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Rhonda A. Dunn

Brown County’s Migrant Workers
Most think of a migrant worker as someone that comes into your 
county to work for the local farmers to help bring in a crop at 
harvest time. The situation was a little reversed when talking about 
our folks. Many of our rural country families were poor and never 
owned land. They either lived on a family member’s land and 
helped them farm, or they rented and looked for odd jobs, or had a 
trade that they used to help support their families. One could find 
work in towns a little easier, but had to travel miles to find a good 
job. That’s a situation we still find today for our county residents. 
We worry that so many of our young people are leaving the county 
to find a career or a good paying job. 

Back then the situation was more accepted as a normal 
circumstance for living here. Those that chose to remain here year 
round were mainly subsistence farmers. This means that they 
raised enough food for their families to survive until the next year. 
If there was any excess for a particular year it was sold to make a 
little to buy the items they couldn’t make themselves. One of our 
more famous local sayings during the Great Depression was that 
‘we were so poor that we didn’t notice a difference when the Great 
Depression hit.’

History of Migrant Farmers in America

“The history of migrant and seasonal farm workers is almost as 
old as the country itself. Farm workers have always lived in the 
shadows of communities, living and working under hazardous 
unsanitary conditions while surviving on meager wages with poor 
access to education, welfare, and health care. From our nation’s 
creation, agriculture and the small family farmer were considered 
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essential components of 
democracy. These small 
farmers, except in the slave 
dependent South, relied on 
family, locally hired hands, or 
neighbors to meet the seasonal 
labor demands of agriculture.

As crop production grew 
larger and more specialized, 
labor was required on a 
more seasonal basis. By the 
1850s, demand for farming 
production increased to a level 
that immigrants from several 
countries were brought in 
to meet the demand. Along 

the east coast, African Americans joined newly arriving European immigrants, many as indentured 
servants, as part of the seasonal labor force. While on the west coast, farmers began hiring large 
numbers of immigrants from China, Japan, and Mexico. 

The growing demand for seasonal labor was a process that continued through the rest of the 20th 
century in America. As farm production 
grew larger and larger, smaller farms that 
were once the economic backbone for rural 
communities were absorbed. Small rural 
communities died out, migration from rural to 
urban areas increased, and the labor supply 
needed for these large and specialized 
farming productions was no longer locally 
available. By 1900, U.S. cities grew and our 
industrial base expanded to a point where 
large-scale commercial agriculture became 
an economic necessity, and with it a labor 
force tailored to its needs.”

(From the web site National Center for 
Farmworker Health Inc.: http://www.ncfh.org/)

“

Grandma Barnes feeding her chickens

Dave & Liza Harden in farm wagon
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In and Out Migration of Workers

Some of our county’s poor rural folk did this very thing. They left to find work on large farms for the 
summer. Some went to neighboring counties which had more farm land than Brown County. Many 
traveled to Illinois which had vast farmlands and where work was easier to find. As more opportunities 
arose in our county the trend slowed for quite a while.

Brown County once was a good place to support large fruit orchards. In 1874 we had four big orchards 
that were registered with the government. By 1890 we had 78,000 fruit trees and by 1900 we had 
200,000. The trend for growth in fruit orchards continued until the 1950s. During this time the county 
was hit by several blows to the orchard industry. Drought and new fruit diseases started the downfall. 
With the growth of larger scale apple growers in other states our local orchards couldn’t compete. 
We also lost our low wage workers to better paying factory jobs in neighboring counties. The last 
big orchard to remain in business by 1963 was the Bessire Orchard a little north of Nashville. They 
employed about 80 workers and only brought in outside migrant workers during the busiest part of the 
harvest season (Brown County Democrat, November 4, 1998, page 16). Even with the employment 
provided by the orchards not all could find work 
to support their families. Following is the story 
of two such Brown County families.

One Family Illinois Bound

Stories abound of families going to Illinois 
to find work on the larger scale farms in the 
west.  Joseph Clarkson Blaney came to New 
Bellsville, Brown County, Indiana with his 
parents, Mathew and Elizabeth Nicholson 
Blaney around the year 1862. He first married 
in Brown County to Elizabeth Moffitt and after 
her death married her sister, Sarah. With these 
two wives he had children, Sarah Viola, John 
William, Clarence Elmer, and Elizabeth Lucretia 
Blaney. Soon after Joseph’s children were out 
of the house and married they found how hard 
it was to support their new families in Brown 
County. 

The Blaney grandchildren still carry down the 
Roesener Orchard - Lanam Ridge



 �

stories in the family. Their parents and grandparents had to leave their homes every summer to find 
work. For the Blaneys their quest led them to the big farms of Douglas County, Illinois. The family tells 
the story, but they’re not sure what took them to Illinois. Maybe it was word of mouth sent back from 
some else who had went to work in Illinois. Maybe it was from advertisements in the local newspapers. 
Whatever the reason it started a cycle of summer work migration among Brown Countians to Illinois. 

If one looks at the 1940 census of some of 
the Blaney families you might find some of 
their children were born in Indiana and some 
were born in Illinois. You can find this among 
other poor rural families of Brown County. It 
could be very confusing looking for the birth 
of ones grandparents now, especially if your 
family members were migrant farm workers 
in the early 1900s. One thing to look for is 
the time of the year they were born. If it was 
a summer birth and a birth record can’t be 
found in Indiana maybe they were migrant 
workers. It seems that the Blaney family 
traveled together taking their whole family 
with them. Often the father would go first 
to find work and then if he found a place to 
stay for his family he would go back to get 
them. This was a common occurrence for 
many Brown County families. Not only did the 
Blaneys do this yearly migration, but other 
families such as the Browns, the Hoovers, and the Whitehorns to name a few. All relate stories of one 
of their family remaining in Illinois and traveling to family reunions in Illinois once a year.

Eventually the Blaneys found work with a family named Moore according to the family stories. Both 
being agreeable as worker and employer the Blaneys went back to work for the Moores every summer 
afterward. One of the Blaney children, John William Blaney, found that he liked Douglas County and 
decided to stay moving his family with him to their new home. Stories among the Blaneys also tell of 
going to Illinois for family reunions some years. These cousins are now forgotten, but the Indiana family 
still remembers bits and pieces of the summer migration to find work in Illinois. They also know they 
probably still have cousins in Douglas County somewhere. 
(from reminisces of Carl and Guy Blaney, 2014)

Farmworkers out West
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To Find Work in the North

Some studies say that migrant families come from 
migrant parents. Growing up in Indiana we’re 
familiar with seeing migrant workers come from 
Mexico to help pick tomatoes in the summer. Most of 
us can remember the canning factories that used to 
dot our county, we even had a large tomato canning 
factory in Trafalgar. You could drive down any county 
road around Trafalgar and see the workers out in the 
fields picking tomatoes. Most assuredly our migrant 
families weren’t what one would think would be a 
typical migrant worker. More likely the explanation 
is that in most cases families went to places to find 
work where their families could survive. 

Such was the Dunn family, two brothers did what 
they had to do to support their new families. Brown 
County was a hard place to make a decent living to 
support a family. They and their wives came from 
long-time settlers. Most if lucky had families nearby 
and they all pitched in to help on the parents’ family 
farms. At least that was the way it started, but for 

whatever reason they decided to find something a little better for their young families. Brothers as they 
were they followed the same pattern. William Jennings Brian Dunn who married Tessa Mae Brown 
came from the same poor heritage as his wife. His brother, George Allen Dunn had married Golda Edith 
Roberts who also came from a poor family. Both of their wives’ family lines in Brown County came from 
pioneer settlers. The Dunns came here before 1910 from Hamilton County with their parents. Before 
that time the Dunns were also long-time settlers of Hamilton County.

So what set these families to become migrant workers after they had started their new families? 
I’m sure there were many different reasons that contributed to their decision. It was most likely a 
culmination of several bad financial events. Possibly could it be that they just wanted a better life than 
just to survive in Brown County as their fathers had done before them. The Depression was upon them, 
but they were poor to begin with. Their children now can’t tell you what started it, just that they did it. 
The family would find a decent place to live then the men and older boys would go to work on farms in 
counties that had larger farms such as Bartholomew, Johnson and Shelby counties. Sometimes they 
would go back up north to Hamilton County some summers to find work with cousins on their farms. 

William & Tessa Dunn
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So you can see how this might have worked, by word of mouth, somehow family back home got word 
to the Dunn boys that work could be had at the old homeplace. Even George and wife,Goldie were at 
one time listed in the Prairie Farmer, a farm magazine/directory as living and farming in Boone County. 
Afterwards they came back down south. Some of their older children were born in a small village called 
Samaria just west of Trafalgar. One of their more favored places to live was with the Cecil Smyser 
family. One of their first family photos when they were a young family was standing in front of the 
Smyser home in Samaria. Even the Smyser children got into the picture. George would help out on the 
Smyser farm and Goldie would take 
care of the children and the house. 

Bill Dunn’s children remember almost 
every house they had lived in when 
they were children. They have stories 
of all the places they lived in during 
the summers with fond memories of 
each place. They remember it was a 
hard life, but their family stuck together 
and became the better for it. As with 
the Blaney children the Dunn children 
have birth records in several different 
counties. One could almost trace every 
place they lived if each of their birth 
records could be known. The Dunn 
children even when they came back 
to Brown county for the winters their 
school records show several different 
schools that they attended. They came 
back home, but each time had to find 
a home. Fortunately as adults they did 
find a better life and the life they lived 
played an important part in who they 
turned out to be. L to R: George & Lucille Dunn, Smyser boy, 

Vonda & Goldie Dunn, Smyser boy & girl 

(Photos from the Brown Co.  Historical Society Archives, Hohenberger Collection, and Rhonda A. Dunn 
family photos) 


