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Simple Sources for Complex Problems

Kees Mandemakers has been a leader in the study of linked population data, but not every society has the 
sources or resources to create linked data. This essay is about one approach that derives from a source that 
does not offer all that is possible with linked longitudinal data, but that nonetheless has significant value. 
Migration to California is one of the persistent refrains encountered in both popular and academic works 
about the history of the 1930s. The reason for this is simple. In literature and the arts, images of that migration 
are well known, but while those themes are accurate, they have not been sufficiently studied. My approach 
is to study migration using census data that ask a retrospective question about where each respondent lived 
five years earlier, in this case tracking migration from 1935 to 1940. Focusing on migrants to California and 
the paths that they took, I show that there was migration from much of the U.S. especially metropolitan 
areas across the country, from states near to California, and from places subject to the severe environmental 
shocks of the 1930s. I also show that while much of the general view of migration to California focuses 
on agricultural workers who left their homes in search of farm work further west, the large majority of 
migrants to California went to metropolitan destinations and worked as much in industry and commerce as 
in agriculture.
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All of us are indebted to the work of Kees Mandemakers for his insights into the history of population based 
on large scale linkage of complex data. He has demonstrated that we can learn more from such analyses 
than from almost any other approach to historical populations. Unfortunately, not every society has the 
sources or resources to create the kind of linked data systems he has modeled for us, and those of us who 
work in those environments make do with the resources we have. This essay is about one approach that 
derives from a source that does not offer all that is possible with linked longitudinal data, but that nonetheless 
has significant value.

Migration to California is one of the persistent refrains encountered in both popular and academic works 
about the history of the 1930s. The reason for this is simple. In literature and the arts, images of that migration 
are well known, whether they be Steinbeck's The Grapes of Wrath, or the photographs, such as Dorothea 
Lange in her classic photographs of impoverished migrants. Those themes are accurate but understudied. 
While there has not been a large volume of research about migration in the 1930s in general, general 
knowledge about the era's migration confirms that California was the single most important destination for 
the decade's migrants (Gregory, 1989; Thompson, 1955). The state received nearly four times as many net 
migrants as the next most popular state.

We know these details about migration in the United States between 1935 and 1940 because the U.S. 
Census asked respondents in the 1940 Census, exactly where they lived five years earlier, in April of 1935. 
Enumerators were required to ask the name of the town, county, and state where each person had lived five 
years earlier, plus other questions designed to pinpoint their place of origin. Full digital data files for the 1940 
Census of Population from the University of Minnesota’s IPUMS program make this possible. 

The U.S. did not experience a lot of migration in the 1930s, at least when compared to other decades 
(Rosenbloom & Sundstrom, 2004). Nevertheless, migration in the 1930s is worthy of study because of 
the significance of its environmental and economic drivers and the importance of westward migration in 
the twentieth century. We see the importance of California destinations in Panel A of Figure 1, which maps 
migration trajectories for individuals who moved to a metropolitan area between 1935 to 1940. In most of 
the country, as we might expect, metropolitan areas drew from a network of nearby counties, with most 
people going to the nearest metro area or one not very far away. On the other hand, for much of the 
western United States, where metropolitan areas were small or distant in 1940, people went to west coast 
cities: Seattle, Portland, San Francisco, and especially Los Angeles. Other major cities drew from large areas 
because of the lack of competing metro areas or their special economic strength, but nothing competes with 
California. 

Much of the lore of migration to California is about people from the drought-stricken southern U.S. Plains 
going to work in cotton and vegetable fields, but there were significant streams of migrants from other 
regions, including cities, and more people moved to California cities than to rural counties. Understanding 
those migration decisions is essential to understanding the development of California and patterns of 
migrations in the 1930s. 

The widely known story of migration in the 1930s that we began by writing about derives much of its impact 
from the sense that the intense environmental shocks of the era (Cook, Seager, & Smerdon, 2014) had a 
disproportionate impact on agricultural communities, and through that, on migration away from the areas 
that were most seriously affected. Moreover, that story also suggests that the opportunities perceived to be 
available in California — especially in agricultural employment — made the state a particularly attractive 
destination. 

In this brief essay I focus on one of the most revealing aspects of the 1940 migration data: the opportunity 
to see migration streams and flows, because of the existence of complete-count data that do not need 
linkage to assess movement over time. My colleagues and I describe our procedures for working with these 
data in Gutmann et al. (2016). The kinds of data we utilize are well suited for this approach, even if they 
are far from perfect for other kinds of analysis. Their major weakness is that they reveal relatively little about 
people’s characteristics before they move, which is where linked data are much more valuable. What we 
know is where they were born (and whether they had moved between birth and 1935), how old they were, 
whether they already had children, and their level of education, in addition to characteristics of the places 
that they lived in 1935. 

1  INTRODUCTION
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Figure 1  Migrations flows from 1935 tot 1940 (as recorded in the 1940 population census)

Where did immigrants to California came from in 1940? The regional categories I use do not conform 
with the conventional regional divisions used by the U.S. Census, which do not capture the environmental, 
social, or economic regions of the U.S. in a valuable way. We see the importance of the northern plains 
and mountains, the southwest, and the northwest (Washington and Oregon) regions for understanding 
migration in the 1930s — especially to California — in Table 1 and in Panel B of Figure 1. In Table 1 we show 
the number of California immigrants from each region of the country, as well as their percentage of the 
region’s estimated population in 1935. While the largest number of migrants came from the South Central 
and Midwest regions, the largest proportions came from the Southwest, the Northwest, and the Northern 
Plains and Mountain states. Panel B in Figure 1 shows the migration trajectories from place to place (county 
or metropolitan area) where California was one of the top two destinations for people leaving that place. 
What we see is that California immigrants came from virtually all of the major metropolitan areas of the U.S., 
plus almost everywhere else west of the Mississippi.

2 MIGRATION TRAJECTORIES
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Table 1  California Immigrants, 1935–1940, by region of origin

Origin region Migrants % Origin population

Southwest 53,029 3.58

Northwest 42,340 2.50

Northern Plains 49,895 2.11

South Central 154,257 1.41

Midwest 109,668 0.55

Northeast 51,071 0.23

East Central 14,242 0.16

Southeast 8,008 0.13

Considered by state, the largest migrant-sending states are a diverse group, including large, populous states 
(New York, Illinois, Texas), nearby states (Washington and Oregon), but also states strongly affected by 
the drought of the 1930s: Missouri, Kansas, Nebraska, Colorado, and especially Oklahoma, which sent 
more than 3% of its estimated 1935 population to California by 1940. This last group of states includes a 
number of the places that experienced the most significant environmentally-driven migration in the 1930s, 
led in percentage terms by Oklahoma and Colorado, along with Oregon, a state with a challenged natural-
resource economy because of the shrinkage of construction during the 1930s, and because of its proximity 
to California.

Thus far I have been discussing migration flows between 1935 and 1940, but the data offer another way to 
look at migration, taking advantage of the fact that the census record enumerates state of birth in addition 
to place of residence in 1935 and 1940. State of birth is much less detailed than the locations available by 
knowing place of residence in the census. One main conclusion is that very few adults in 1940 had been 
born in the western U.S., including California or our Northwest or Southwest regions. A second finding is 
that most people stayed in their region of birth. A third is that most international migrants started their U.S. 
experience in the Northeast or Midwest.

The United States was rapidly urbanizing in the first half of the twentieth century, and migration to California 
is part of that trend. Despite the suggestion in The Grapes of Wrath and other sources that migrants were 
destined for rural California, the evidence from the 1940 Census points in a different direction. More than 
four times as many California immigrants went to metro counties as went to non-metro counties. When 
we divide them by origin status we see that roughly the same number of California immigrants came from 
metro as non-metro origins, but almost all the metro-origin immigrants went to metro California, and more 
than two-thirds of California immigrants with non-metro origins also went to metro California. Even if we 
acknowledge that the metropolitan counties of California still had lots of agriculture, the data are striking. 

We can take this analysis one step further, by examining the distribution of California immigrant origins by 
region and origin metro status. There were three distinct regional patterns. The large body of immigrants 
from the South Central and Northern Plains and Mountain regions were mostly non-metro at origin. At the 
other extreme were migrants from the Northeast and Midwest, who were overwhelmingly metro. In the 
middle were migrants from the Southwest, Northwest, Southeast, and East Central, who were more evenly 
divided. This confirms a view of migration to California that again should not be surprising. There were 
migration flows that reflected the urban industrial status of the Midwest and Northeast, and migration flows 
that reflected the largely agricultural character of the central part of the U.S., with its difficult weather in the 
1930s, both of which drove migration to California.

 
 
The prevailing view of migration in the 1930s is in many ways still the story of the Joads in The Grapes of 
Wrath: people from drought-stricken areas who experienced hardship and had little human or financial 
capital to buffer their experience were the ones who moved, overwhelming a pre-existing migration system 

3 DISCUSSION
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where longer distance moves privileged moves by people with more human and financial capital. In this 
essay I do not have space to address the human capital issues, but it is possible to say something about 
origins, destinations, and migration flows. 

We learn more about this process by looking at information about the places that people came from. Part of 
the well-established story of migration to California in the 1930s suggests that the spur to migration was the 
environmental and agricultural shock that began to arrive in 1934, and continued on and off throughout the 
decade with drought, high temperatures, and dust storms. In some ways, here again migrants to California 
were like all migrants, but more so. All migrants between 1935 and 1940 were more likely to come from a 
county with high levels of crop failure in 1934, but migrants to California were even more likely to be from 
such a county than migrants to other states. Part of the signal that we are seeing is one of location, whether 
measured by distance, region, or ecological zone, or shown on a map, the most California immigrants came 
from places inside a zone well-defined by the regions with the worst weather. 

By the 1930s the United States was an urban nation (56.1% in 1930 and 56.5% in 1940), so it is not 
surprising that most migrants between 1935 and 1940 came from urban counties (even though our 
definition is more restrictive than the Census definition of an urban place, which includes any place with 
2,500 or more inhabitants). Again, California immigrants were like other immigrants, but substantially more 
so, reflecting the number of available migrants from urban origin counties, even if their economic and 
environmental experiences were not as severe as those coming from the hardest-hit rural areas. A small 
majority of California immigrants came from metropolitan counties, but the world that they came to and 
built was overwhelmingly urban and metropolitan; three fourths of all immigrants coming into California 
were headed to a metropolitan county.

California was growing rapidly in the 1930s, a process driven by immigration. Taken together, the migration 
of the 1930s made California younger, more white, and more male, and probably somewhat less well-
educated. The story is complicated by the details in the data, but it is also less surprising than one might think. 
California’s immigration system was built on long-distance migration, drawing young, white, and relatively 
well-educated people. The events of the 1930s confirmed much of that overall model, but by drawing more 
poor and less-well-educated people from the heartland of the U.S., the system was disrupted.
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