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Migrant Farm Workers and the Evolution of 
Farm Labor Programs in the United States 

Textual Processing Archivist Gabrielle Hutchins
discusses federal records documenting migrant
farm workers' participation in farm labor programs
in the United States. We can identify their stories by
examining records from 1942 to the present in the
Bracero, H-2A guest worker programs, and other
related record groups.

Today’s Program



Gabrielle Hutchins is an archivist
in the Accessioning and Basic
Processing division at the National
Archives in College Park, MD.

She is a member of the National Council
of Negro Women (NCNW), the
International Council on Archives, and
the Association for the Study of African
American Life and History (ASALH). She is
also a member of the Say it Loud! African
American Employee Affinity Group,
where she served as Chair. She presented
research related to farm workers at many
conferences such as the Southern Labor
Studies Association, Caribbean Studies
Association, and the Association for the
Study of African American Life and
History. Her philosophies are based on
the premise of making a connection
between the historian, the archivist, and
the community.

Dr. Hutchins is a native of Chicago, IL,
by way of Palm Bay, FL. She is a
scholar of African American,
Caribbean, and Latin American history
with over 10 years of professional
experience in the field of archival
science, museum, and public history.
She earned her Doctor of Philosophy
degree in Caribbean and Latin
American history from Howard
University (2015). Her research
focused on West Indian migrant farm
workers in the United States. Dr.
Hutchins also pursued her studies at
Florida A&M University, where she
earned a B.S. in political science
(2009) and a M.A. in history (2010).



Migrant Farm Workers and the 

Evolution of Farm Labor 

Programs in the United States
By Gabrielle Hutchins, Ph.D.



Presentation Outline

Harmony Community, Putnam County, 

Georgia. Negroes in the Harmony 

Community. National Archives Identifier 

(NAID): 521375

Brief historical background of migrant 

farm labor in the United States

� The Bracero Program

� The Migrant Experience

� H-2A Guest Worker Program

� The McCarren Act

� Modern Day

https://catalog.archives.gov/id/521375
https://catalog.archives.gov/id/521375


Historical Overview

• The Second World War-Labor Shortage

• Agricultural Workers

1. African American

2. Women

3. Mexican

4. Caribbean

• Bracero Program

• British West Indies Temporary Alien Labor Program 

• H-2A Temporary Guest Worker Program

• Immigration and Labor Laws



Historical Timeline of Farm Labor
� 1935: The Wagner Act of 1935 made 

employment available to Mexican 

and West Indian migrant workers.

� 1942: World War II caused major 

labor shortages. In result, the 

Bracero Program was created to 

assist the farming industry as a 

wartime emergency program.

� 1943: In Florida, sugar cane 

companies recruited West Indian 

workers to cut sugar.

 1952: Temporary Guest worker visa 

program—The Walter McCarren Act.

 1962: United Farm Workers 

established. 

 1964: Bracero Program came to an 

end. 

� 1964: Civil Rights Act bans 

institutional forms of racial 

discrimination.

� 1965: The Hart-Celler Act.

� 1970s–Present: African Americans, 

Latino, West Indian workers in the H-

2A to program and other industries. 

� 1986: Immigration Reform and 

Control Act of 1986.

� Present: The H-2A seasonal guest 

workers-Immigration and Labor.



Migration Patterns Map

Guntzel, J.S. (2011, October 5). Vital and invisible: Minnesota’s migrant workers and their children. 

MINNPOST. Retrieved from https://www.minnpost.com/rural-minnesota/2011/10/vital-and-invisible-

minnesotas-migrant-workers-and-their-children/

https://www.minnpost.com/rural-minnesota/2011/10/vital-and-invisible-minnesotas-migrant-workers-and-their-children/


Examples of Federal Records Documenting 

Migrant Farm Workers

A. RG 224-The War and Food Administration

B. RG 33-Records of the Extension Service-The Farm Labor Supply Program

C. RG 145-Farm Service Agency

D. RG 174-Department of Labor

E. RG 85-Immigration and Naturalization Service

F. RG 211-War and Manpower Commission

G.RG 59-Department of State

H. RG 16-Records of the office of the Secretary of Agriculture

I. RG 83-Records of the Bureau of Agricultural Economics



Bracero Program 

� A Mexican laborer allowed into the U.S. for a limited time as a seasonal 

agricultural worker.

� August 4, 1942, the Mexican Farm Labor Agreement was signed between the 

United States and Mexico.  

� Since 1942, the Bracero Program presented opportunities for many migrant 

laborers; over 5 million contracts were signed.

� The Program guaranteed housing, minimum wage, transportation, healthcare 

services, education, and food.

� The Program was mainly operated by the Department of Labor, Department of 

State, and the Immigration and Naturalization Service (INS).



Bracero Program
(continued) 

� Migrant Labor Agreement of 1951-Public Law 78

� American farm companies valued the Bracero Program because it assured 

them financial security with their crops. American farm employers were 

penalized if they had undocumented migrant workers.

� Labor union/programs such as the United Farm Worker, AFL-CIO, National 

Agricultural Workers Union, and the Agricultural Workers Organizing Committee 

(AWOC), National Association for the Advancement of Colored People, and 

others assisted in fighting for equal treatment, fair wages and other issues 

presented by the migrant workers.

� The Bracero Program ended in 1964. 



Bracero Program (continued)

� "one who works using his arms"

� From 1942 to 1964 the Bracero 

Program imported temporary 

laborers from Mexico to work in 

farming

� World War II relief

Telegram from Yuma County Water Users Association to Earl 

G. Harrison regarding the shortage of agricultural labor

NAID: 7459462



The Migrant Experience

• Contract Labor

• Transportation

• Crops

• Wages

• Healthcare

• Housing

• Work Conditions

• Living Conditions

Pinal County, AZ. Mexican boy age 13, coming in from cotton field 

at noon. He picked 27 pounds of Pima cotton (earnings about $.45) 

during the morning. Note stamped work ticket in his hand. Local 
Identifier: 83-G-41839



Corcoran, San Joaquin Valley, CA. Company housing for Mexican cotton 

pickers on large ranch.

Record Group 83: Records of the Bureau of Agricultural Economics, 1876–1959 

Series: Photographic Prints Documenting Programs and Activities of the Bureau of Agricultural Economics and 

Predecessor Agencies, ca. 1922–ca. 1947

Local Identifier: 83-G-41476

https://catalog.archives.gov/id/521048
https://catalog.archives.gov/id/521048
https://catalog.archives.gov/id/521048
https://catalog.archives.gov/id/521048


Mexican Farm workers who have been accepted for farm labor in the U.S. 

Through the Braceros Program. Local Identifier: 16-G-159-2-N6173 

Record Group 16: Records of the Office of the Secretary of Agriculture, 1794–ca. 2003

Series: Historical File of the Office of Information, Department of Agriculture, 1900–1959

https://catalog.archives.gov/id/345
https://catalog.archives.gov/id/345
https://catalog.archives.gov/id/512795
https://catalog.archives.gov/id/512795
https://catalog.archives.gov/id/512795


Eloy District, Pinal County, AZ. Mexican irrigator siphoning from ditch to 

field. Local Identifier: 83-G-44022 

Record Group 83: Records of the Bureau of Agricultural Economics, 1876–1959 

Series: Photographic Prints Documenting Programs and Activities of the Bureau of Agricultural Economics and 

Predecessor Agencies, ca. 1922–ca. 1947



Maricopa County, AZ. Mexican girls bunching broccoli; they earn about $2.50 

a day. John Jacob's farm. Local Identifier: 16-G-159(2)AAA8172W 

Record Group 16:Records of the Office of the Secretary of Agriculture, 1794–ca. 2003

Series: Historical File of the Office of Information, Department of Agriculture, 1900–1959

https://catalog.archives.gov/id/345
https://catalog.archives.gov/id/345
https://catalog.archives.gov/id/512795
https://catalog.archives.gov/id/512795
https://catalog.archives.gov/id/512795


Federal Records Documenting Mexican Migrant Workers

� Record Group 16: Records of the Office of the Secretary of Agriculture

Series: Historical File of the Office of Information, Department of 

Agriculture, 1900–1959

� Record Group 59: General Records of the Department of State

Series: Assistant Secretary for Economic Affairs Labor Adviser Subject 

Files, 1944-54 

� Record Group 83: Records of the Bureau of Agricultural Economics, 

1876–1959 

� Record Group 84: Records of the Foreign Service Posts of the 

Department of State     
Series: General Records (Braceros)



Federal Records Documenting Mexican Migrant Workers

� Record Group 174: Department of Labor
Series: Records Relating to the Mexican Labor ("Bracero") Program, 1950–1964

Series: Investigative Case Files Relating to Mexican Labor, 1953–1967

Series: Subject Files, 1944–54 Series: Lewis B. Schwellenbach, 1945–1948, 

Migratory Labor

Series: Secretary Francis Perkins , 1941–1945, Migratory Labor

� Record Group 211: Records of the War Manpower Commission 1936–1951 
Series: Central Files, 1942–1945 

Series: General Records of Collis Stocking, 1942–1944 

Series: General Records, 1943–1945

� Record Group 220: Records of Temporary Committees, Commissions, and 

Boards

� Record Group 224: Records of the War Food Administration
Series: General Correspondence, 3/1943–7/1943

Series: General Correspondence, 8/1943–12/1944



Collections—Mexican Migrant Records

Collection—Official Files (Truman Administration 1945–1953)

Collection JC-DPS: Records of the Domestic Policy Staff (Carter 
Administration), 1976–1981

Series: Annie Gutierrez's Subject File, 1977–1980

File Unit: Bracero Program 

Collection DDE-1029: James P. Mitchell Papers, 1953–1964 

Series: Labor Affairs Files, 1953–1961 

Collection HST-RLG: Robert C. Goodwin Papers, 1929–1985

Series: Department of Labor Files, 1929–1976

https://catalog.archives.gov/id/1113
https://catalog.archives.gov/id/1113
https://catalog.archives.gov/id/158392
https://catalog.archives.gov/id/158392
https://catalog.archives.gov/id/158392
https://catalog.archives.gov/id/612976
https://catalog.archives.gov/id/612976


Federal Records Holdings of Caribbean 

Migrant workers
� Record Group 33: Extension Service (Farm Labor 

Mobilization Program and Emergency Farm Labor Program) 

� Record Group 43: Records of International Conferences, 

Commissions, and Expositions, 1825–1979

Series: Subject Files, 1966–1969 

File Unit: Migrants 
Series: Subject Files Relating to the Anglo American 

Caribbean Commission, ca. 1940–1948 

File Unit: E12-7 Labor- Sociological Survey of Jamaican 

Laborers

� Record Group 59: General Records of the Department of 

State, 1763–2002

Series: Subject Files, ca. 1950–1955

File Unit: (58D197) Importation of Foreign Labor, British 

West Indies, 1949-1952

Series: Caribbean Commission Subject Files and 

Publications, 1945–1961

File Unit: General-- Immigration (Caribbean)

� Record Group 145: Records of the Farm Service Agency, 

1904–1983

Series: Administrative Files, ca. 1943–ca. 1948

� Record Group 211:Records of the War Manpower 

Commission, 1936–1951

Series: Regional Central Files, 1941–1946 

File Unit: 533.191 - Immigrant and Alien Labor

� Record Group 220: Records of Temporary Committees, 

Commissions, and Boards, 1893–2008

Series: Commission Studies, 1991–1992 Series: Records 

Relating to Consultations and Seminars, 1979–1981 

Series: Subject Files, 1950–1951

File Unit: Culture of Migrant Labor and Problems of 

Legal Definitions, C. Whitten & R. Suggs

Series: Records Relating to Consultations and Seminars, 

1979–1981

� Record Group 224: Records of the Office of Labor (War Food 

Administration), 1941–1947

Series: General Correspondence, 3/1943–7/1943

Series: General Correspondence, 8/1943–12/1944



Collections—Caribbean Migrant Workers

Collection WJC-NEC-Cecilia Rouse's Subject Files, 

ca. 1998–ca. 1998

This series consists of records created by Cecilia 

Rouse when she was a Special Assistant to the 

President in the National Economic Council. 

Rouse's subject files contain reports, 

correspondence, legislation, memos, notes, press 

clippings, publications and briefing materials 

concerning a number of economic topics, 

particularly H-1B and H-2A Visa legislation.

Collection WJC-DPC: Records of the Domestic 

Policy Council (Clinton Administration), ca. 1992–

1/20/2001

Series: Barbara Chow's Files, 2000–2001

File Unit: Labor – H-2A

Series: Irene Bueno's Files, 1999–2001

File Unit: H-2A Background: H-2A Briefing

Collection HST-RLG: Robert C. Goodwin Papers, 

1929–1985

Series: Department of Labor Files, 1929–1976

Collection WJC-TFNHC: Records of the Task Force 

on National Health Care (Clinton Administration), 

1993–1994

Series: Ira Magaziner's Files, 1993–1994 

File Unit: Redacted Health Care Reform 

Considerations [2]



Letter from Walter Simcich, Field Representative, Local 78, United Packinghouse 

Workers of America, to Glenn E. Brockway, Regional Director, Bureau of 

Employment Security, Department of Labor. NAID: 296746

Migrant worker experience 

� U.S. Department of Labor

� United Packinghouse Workers of 

America, C.I.O-1955

� Prevailing Wage

� Domestic and imported 

agricultural workers



News from the U.S. Department of Labor, "Federal Stop-Order on Indio 

Farmer" (USDL-IX-59S56), San Francisco, August 3, 1959. NAID: 296747

Migrant worker experience

� Coachella Valley Farmers Association

� Public Law 78-International agreement 

between the U.S. and Mexico

� Tomato Pickers

� Repeated warnings for domestic workers

� Employment Security Bureau 



Migrant worker experience

� Article 7 of Migrant Labor 

Agreement

� Somis Farm Labor Association

� Number of employed farmers

� Piece rates and Hourly Rates

Minutes of Meeting of Somis Farm Labor Association Officials and the Regional Director, 

Bureau of Employment Security, Region X, San Francisco, May 25, 1959 NAID: 296748 



The Migrant Worker Experience— Mexican Agricultural Workers

Correspondence between Roy Wilkins and 

President Harry S. Truman, with related material 
("Mexican Agricultural Workers, OF 407d"— Truman

administration) NAID: 68866090

� President Harry S. Truman November, 1949

� Roy Wilkins

� National Association for the Advancement of 

Colored People

� Agricultural Problems of people of color

� Presidential Commission on Agricultural 

Problems

� Work conditions

� Work opportunities 



The Migrant Worker Experience— Mexican Agricultural Workers

(continued)

Correspondence between Roy Wilkins and 

President Harry S. Truman, with related 
material ("Mexican Agricultural Workers, 
OF 407d"— Truman administration)

NAID: 68866090

� National Association for the 

Advancement of Colored People

� Strike of cotton pickers in California

� Fighting for better work conditions

� Mr. H.L. Mitchell Farm Labor Union, A.F. 

of L.

� Investigate conditions among farm 

workers



The Migrant Worker Experience—Agricultural Labor Disputes 

Teletype report of agricultural labor disputes from 

Huxley, Bureau of Employment Security, San 

Francisco, to Director, Bureau of Employment 

Security, U.S. Department of Labor, Washington, 
DC. NAID:296725

● In view of current activity in agricultural labor

disputes believe it advisable to resume daily

reports in accordance with practices last

year. This report is as of cob January 18, 1961.

● Item 18 wages, working conditions, union

recognition, job security. Paying 90¢ per hour

- demand $1.25 per hour.

● Item 25, 18 domestics and 53 nationals

working January 17. 11 domestics a day

hauled from Calexico. Refused to cross

picket line.



The Migrant Worker Experience— Agricultural Labor Disputes

Press release, President's Commission on 
Migratory Labor, June 23, 1950 
NAID: 68866111

� Dept. of Agriculture-Concerning 

industries that use migrant workers

� Dept. of State

� Federal Security Agency

� Social, economic, health conditions

� Domestic workers

� Illegal Migration



The Migrant Experience—Wages

Inquiry Widens on Job Records of Braceros/Books of More Growers in Imperial 

Valley Scrutinized on Falsification Allegations" from Los Angeles Times (text and 

photograph). 1/25/1963 NAID: 296742



Transcribed news story "U.S. Charges 

Falsifying of Bracero Pay Books" from Los 

Angeles Times. December 7, 1962  

NAID: 296731

� Imperial Valley Grower

� False Bracero Pay Books

� Piece rates

The Migrant Experience—Wages

(continued)



The Migrant Experience— Work Conditions

Report from the Congress of Industrial 

Organizations and the Arizona State 

Federation of Labor, a report to 

President Truman's Commission on 

Migrant and Alien Labor, 8/7/1950 
NAID:68866013

� CIO-AFL Observations

� American worker availability

� Tension between domestic and 

migrant workers

� Control of labor market

� Wages and work conditions



The Migrant Experience—
Living Conditions 

Report from the Congress of Industrial 

Organizations and the Arizona State 

Federation of Labor, a report to 

President Truman's Commission on 

Migrant and Alien Labor National 

Archives Identifier: 68866013 

� Cotton fields

� Substandard wages and work 

conditions

� Church, school, and housing 

conditions

� Homeless

� Healthcare 



Collection WJC-DPC: Records of the Domestic Policy Council (Clinton 

Administration), ca. 1992–1/20/2001 Series: Irene Bueno's Files, 1999–2001 File 

Unit: H-2A Background: [loose] [4] National Archives Identifier:158701046

Poster created by U.S. Employment Service



Walter McCarren Act of 1952

Letter from A. Philip Randolph to President 
Harry S. Truman

NAID: 68866049

● Brotherhood of the Sleeping Car

Porters

● Caribbean, Mexican, Philippino

● McCarren Bill-S-2550

● Abolition of discrimination and

segregation

● Limited immigration from Jamaica,

Trinidad, British West Indies, Honduras

and many others

● Quota System



Walter McCarren Act of 1952

(continued)

Letter from A. Philip Randolph to 

President Harry S. Truman
NAID: 68866049

� African American population

� West Indian Migrant workers

� Point Four Program



H-2A Temporary Guest Worker Program

� Section 218 of the Immigration and Nationality Act authorizes the lawful 

admission into the United States of temporary, nonimmigrant workers (H-2A 

workers) to perform agricultural labor or services of a temporary or 

seasonal nature. (www.dol.gov)

� The H-2B nonimmigrant program permits employers to temporarily hire 

nonimmigrants to perform nonagricultural labor or services in the United 
States. (www.dol.gov)— manufacturing, tourism industry, domestic service.

� Mexico, Central America, and the West Indies.

� Targeted males for low-wage, low-skilled labor in agriculture.

� Benefits of the program include: savings plan, healthcare, hourly wages, 

dormitory style housing, and transportation.



The Guest Worker Program (continued)

Act of September 7, 1964 (Farm Labor 

Contractor Registration Act of 1964), 

Public Law 88-582, 78 STAT 920, which 

provided for the registration of 

contractors of migrant agricultural 

workers.      

NAID: 299900

● Recruitment

● Transportation

● Employment

● Housing



The Guest Worker Program

(continued)

An Act of November 6, 1986, Public Law 99-

603, (100 STAT 3359), to Amend the 

Immigration and Nationality Act to Revise 

and Reform the Immigration Laws, and for 

Other Purposes 

NAID: 31490816

� Immigration Reform and Control Act of 

1986



Caribbean Migrant Experience

Collection WJC-DPC: Records of the 

Domestic Policy Council (Clinton 

Administration), ca. 1992 –1/20/2001
Series: Barbara Chow's Files, 2000–2001

File Unit: Labor - H-2A

NAID: 34427389

May 29, 2000



The Guest Worker Program (Continued)

Collection WJC-DPC: Records of the Domestic Policy Council (Clinton 
Administration), ca. 1992–1/20/2001 Series: Irene Bueno's Files, 1999–2001 
File Unit: H-2A Background: [loose] [4] National Archives Identifier: 
158701046



The Guest Worker Program (Continued)

Collection WJC-DPC: Records of the Domestic Policy Council 
(Clinton Administration), ca. 1992–1/20/2001 Series: Irene Bueno's 
Files, 1999– 2001 File Unit: H-2A Background: [loose] [4]      
National Archives Identifier: 158701046



Caribbean Migrant Experience

� Collection WJC-DPC: Records of the 

Domestic Policy Council (Clinton 

Administration), ca. 1992–1/20/2001 Series: 

Irene Bueno's Files, 1999–2001 File Unit: H-

2A Background: [loose] [4]       

National Archives Identifier:158701046

� New York Times September 20, 1992

� Sugar cane cultivation

� Housing

� Wages

� Labor Disputes

� Transportation



Caribbean Migrant Experience

(continued)

Collection: WJC-DPC: Records of the 
Domestic Policy Council (Clinton 

Administration), ca. 1992-1/20/2001

Series: Barbara Chow's Files, 2000–2001

File Unit: Labor – H-2A

National Archives Identifier: 34427389



“

”

The essence of trade is social uplift. The labor 

movement has been the haven for the 

dispossessed, the despised, the neglected, 

the downtrodden, the poor.

A. Philip Randolph



Email questions to
Gabrielle.Downer@nara.gov

Video recording of the lecture
will remain online at

www.archives.gov/calendar/know-your-records

After the live broadcast ... 

about:blank
mailto:Gabrielle.Downer@nara.gov?subject=February%2010th%20Presentation
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about:blank


We value your opinion.
Please take a minute to complete a
short evaluation. Your comments help
us maintain the quality of our services
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