
As the conversation 
about global warming, our 
environment, and the threat 
of serious natural catastro-
phes creeps to the forefront 
of America’s consciousness, 
it’s more important than 
ever to learn from past 
environmental and weather 
disasters. A greater under-
standing of why these events 
occur, their dangerous after-
math, and how they may be 
prevented will be invaluable 
as we tackle our warm-
ing future. In his highly 
acclaimed book, THE 
WORST HARD TIME 
(Mariner Books, September 
1, 2006), Pulitzer Prize–
winning journalist Timothy 
Egan details the lessons from 
the largely untold story of 
the Dust Bowl, one of Amer-
ica’s worst weather events. 
Now available in paperback, 
THE WORST HARD 
TIME brilliantly explores 
the decade of brutally 
punishing dust storms that 
ravaged the American High 
Plains during the Depres-
sion through the eyes of the 
people who survived it.

Once one of the great-
est grasslands in the world, 
the High Plains of Colo-

rado, Kansas, Nebraska, 
Oklahoma, Texas, and 
New Mexico experienced a 
bonanza of overfarming in 
the 1920s. When the rains 
stopped and the wind picked 
up in the early 1930s, the 
stripped earth began to 
stir and blow to devastat-
ing effect, sending millions 
of tons of dust across much 
of the nation. In the High 
Plains, the power of these 
blinding black blizzards of 
dust was such that it was 
often impossible to “see your 
hand in front of your face,” 
according to one survivor. 

At its peak, the Dust 
Bowl covered close to one 
hundred million acres, and 
more than a quarter of a 
million Americans were 
forced to flee their ruined 
homes. In The Worst 
Hard Time, Egan follows 
a diverse cast of individuals 
and families who stayed in 
their communities across 
the affected region, weav-
ing together the eyewitness 
accounts of survivors now in 
their eighties and nineties, 
including:

§	 Ike Osteen, who 
survives the Dirty Thir-
ties in a home made of dirt 

and plank boards, with his 
widowed mother and eight 
brothers and sisters;

§	 Bam White and his 
family, Native Americans 
who live through the worst 
of the storms on the edge of 
town, in the shadows;  

§	 John McCarty, a 
businessman, known as the 
Dust Bowl Cheerleader, who 
founds the Last Man Club, 
an association of people 
who vow never to flee;

§	 The Doc, a big-
hearted, once wealthy man, 
who ends up a pauper after 
opening up a soup kitchen; 

§	 The Herzsteins, 
a pioneering Jewish family, 
who try to maintain the ritu-
als of daily life even after 
they lose a beloved uncle to 
a gunslinger;

§	 Hazel Lucas 
Shaw, who comes to the 
Plains as a teenage bride 
only to see her baby girl 
killed by the dust.

Declared “a flat-
out masterpiece of 
historical reportage” by the 
Seattle Post-Intelligencer, 
THE WORST HARD 
TIME captures both the 
heroism and terror of this 
iconic chapter of American 

history, when the simplest 
thing in life – taking a 
breath – was a threat. The 
book is a testament to the 
power of human persever-
ance in the face of the most 
wretched of conditions, and 
a powerful cautionary tale 
about the dangers of trifling 
with nature.

ABOUT THE AUTHOR

Timothy Egan is a 
national enterprise reporter 
for the New York Times.  In 
2001, he was part of a team 
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from America” feature on 
BBC radio.

Egan is the author of 
four books, including The 
Good Rain, a Pacific North-
west Booksellers Book 
Award winner and regional 
bestseller for over a decade, 
and Lasso the Wind, winner 
of the Mountains and 
Plains Booksellers Award. 
The Worst Hard Time was 
the winner of the National 
Book Award for Nonfiction. 
He lives in Seattle.
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