free us for what? Free us like they freed the mules. They’re aimin’ at keeping fellows such as me right down on our knees — aimin’ at making slaves of us. We’ve got no more chance than a one-legged man in a foot-race.”

Some of the Carrot Pullers in the Coachella Valley

California, 1937
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Carrot Pullers

Coachella Valley, California, 1937
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Their roots were all torn out. The only background they had was a background of utter poverty. It’s very hard to photograph a proud man against a background like that, because it doesn’t show what he’s proud about. I had to get my camera to register the things about those people that were more important than how poor they were — their pride, their strength, their spirit.

Farmersville, California, c. 1938
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Refugees Detained at California Border

1935
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Outskirts of Marysville

California, 1935
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Migrant Man Shaving by Roadside on US 99 Between Bakersfield and the Ridge

En Route to San Diego, 1939
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Migrant Pea Pickers’ Camp in the Rain

San Luis Obispo County, California, 1936
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Two Families of Migrants from Missouri Looking for Work in the Pea Fields

California, 1936
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Migrant Mother no longer belongs to me. It’s all over! Why is that? I would like to put up a fine print of it, and along with it, one or two others that were made at the same time of the same subject: this is what it came out of.

Migrant Mother

Nipomo, San Luis Obispo County, California, 1936
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Pea Picker

Imperial Valley, California, 1939
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Near San Juan Bautista. Large-Scale Pea Field

California, 1939
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Oklahoma Child with Cotton Sack Ready to Go into the Field, 7 A.M.

California, 1936
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Dust Storm. It Was Conditions of This Sort Which Forced Many Farmers to Abandon the Area

New Mexico, 1935
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Farmer: “Every dime I got is tied up right here. If I don’t get it out, I’ve got to drive off and leave it. Where would I go and what would I do? I know what the land did once for me, maybe it will do it again.”

Son: “It would be better if the sod had never been broke. My father’s broke plenty of it. Could I get a job in California?”

Leveling Hummocks in the Dust Bowl

Thirty Miles North of Dalhart, Texas, 1938
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Migratory Cotton Picker

Eloy, Arizona, 1940
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“When you die, you’re dead — that’s all.”

Woman of the High Plains

Texas Panhandle, 1938
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All native Americans, none able to vote because of Texas poll tax.

“Where we gonna go?”
“What we gonna do?”
“Who we gonna fight?”
“If we fight, what we gotta whup?”

Displaced Tenant Farmers

Goodlett, Hardeman County, Texas, 1938
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Tractored out in late 1937. “Well, I know I’ve got to make a move but I don’t know where to. I’ve got left two horses and two cows and some farm tools. Owe a grocery bill.”

Native Texan Farmer on Relief

Goodlett, Hardeman County, Texas, 1938
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“What are my boys going to do? It’s not a question of what they’re going to do. It’s a question of what they’re going to have to do.”

James Abner Turpen—Age Seventy; Seventeen Years on the Same Farm. Is to be “Tractored Out” at the End of 1938. One Son has been Tractored Out and has been on WPA (Work Projects Administration) for Two Years. Another Son was Tractored Out in 1937

Goodlett, Hardeman County, Texas, 1938
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Crossroads Store

Alabama, c. 1938




[image: image]



Ex-Slave with a Long Memory

Alabama, 1937
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“Tractors are against the black man. Every time you kill a mule you kill a black man. You’ve heard about the machine picker? That’s against the black man too.”

Tobacco Field, Early Morning, Where White Sharecropper and Wage Laborer are Priming Tobacco

Shoofly, North Carolina, 1939
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What was it like to be a slave? “When it’s midnight and it’s raining and he say go—you go.”

Bob Lemmon, Was a Slave Until 7 Years Old. Drove Cattle on the Chisholm Trail

Texas Brush Country, 1936
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Children of Evicted Sharecropper Now Living on Sherwood Eddy Cooperative Plantation

Mississippi, 1936
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Saturday Afternoon Shopping and Visiting on Main Street of Pittsboro

North Carolina, 1939
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Saturday Afternoon Shopping and Visiting on Main Street of Pittsboro

North Carolina, 1939
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Cotton Hoer—Worked from 6 A.M. to 7 P.M. for One Dollar

Near Clarksdale, Mississippi, 1937
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Young Sharecropper on $5 a Month “Furnish”

Macon County, Georgia, July 1937
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Corner of Kitchen. Home of Tobacco Sharecropper

Person County, North Carolina, 1939
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Tobacco Barn

Person County, North Carolina, 1939
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When you are doing a lot of hard fast field work, it is a physical necessity to forget every day. You’ve got to face it fresh every day; you can’t try to remember in any continuity.

These Cotton Hoers Work from 6 A.M. to 7 P.M. for One Dollar

Near Clarksdale, Mississippi, 1937
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Sharecropper’s Children on the Porch

North Carolina, c. 1939
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Tenant Farmer

Chatham County, North Carolina, 1939
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Colored Boys Playing on Top of Coca Cola Stand

Little Rock, Arkansas, 1938




[image: image]



Son and Grandson of Tenant Farmer Bring in the Mules to Water at Noon

Granville County, North Carolina, 1939
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Hop Kiln Ready for Firing During Hop Season

Josephine County, near Grants Pass, Oregon, 1939
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Migratory Boy, Age Eleven, and his Grandmother Work Side by Side Picking Hops. Started Work at Five A.M. Photograph Made at Noon. Temperature 105 Degrees

Polk County, near Independence, Oregon, 1939
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Rural Rehabilitation. This Family Produces Much of Their Own Food

California, 1938
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Type of Hay Derrick Characteristic of Oregon Landscape

Irrigon, Morrow County, Oregon, 1939
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The end of the day was a great relief, always. But at the moment when you’re thoroughly involved, it’s the greatest real satisfaction.

Five Members of Ola Self-Help Sawmill Co-Op

Gem County, Idaho, 1939
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Cotton Pickers’ Camp

California, 1940
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Three Churches

South Dakota, 1941
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You can’t do people in trouble without photographing people who are not in trouble, too. You have to have those contrasts.

Hutterite Bible

South Dakota, 1940
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Amana People

Iowa, 1941
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This is what we did. How did it happen? How could we?

Amana Bakery Detail

Iowa, 1941
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Enforcement of Executive Order 9066.

Japanese Children Made to Wear Identification Tags

Hayward, California, 1942




[image: image]



Wash-Day 40 Hours Before Evacuation of Persons of Japanese Ancestry from this Farming Community

Santa Clara County, San Lorenzo, California, 1942
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A Close-Up of the Exterior of a Family Unit. These Barracks were Formerly Horse Stalls. Each Family is Assigned Two Small Rooms. The Interior One has Neither Outside Door Nor Window

San Bruno, California, 1942
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The billboards that were up at the time, I photographed. Savage, savage billboards.

Signs

Metropolitan Oakland, California, 1945
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Part of a Line Waiting for Lunch Outside the Mess Hall at Noon

Manzanar, California, 1942
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My field work seems to be over. My illness cut me down, and so when I can work, I concern myself with what is near to home. I became conscious of consumers, and relationships between people.

Oakland, California, 1952
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Consumer Relations

San Francisco, California, 1952
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Andrew

Berkeley, California, 1958
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I have photographs of the trees that I live with here. The photographs are in different moods. This photograph’s dark, and big, and troubled. A lot has gone on here under these trees. The life that goes on under the trees represents things that I love very much: my children, and my children’s children.

Trees

Berkeley, California, 1957
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General Store

Berryessa, California, 1956
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Terrified Horse

Napa County, California, 1956
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Bulldozer

Berryessa, California, 1956
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Isn’t that a beautiful face?
That’s Ireland. That’s pure Ireland.

Child and Father Attend a Hurling Game

Ireland, 1954
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Korea, 1958
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Korea, 1958
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Korea, 1958
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Slippers

Korea, 1958
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The place affects me like fire and wine. There is something in the air, in the rhythm, in the soft water, a somnolence, a richness, something exquisite, a lightness, a quick smile, fleet-foot.

Vietnam, 1958
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Philippines, 1958
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Nepal, 1958
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It’s a very difficult thing to be exposed to the new and strange worlds that you know nothing about, and find your way. That’s a big job. It’s hard, without relying on past performances and finding your own little rut, which comforts you. It’s a hard thing to be lost.

Nepal, 1958
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Bali, Indonesia, 1958
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Burma, 1958




[image: image]



Pakistan, 1958
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Rural Ecuador, 1960
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Ecuador, 1960
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Venezuela, 1960
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Spend one day to photograph Purdah. Those dark eyes, dimly seen through the veil, even more, a portion of the cheek, chin and neck not covered, a portion only, seen as the wind blows. Or the hand that holds the veil down, head averted.

Two Women

Egypt, 1963
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Egypt, 1963
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Egypt, 1963
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One should really use the camera as though tomorrow you’d be stricken blind. To live a visual life is an enormous undertaking, practically unattainable. I have only touched it, just touched it.

Egypt, 1963
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Nile Village

Egypt, 1963
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Procession Bearing Food to the Dead

Upper Egypt, 1963
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