
The Dust Bowl was a point in history when there were very few sources of hope 

for people living in the Great Plains region. The Dust Bowl was a decade of severe 

drought, dust storms, and economic depression in the the driest areas of the Great 

Plains that began in the 1930’s due to certain farming methods that took all moisture 

from the soil and destroyed the grass and trees that held it in place (Lookingbill). Out of 

the Dust is a collection of poems about a girl living during the Dust Bowl named Billie Jo 

who suffers a terrible accident which leads her to be conflicted over whether she should 

abandon her father and go west, out of the dust, or stay with him and keep hoping for 

things to get better. Out of the Dust provides examples of how traveling west was 

viewed as a symbol of hope by people living through the Dust Bowl. 

 To begin, the poem, “Migrants” from Out of the Dust explains how moving west 

was a symbol of hope for people during the Dust Bowl. Traveling west symbolized hope 

because the people of the time believed that there were useful jobs available in western 

states. California purposefully advertised factors like their ideal climate and large 

amounts of jobs in the farming industry to strengthen people’s temptation to move west 

(Ganzel). These advertisements gave citizens of states that were severely affected by 

drought, like Oklahoma, the idea to escape the dust by moving west. People living in the 

Dust Bowl would drive west to California on Route 66 in an attempt to escape the 

drought and dust they lived in, hoping they could get jobs on western farms and learn 

new farming techniques as they worked (“Dust Bowl Migration”). Basically, it was 

believed that getting a job in California could provide a fresh start for a family in need. In 

Out of the Dust, a lot of Billie Jo’s neighbors decide to travel west, one of them being 

her best friend. Billie Jo describes what they say to her before they leave when she 



thinks, ““We’ll be back, they say, pulling away from Texas, Arkansas, where they can 

rent a farm, pull in enough cash, maybe start again” (Hesse 160). This shows how Billie 

Jo experienced the hope people portrayed as they left their old lives behind for a life of 

promise in western states. Therefore, job opportunities in western places like California 

were a large source of hope for people living through the Dust Bowl.  

 Carrying on, the poems “The Mail Train” and “Guests” from Out of the Dust 

provide examples of how many people were also motivated to travel west by their 

families. A majority of people in Oklahoma had moved to the state in order to gain new 

opportunities, which is why so many were eager to travel west; it held a lot of potential 

for a good life. However, another reason people migrated to California was because 

they already had family members and friends living there (Mullins). Billie Jo knew of this 

firsthand, because she was invited to stay with her aunt in the poem, “The Mail Train”. 

As narrated by Billie Jo, “A letter from Aunt Ellis, my father's sister, written just to me, 

inviting me to live with her in Lubbock” (Hesse 159). This shows how Billie Jo is one 

example of the many people who were invited to travel west by their families. The other 

family-related motivation that led people to travel west was the idea of an new family 

member. Parents-to-be wanted to provide a safe, stable childhood for their newborn, so 

they would flee the dust to ensure their upcoming child’s happiness. Billie Jo 

experiences this when a family that has to stay at her school for a few months before 

traveling west explains that their upcoming child is the reasoning behind their journey. 

The father of the family says in the poem “Guests”, “"I can't have my wife sleeping in the 

cold truck, not now. Not with the baby coming so soon"” (Hesse 117). This shows how 

there were some people who traveled west to support a new family, rather than to visit 



old relatives. Therefore, another reason traveling west was a hopeful idea for people 

living in the Dust Bowl was that they had family waiting for them outside of the dust.  

 Finally, the poems, “Migrants” and “Midnight Truth” from Out of the Dust show 

how traveling west was a source of hope for people living through the Dust Bowl 

because it gave them a sense of control over their situation. The mere concept of being 

able to get on the road and drive away from devastation gave people a feeling of power 

over their situation. Some even referred to California and other western states as the 

“Promised Land”, according to “Dust Bowl Migration”. Billie Jo watches people take 

control of their lives and leave the dust in the poem, “Migrants” when she narrates, 

““And so they go, fleeing the blowing dust, fleeing the fields of brown-tipped wheat, 

barely ankle high, as sparse as the hair on a dog’s belly” (Hesse 160). Billie Jo’s 

experience proves that people felt like they had control over their lives when they left 

the dust. Eventually, Billie Jo chooses to take charge over her own life and decides to 

leave the dust herself. Billie Jo proves that traveling west is a large source of hope for 

her when she decides to leave home in the poem, “Midnight Truth”, “He is rotting away, 

like his father, ready to leave me behind in the dust. Well, I’m leaving first” (Hesse 196). 

This shows how Billie Jo’s decision makes her feel less restrained by the dust, which 

gives her hope. Therefore, moving west was a source of hope for people living through 

the Dust Bowl because it made them feel powerful and in control of the dust. 

 To conclude, traveling west was a symbol of hope during the Dust Bowl. The 

novel, Out of the Dust has many examples of how and why traveling west helped 

people during the Dust Bowl. In fact, journeying west is even mentioned in the title of 

the book, because traveling west was the same thing as going Out of the Dust. During 



the Dust Bowl, there were very few things that gave people a sense of purpose and 

control over their lives, which is why each of those things had such a large impact on 

the people of the time, and history as it is known today.  

 

  

 


