
The Assignment I'll Never Forget BY DOROTHEA LANGE  
 
WHEN I BEGAN thinking of my most memorable assignments, instantly there flashed to mind 
the experience surrounding "Migrant Mother," an experience so vivid and well remembered that 
I will attempt to pass it on to you.  
As you look at the photograph of the migrant mother, you may well say to yourself, "How many 
times have I seen this one?" It is used and published over and over, all around the world, year 
after year, somewhat to my embarrassment, for I am not a "one-picture photographer."  
Once when I was complaining of the continual use and reuse of this photograph to the neglect of 
others I have produced in the course of a long career, an astute friend reproved me. "Time is the 
greatest of editors," he said, "and the most reliable. When a photograph stands this test, recognize 
and celebrate it."  
"Migrant Mother" was made twenty-three years ago, in March, 1936, when I was on the team of 
Farm Security Administration photographers (called "Resettlement Administration" in the early 
days).... It was the end of a cold, miserable winter. I had been traveling in the field alone for a 
month, photographing the migratory farm labor of California —the ways of life and the 
conditions of these people who serve and produce our great crops. My work was done, time was 
up, and I was worked out.  
It was raining, the camera bags were packed, and I had on the seat beside me in the car the 
results of my long trip, the box containing all those rolls and packs of exposed film ready to mail 
back to Washington. It was a time of relief. Sixty-five miles an hour for seven hours would get 
me home to my family that night, and my eyes were glued to the wet and gleaming highway that 
stretched out ahead. I felt freed, for I could lift my mind off my job and think of home.  
I was on my way and barely saw a crude sign with pointing arrow which flashed by me at the 
side of the road, saying PEA-PICKERS CAMP. But out of the corner of my eye I did see it.  
I didn't want to stop, and didn't. I didn't want to remember that I had seen it, so I drove on and 
ignored the summons. Then, accompanied by the rhythmic hum of the windshield wipers, arose 
an inner argument:  
Dorothea, how about that camp back there? 
What is the situation back there? 
Are you going back? 
Nobody could ask this of you, now could they? 
To turn back certainly is not necessary. Haven't you plenty of negatives already on the subject? 
Isn't this just one more of the same? Besides, if you take a camera out in this rain, you're just 
asking for trouble. Now be reasonable, etc., etc.  
Having well convinced myself for twenty miles that I could continue on, I did the opposite. 
Almost without realizing what I was doing, I made a U-turn on the empty highway. I went back 
those twenty miles and turned off the highway at that sign, PEA-PICKERS CAMP.  
I was following instinct, not reason; I drove into that wet and soggy camp and parked my car like 
a homing pigeon. 
I saw and approached the hungry and desperate mother, as if drawn by a magnet. I do not 
remember how I explained my presence or my camera to her, but I do remember she asked me 
no questions. I made five exposures, working closer and closer from the same direction. I did not 
ask her name or her history. She told me her age, that she was thirty-two. She said that they had 
been living on frozen vegetables from the surrounding fields, and birds that the children killed. 
She had just sold the tires from her car to buy food. There she sat in that lean-to tent with her 



children huddled around her, and seemed to know that my pictures might help her, and so she 
helped me. There was a sort of equality about it.  
The pea crop at Nipomo had frozen and there was no work for anybody. But I did not approach 
the tents and shelters of other stranded pea-pickers. It was not necessary; I knew I had recorded 
the essence of my assignment.  
This, then, is the "Migrant Mother" photograph with which you are so familiar. It has, in a sense, 
lived a life of its own through these years; it goes on and on. The negative now belongs to the 
Library of Congress, which controls its use and prints it. Whenever I see this photograph 
reproduced, I give it a salute as to an old friend. I did not create it, but I was behind that big, old 
Graflex, using it as an instrument for recording something of importance. The woman in this 
picture has become a symbol to many people; until now it is her picture, not mine.  
What I am trying to tell other photographers is that had I not been deeply involved in my 
undertaking on that field trip, I would not have had to turn back. What I am trying to say is that I 
believe this inner compulsion to be the vital ingredient in our work; that if our work is to carry 
force and meaning to our view we must be willing to go all-out.  
"Migrant Mother" always reminds me of this, although I was in that camp for only ten minutes. 
Then I closed my camera and did go straight home.  
 
From Popular Photography, February, 1960,  
 


