
During the Dust Bowl people endured unimaginable hardships and didn’t have adequate 

living conditions.  People in Oklahoma, Texas, Kansas, and New Mexico didn’t have water, and 

food was scarce.  There was nothing to do other than farm or glower around the house.  In Karen 

Hesse’s novel Out of the Dust, a historical fiction novel, Billie Jo, the main protagonist, is 

representative of the struggles that people endured during the Dust Bowl.  A way people coped 

with the struggles was through music as shown through Billie Jo’s perspective. Performing gave 

money and listening was a way of entertaining the masses.  Music was an important source of 

entertainment and a distraction for everyone in Out of the Dust as well as everyone who was 

living through the dust storms of the 1930's.  

 The Dust Bowl occurred due to one main reason, over farming the land.  In the 1930's the 

area in the U.S. that was plundered by massive droughts eroded soil and a failing economy was 

known as the Dust Bowl (Lookingbill).  In the 1900s new farming techniques were invented, and 

though they were effective at doing their job they deprived they soil of its much needed 

nutrients.  New irrigation systems reduced the cost of a farm and made it much easier to own a 

big farm, however, these systems caused the soil to be stripped of water.  During the 1930's 

farmers exhausted water sources, while growing wheat which left the soil vulnerable against 

windy storms (Lookingbill).  On top of this, farmers let their animals graze far too much leaving 

the soil tired and dry.  “So when big gusts of wind came through Oklahoma, Texas, and other 

states, all the dried up dust, with nothing holding it to the ground, got picked up by the wind and 

so the Dust Bowl began” (Lookingbill).  As the Dust Bowl affected many and food became 

scarce, people used music to cope with their struggles through music.  

 This made it so music impacted people in real life as songs were a form of entertainment 

and a distraction from the chaos.  The struggles of migrants, city people, and farmers, such as 



insufficient crops and lack of jobs, were identified in some songs of the time period (“Music 

During the Dust Bowl Era”).  It could entertain people for hours and make them completely 

forget the dust.  Songs had two major categories, either a great future, or the struggles people 

endured.  During the 1930's Music could be either source of channel for relief of pain or a way of 

obtaining happiness through the economic depression and the devastation of the Dust Bowl 

(“Music During the Dust Bowl Era”).  Songs that were about a better future made people rejoice 

knowing that the worst was over and that a there was a bright future ahead.  Meanwhile, songs 

about the struggles made people feel connected and made them know they weren’t alone in their 

struggles.  Music was a great getaway for people who lived through the dust storms. 

 In Out of the Dust, by Karen Hesse, the characters also use music as a distraction and for 

entertainment.  People went to parties and charities to listen to music and to forget the dust.  

Billie Jo narrates that she “didn't think they could squeeze a rattlesnake into the back" (Hesse 

130).  Billie Jo depicts that the theater is so full that even something as small and flexible as a 

rattlesnake wouldn’t be able to fit.  Another example is when Mad Dog went to the Amarillo 

Hotel to sing, the listeners danced for hours forgetting the dust.  "They kept time in the aisles, 

hooting after each number, and when Mad Dog finished his last song, they sent the dust swirling, 

cheering and whooping, patting each other on the back, as of they'd been featured on WDAG 

themselves"  (Hesse 183). This depicts how people were easily distracted from the dust through 

music.  Billie Jo also used music as a getaway. 

 In addition, Billie Jo used music as a getaway to forget her pains.  When Billie Jo plays 

the piano she is completely entranced by the piano and forgets the gusting winds outside.  She 

says, "That is heaven. How supremely heaven playing piano can be" (Hesse 14).  In this poem 

Billie Jo showed that she loved the piano very much and thought it was heaven even with the 



raging dust storms outside.  Billie Jo took music very serious but enjoyed it very much, 

whenever she played the dust storms muted and she focused completely on the piano.  She notes, 

"The money doesn't matter much to me. I'd play for nothing" (Hesse 50). Billie Jo uses the piano 

is a source of entertainment as she doesn’t need money to play.  Music was important to Billie Jo 

and when that got taken away from her by the dust she started becoming tired of the dust leading 

to temporarily leaving her father.  

 Throughout the Dust Bowl and the novel Out of the Dust, music is used as entertainment 

and a distraction.  All the examples in Out of the Dust show how music was a very important part 

for people dealing with the dust, and research proves that people in real life also used music as 

entertainment and a distraction.  Without music, people in the Dust Bowl would have gone mad 

with nothing to keep them entertained. 


