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THE GOSPEL ACCORDING TO JOHN (STEINBECK) 

John Michael Coburn, B.A. 

Mentor:  John C. Hirsh, Ph.D. 

 

ABSTRACT 

 

 

John Steinbeck‟s epic novel, The Grapes of Wrath, leads readers on a journey of 

American dust bowl refugees.  This thesis will examine the journeys of Steinbeck and 

those who influenced him in telling the story.  In particular, the author will scrutinize the 

influence of Tom Collins, the first manager of migrant camps established by the Farm 

Security Administration and the “Tom” to whom the novel is dedicated. 

Tom Collins‟s journey in early life left an imprint upon him that served him, 

migrants, and John Steinbeck.  His journey is sometimes complicated by contradictions 

and other times is completely harmonious as it intersects with Catholicism.  This thesis 

will examine the American landscape as religious institutions search and flower in their 

response to the plight of the poor coming out of the industrial revolution, economic 

disaster, and the dust bowl.   

Both the Protestant Social Gospel movement and Catholic social doctrine are 

examined for their place of influence upon Steinbeck and Collins.  Original research in 

the archives of the State of Maryland; Catholic Charities; Maryland State Tuberculosis 

Sanatorium; Frederick County Maryland Board of Education; and various schools in 

Maryland, Virginia, and Pennsylvania support the conclusions of this thesis. 



 iv 
 

Tom Collins influenced John Steinbeck beyond his experiences as manager of 

Arvin Migratory Labor Camp in the Central Valley of California.  Collins‟s work as 

manager drew from the first two decades of his life steeped in the tenets of Catholic 

social doctrine, and his example influenced John Steinbeck in the development of the 

characters in The Grapes of Wrath. 
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CHAPTER 1 

 INTRODUCTION 

 There is a special quality in the characters of John Steinbeck‟s Grapes of Wrath 

that gives them depth and, contrary to the oft-cited criticism of sentimentality, 

authenticity.  This thesis identifies the nature and source of that quality.   

The editors of Steinbeck‟s high school senior yearbook wrote:   

The church of a far off city  

Came towering into view,  

Where John was preaching in solemn tones  

To many a well-filled pew.
1
 

It is difficult not to identify the migratory labor camps as that city and the millions who  

have read The Grapes of Wrath as those of the well-filled pew in this prescient 

observation of Steinbeck‟s classmates. This thesis reviews the impact of the industrial 

revolution on Americans in the nineteenth century and the impact of those who sought to 

ameliorate the plight of Americans.  The Christian churches were a great influence on the 

American public in addressing the ills of society.  As part of the Second Great Awaking, 

a period of spiritual renewal, the Protestant Social Gospel movement took the lead in 

ministering to the disadvantaged of the era.  The Catholic Church in America, while 

struggling to establish itself as independent of the constraints of being a mission church, 

concentrated on its response to the issuance of Rerum Novarum (On the Condition of 

Workers) in 1891.  

                                                             
1
Jay Parini, John Steinbeck, A Biography (New York:  Henry Holt and Company, 1995), 20-21. 
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 These Christian communities had a direct influence on John Steinbeck in the 

writing of one of America‟s greatest novels.  The crux of this thesis is to identify how 

Christian social action influenced the author.  It did so in both an active and a passive 

way and the Christian social action was in the person of Tom Collins.  Collins, with his 

deeply ingrained Catholic upbringing and education, responded actively to the migrants 

needs.  Through his observations of Collins, Steinbeck passively absorbed Collins‟s 

commitment to the dispossessed migrants and endowed his characters in The Grapess of 

Wrath with these traits.  These traits were an integral part of Tom Collins‟s life journey, 

of the journey of the Joad family in The Grapes of Wrath, and of the author‟s journey in 

writing the novel.
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CHAPTER 2 

  WHO WAS TOM COLLINS? 

 The Grapes of Wrath is dedicated “To CAROL who willed it.  To TOM who lived 

it.”
1
  Carol was Steinbeck‟s first wife.  Tom was not, as some might assume, the 

protagonist Tom Joad, but Tom Collins, the first manager of the Arvin Migratory Labor 

Camp under the Farm Security Administration in 1935.
2
 It was Collins‟s detailed reports 

and correspondence with Steinbeck and a week-long visit at the camp by Steinbeck that 

served as the basis for Steinbeck‟s migratory labor camp, Weedpatch. Tom Collins was a 

dedicated teacher, and school administrator, and compassionate social worker who had a 

complicated relationship with the Catholic Church.  Jackson J. Benson, who wrote a 

biography of Steinbeck, characterizes Tom Collins‟ early life.  “The melodrama of his 

difficulties at the orphanage is reminiscent of something out of Charles Dickens.”
3
 It is an 

accurate characterization.  Benson reports that Collins was born in the vicinity of 

Baltimore, Maryland, in 1895 or 1897 and was immediately placed in a Catholic 

orphanage in Baltimore by his unwed mother.  According to Collins‟s death certificate, 

he was born on September 6, 1895.  Because of the discrepancies in the reported dates of 

birth, an examination of the Maryland State Archives for male children born to a Collins 

in Baltimore on September 4 through 8 for the years 1893 to 1897 resolves the 

                                                             
1John Steinbeck,The Grapes of Wrath, 1st  ed. (New York:  Viking Press, 1939), 2. 

 
2Jackson J. Benson,”’To Tom, Who Lived It’: John Steinbeck and the Man from 

Weedpatch,”Journal of Modern Literature (April 1976): 153. 
 

3Ibid., 196. 
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discrepancies.  Only one report of a Collins birth was recorded for those dates.  A male 

child was born at No. 12, North High Street, to George Collins, a stable boss, and Annie 

Hopkins Collins on September 6, 1895, on the exact date reported by Tom Collins to the 

officials at Sacramento County Hospital, where he died.  Other information on the birth 

record may have been the source of Collins‟s reticence to be forthcoming about his early 

personal history.  The record indicates that George Collins and the male child were 

“colored.” Records from a city directory published in 1895, which placed an asterisk next 

to the names of colored people, indicate that there were five women named Annie 

Hopkins and none named Annie Collins living in Baltimore at the time and that all were 

white.
4
  Two of the women were Mrs. Annie Hopkins and a third had a middle initial of 

“M.” The other two were a domestic and a dressmaker.  The name Annie Hopkins 

“Collins” on the birth records were a nod to the courtesy and decorum of the time.  No 

records are extant to determine whether George Collins, originally of Dorchester County, 

Maryland, might have been of mixed racial background, but it is clear that for all of his 

life Tom Collins lived as a white man.  It may be that Collins did not know his own racial 

makeup.  Photographs of him reveal no physical features that would indicate anything 

other than his Caucasian lineage.  It is easy to understand why an unwed mother of a 

mixed-race child in 1895 would place that child in an orphanage.  

 However, there are simply no records extant showing the placement of an infant 

Tom Collins in a Catholic orphanage in Baltimore between 1895 and 1897.  Catholic 

                                                             
4B. R. Sheriff, ed., R. L. Polk & Co.’s, Baltimore City Directory for 1895, Volume IX (Baltimore:  

Evening News Publishing Co., 1895). 
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Charities is the custodian of the records for St. Vincent‟s Infant Asylum, Dolan 

Children‟s Aid Society, St. Vincent‟s Male Orphan Asylum, St. Mary‟s Industrial School, 

and St. Patrick‟s Asylum.  A search of the records of these institutions found two children 

named Tom Collins, who were born in 1892 and 1893.  Each was discharged to his 

mother at later dates.  All of the above-mentioned orphanages were for white children.  

At the time, there were three orphanages for African-American boys: St. Anthony‟s 

Orphan Asylum, St. Elizabeth‟s Home for Colored Infants and Children, and St. Francis‟s 

Orphanage for Colored Children. Catholic Charities could find no record of a Tom 

Collins at these institutions.  The information available does not provide conclusive 

evidence as to whether Tom Collins was actually in a Catholic orphanage as a youth.
5
  

Collins‟s dedication to the corporal service of his fellow man, which will be discussed 

later, would indicate a strong influence from religious institutions.   

 Jackson Benson reports the following: 

He went from the orphanage to a boarding school, Mount Saint Joseph College, in 

Baltimore, and from there to Saint Charles Seminary in Maryland to be trained in 

the priesthood.  After two years or so, however, he gave up the priesthood to go to 

college and become a teacher.  All we know about his college education is that he 

possessed a doctoral diploma from Teachers College in Washington, D.C.
6
  

 

The Xaverian Brothers, the founders of Mt. Saint Joseph College, are a religious 

community founded in Bruges, Belgium, in 1839. The community‟s mission was to teach 

in schools they would establish in America. The college was opened in 1875.  As with the 

                                                             
5This information was gathered from correspondence from Helen Graham, Director of Records 

and Archivist for Catholic Charities, March 13, 1997, and from a subsequent phone conversation on May 
14, 2009.  
 

6Benson, Weedpatch, 196. 
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incomplete records of the various Catholic orphanages, the records at Mt. Saint Joseph 

College do not reflect Tom Collins‟s matriculation there.  In the early 1970s, with the 

renovation of an older building and the construction of a new building, a Xaverian 

Brother threw out most of the early records of the school.  Tom Collins‟s photo does not 

appear in the group photos displayed at the school of the graduating classes for this time 

period.
7
  When Collins was employed by the Frederick County, Maryland, school system, 

he used the middle initial “A”; however, it is his death certificate on which I choose to 

rely, and it shows no middle initial or name.  

 There is evidence of Tom Collins‟s attendance at Saint Charles‟ College, a 

preparatory seminary, which at the time was located a short distance from Baltimore 

along the Patapsco River near Ellicott City, Maryland.  He matriculated for the scholastic 

years1909-10 and 1910-11.
8
 The college was founded by the famous Maryland patriot 

and signer of the Declaration of Independence, Charles Carroll of Carrollton.  Carroll, 

one of the richest signers, donated $5,349 and 253 acres to the college, which did not 

open until 1848, sixteen years after the death of the last surviving signer of the 

Declaration of Independence.  The first class constituted four students.  By the time Tom 

Collins enrolled, there were 214 students.  He was fourteen years old.  Collins‟s course of 

study in his first year consisted of Latin, English, French, algebra, geography, reading 

                                                             
7
On September 1, 1908, a Thomas A. Collins was registered.   His mother is shown as Mrs. Ellen 

Collins, and an attorney from Bar Harbor, Maine, was the contact for the school. These sparse records 

indicate that the full tuition of $200 was paid.  This was not John Steinbeck‟s Tom Collins.   
 

8Catalogue of St. Charles’ College (Baltimore:  Williams and Wilkins Company, 1910), 20.  All 
additional historic information about St. Charles’ College, the curriculum, and Tom Collins’s record have 
been gathered from this catalogue and the subsequent one published by the same company in 1911.   
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and elocution, Bible history, and Christian doctrine.   Church history was substituted for 

Bible history the second year.  St. Charles‟ College offered a six-year classical education.  

A new student whose competence was beyond the entry level in a subject matter could 

test into a higher level than his grade.  Even by today‟s standards, these tests could be 

deemed difficult. The following is a description of the first year of Latin.
9
 

Latin.—Bennett‟s Latin Grammar, Latin Lessons, and Foundation of Latin; Latin 

Recitations and Conversations; Historiae Sacrae Epitome; Oral and Written 

Translations into Latin. 

 

Students who expect on entering the College to be placed in a class higher than 

the Sixth, that is the lowest, must show by examination that they have passed 

creditably through a course equivalent to the one indicated in our program of 

studies.  In Latin, besides having read in the original some extracts from the 

authors listed, or their equivalent, they will be required to translate English into 

Latin.  The following are specimens of the examination given: 

                         

 

FOR THE SECOND YEAR (Fifth Class) 

A good man will be loved by all.—He has lived in Rome many years.—My son, 

you are overcome with grief.—My friend, give me the pen.—My father lead me 

into the garden.—You will not be able to.—I will go.
10

 

 

 

 On March 16, 1911, St. Charles‟ College was destroyed by fire, and the detailed 

records of students were lost. However, two things are evident from the minimal records 

that survived the fire. Tom Collins was a well prepared and advanced student upon 

entering St. Charles‟ College, and his awards in both Christian doctrine and Bible study 

show a foundation in Catholic doctrine at the time.  He distinguished himself with an 

                                                             
9This conclusion is informed by a conversation with Frances Higgins, Chair  of Latin at Good 

Counsel High School, on August 30, 2009.  Mrs. Higgins reviewed the advanced placement translation 
requirements and indicated that they were appropriately rigorous.  
 

10
Catalogue of St. Charles’ 16. 
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honorable mention at his grade level in Christian doctrine.  His first year he tested into 

the fourth year of Bible study and took an academic second prize for the course.   

Similarly, he was placed into the fifth year of geography and received honorable mention.  

The available records do not reflect advanced placement in other courses.  One could 

validly assume the rigorous advanced placement tests for Bible study and geography 

were equal to those for Latin.    Collins received these honors during his first year, and 

there is no mention in the catalogue of his having excelled in his second year. This 

extremely advanced student in geography must have had a close relationship with his 

teacher, and may have been the reason that Collins left the college after his second year.   

 Benson, relying upon family history from three different families, reports the 

Collins biography as follows: 

. . .gave up the priesthood to go to college and become a teacher.  All we know 

about his college education is that he possessed a doctoral diploma from Teachers 

College in Washington, D.C. Since Teachers College is no longer in existence, it 

has been impossible to find out how valid this degree was.  Nevertheless, Collins 

used this degree repeatedly to obtain various jobs throughout his lifetime.
11

 

 

 Tom Collins turned sixteen years old on September 6, 1911.  The chronology 

above simply does not fit.  It is appropriate that Benson questions the validity of Collins‟s 

academic credentials. The white teachers‟ college in 1911 was Wilson Teachers College 

in Washington, D.C.  The repository for the college‟s records is the University of the 

District of Columbia, and a list in the records of students at Wilson Teachers College for 

the period of 1911 through 1915 shows no evidence that Tom Collins ever attended. 

                                                             
11

Benson, Weedpatch, 196-97. 
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So where did Tom Collins go after the school year 1910-11?  If there is no record 

of Collins attending Teachers College, as Benson reports, is one able to ignore that 

portion of the Collins history? The answer is yes.  St. Charles‟ College was founded by 

members of the Society of St. Sulpice, a French order of priests whose mission was to 

prepare young men for the priesthood. Tuberculosis was rampant in the United States 

“The total number of deaths reported as due to consumption [tuberculosis] in the United 

States during census year 1900 was 109,750 . . . and the ratio of deaths from this disease 

to 1,000 deaths from all known causes was 109.9.”
12

 The good fathers were not 

unaffected by the ailment.  Three of Tom Collins‟s teachers appeared to have suffered 

from tuberculosis including Rev. J.M. Haug, who taught two of the courses in which 

Collins was enrolled.  According to the American Necrulogy [sic.] of the Society of St. 

Sulpice, “However, Father Haug‟s health was fragile.  From 1907 on, the weakness of his 

lungs had forced him to take some ease.  From 1910 to 1916 his physical state remained 

precarious enough.”
13

     

The Rev. G.C. Harig taught Latin, Greek, and English while Tom Collins was a 

student. 

All the while, and with several relapses, dear Father Harig had much to suffer in 

mind and body.  His suffering came to him, at least in part, from his great 

sensitiveness and his conviction in regard to the grandeur of the priesthood. 

                                                             
12Committee On The District of Columbia, Registration of Cases of Tuberculosis in District of 

Columbia, Etc., 60th Congress, 1st Session, Senate Report No. 35, January 13, 1908, 1. 
 

13Vincent M. Eaton, Rev., American Necrulogy of the Society of St. Sulpice (Baltimore:  Order of St. 
Sulpice, 1991), 228.  [Father Haug did not die until March 6, 1928, evidently having recovered in part from 

his lung disorder.] 
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. . . Frequently our confrere had to leave the seminary to be cared for outside.  He 

accepted this testing with great simplicity and blamed himself for his condition.  

Sometimes he even took the initiative and spontaneously asked to retire to an 

institution where he was assured the care that would restore his health. 

 

This description of “relapses,” of being “cared for outside,” and of retiring “to an 

institution . . . that would restore his health” is code for tuberculosis, a term of stigma.  

Finally, the Rev. C.C. Berkeley taught geography and it was the course at which 

Tom Collins excelled. He jumped five years ahead of his class to take it and even at that 

received honors in the form of an honorable mention.”
14

 

Six years ago [sometime in 1909] his [Berkeley‟s] health forced him to spend 

several months in the hospital, then an entire year in a more moderate climate.  

Afterwards, he returned to St. Charles in good health, so we thought, to take up 

again his work as a teacher.  But last summer an attack of typhoid fever so 

threatened his constitution that lung trouble reasserted itself.  The doctor who was 

looking after him advised him to spend another season at Colorado Springs where 

he recovered his strength after his first attack.
15

  

 

Colorado Springs was a major center for the treatment of tuberculosis and, at the time, 

had at least fourteen tuberculosis sanatoria.  One in particular, Montcalme Sanatorium, 

was established in 1900 and was run by the Sisters of Mercy. It would have been a likely 

setting for the recuperation of Father Berkeley.
16

  

 Tom Collins contracted tuberculosis at St. Charles‟ College.  His next move was 

to the Maryland Tuberculosis Sanatorium in Sabillasville, Maryland. Because he was an 

especially successful student his first year and received no honors during his second year, 

                                                             
14Catalogue of St. Charles’, 37. 

 
15Eaton, Necrulogy, 176. 

 
16Bob Hoff and Lynn Gilfillan-Morton, The History of Health Care in the Pikes Peak Region 

(Bloomington, IN: Author Press, 2005). 
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one might logically conclude that the cause of Collins‟s decline in academic success was 

caused by the progression of his disease during his second year at school.  There is 

another possibility.  As noted earlier, St. Charles‟ College burned to the ground on March 

16, 1911, and substantially all of its records were lost.  The Catalogue of St. Charles’ 

College for the Scholastic Year 1910-1911 shows Thomas A. Collins as a second-year 

student.
17

  This is the first time that Collins used the middle initial.  With the destruction 

of the college‟s records, it is possible that the names listed were hastily put together 

within the ninety days between the fire and the commencement on June 11, 1911. It is 

also possible that Collins did not start school in September of 1910.   To support this line 

of thinking, the Fourth Annual Report of the Board of Managers of the Maryland 

Tuberculosis Sanatorium, January 1, 1911, reports the admission of Patient 501 in 1910, 

a fifteen-year-old male in a moderately advanced stage of tuberculosis in both lungs. The 

patient stayed for five months and, during his treatment, gained sixteen and a half 

pounds.  If this is a record of Tom Collins, either the assertion that Collins contracted 

tuberculosis at St. Charles‟ College is questionable or the diagnosis is in error, because 

the record of patient 501 reports that the duration of the disease was eleven and a half 

years.
18

   It is just as plausible that the disease would have progressed substantially more 

in eleven and a half years and that the diagnosis and/or the report were wrong.  Sometime 

                                                             
17Catalogue of St. Charles’, 18. 

 
18Fourth Annual Report of the Board of Managers of the Maryland Tuberculosis Sanatorium 

(Baltimore:  Sun Job Printing Office, 1911). 
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in 1911, Tom Collins was admitted as a patient at the Maryland Tuberculosis Sanatorium 

in Sabillasville, Maryland. 

 The Maryland Tuberculosis Sanatorium was created by Chapter 308 of the Acts  

of the Maryland General Assembly in 1906.
19

  Maryland health officials and legislators  

selected a 198-acre site in the Catoctin Mountains in Frederick County, Maryland.
20

  The 

all-white facility opened in August 1908 and was available only to incipient cases.  

Advanced and terminal patients were not admitted.  When the facility opened, it had a 

capacity of 180, but during the first year of operation 307 patients were treated. The 

period of treatment ran from two months to over a year.   

The policy of treatment in the early days of the institution was, on admission, 

absolute rest for observation by the medical staff, and as the patient‟s condition 

improved, graduated exercise and work.  All of the light work of the institution 

and farm was done by the patients for it was the aim of the medical staff that with 

every curable case of tuberculosis to have the patient in condition to work from 

four to six hours daily before returning home.
21

  

 

This was part of the philosophy of Dr. Victor F. Cullen, the sanatorium‟s second 

superintendent, who took charge on January 1, 1909.  Dr. Cullen, a recovered 

consumptive and a graduate of Johns Hopkins University School of Medicine, was a 

legend.   

                                                             
19Laws of Maryland, “Chapter 308,” 1906. 
 
20Much of this and the following information has been gathered from a seven-page memo 

entitled “History of Victor Cullen State Hospital” from an unknown author and courtesy of a Frederick 
County historian and local librarian, Erin Dingle, whose father was both a TB patient and later an 
employee of the Sanatorium. Ms. Dingle grew up within the sanatorium compound during her father’s 
employment there.  
 

21
Ibid., 2. 
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A man—none too well dressed, no Chesterfield, but unmistakably a man, and a 

real one—drove his panting horse, lathered white with sweat, within a few inches, 

alarmingly few, of us.  He tied his horse—too windblown to move willingly 

away—to a sapling, petting the miry beast as if it had been a pretty baby, and 

then, without first purging his hands of horse, shook hands with a hearty pull. 

In plain, direct words this round-headed, big-boned, slightly stooped young man 

explained himself and his mission.  He was a patient in a neighboring private 

sanatorium, just across the Pennsylvania line and wanted a medical job with us, 

without salary.  He was engaged.  Thus by time and chance this most 

extraordinary man, Dr. Victor F. Cullen, was secured, a boon and blessing to our 

State beyond compare.
22

 

 

Cullen‟s career was punctuated with demonstrative acts of charity and dedication.  He 

took train and horse to the state capital to reverse a legislative bill to increase his salary 

because he thought such an increase was inappropriate and unnecessary. This charismatic 

individual was yet another Catholic influence on Tom Collins.  Cullen was the recipient 

of the Order of St. Gregory, awarded by Pope Pius XI in 1924.   

Doctor Cullen‟s honors were bestowed upon him in recognition of the veritable 

consecration of his life to the care of tubercular patients.  In his devotion to the 

sick he has sacrificed financial gains and many other emoluments.  He has won 

many back to health from the grasp of the White Plague and assuaged the 

sufferings of countless others in their declining days.
23

 

 

In addition to his commitment to the welfare of his patients, Dr. Cullen‟s sense of 

organization and management of the sanatorium may very well have been Collins‟s 

model for the school system he organized in Guam and, more particularly, for Arvin 

Camp, the first migrant camp in California under the Farm Security Administration and, 

subsequently, Steinbeck‟s model for Weedpatch in The Grapes of Wrath.  Based upon the 

                                                             
22Samuel K. Dennis, “Maryland’s crusade on Tuberculosis,” The Baltimore Sun, January 20, 1929. 
 
23

“George Jenkins and Dr. Cullen are Knighted,” The Baltimore Catholic Review, March 22, 1924. 
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January 1, 1911, records of the fifteen-year-old male patient, Collins was a patient for 

five months.
24

  

 It was common practice for the sanatorium to hire former patients to work in a 

variety of jobs.  The continued involvement of former patients at the hospital even 

extended to training women and men to become nurses. “So after he cured them, he 

employed them.”
25

 Tom Collins was the beneficiary of Victor Cullen‟s management 

policy.  “When his condition was arrested, he remained at the sanitorium to work in the 

combined post office/pharmacy.”
26

 Employment records at the Maryland Tuberculosis 

Sanatorium no longer exist, so it is uncertain how long Collins worked there. However, if 

one continues the assumption that Collins was patient 501, he would have been fifteen 

years old when he was discharged from the sanatorium in 1910.  “Collins met his first 

wife, Edith M. Bentzel, while he was a patient at the Victor Cullen Tuberculosis 

Sanitarium in Sabillasville, Maryland. . . . He married Edith in early 1915.”
27

 It is logical 

to conclude that he spent the intervening years in the employment of and under the 

tutelage of Dr. Cullen.  The impact on Tom Collins of Dr. Cullen‟s compassion and 

dedication to the tuberculosis patients cannot be underestimated. 

                                                             
24

Fifty-three years after Collins completed treatment, Tim Coburn, my brother, was diagnosed 

with tuberculosis at age fifteen, the same age as Collins when he was admitted to the sanatorium.  At 

admission, my brother was evaluated as having the same level of disease, moderately advanced, as 

described for patient 501, Tom Collins.  Tim Coburn spent six months at the Madison County Sanatorium 

in Edwardsville, Illinois. 

   
25Maria T. Sagardia, former Director of Nurses, Maryland Tuberculosis Sanatorium, interviewed 

by Erin Dingle and Mark R. Lannon, 1999. 
 

26Benson, Weedpatch, 197. 
 

27
Ibid., 197. 
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  Benson reports that Collins gave up the seminary to go to college to 

become a teacher, yet Benson expresses doubt about the legitimacy of degrees Collins 

claimed to have earned.  The fact is that there just was not enough time to complete the 

academic requirements for the degrees and to reconcile those accomplishments with what 

is known for certain about Collins‟s chronology. Collins was born in 1895, admitted to 

the sanatorium in 1910 at the age of fifteen, married in 1915, continued work at the 

sanatorium, taught school at Wolfsville Elementary School, and abandoned his family in 

1919.  There is simply not enough time as shown on the diagram below.   

 

During the period Collins could have attended college, 1913 to 1920, the teachers‟ 

colleges were segregated. Minors Teachers College was for blacks, and Wilson Teachers 

College was for whites.  The archivist for the University of the District of Columbia 

could not find evidence that Tom Collins ever attended either school as an 
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undergraduate.
28

  Graduate degrees were not granted until 1957, when the first master‟s 

degree was awarded to Marie D. Perry.
29

 This fact alone is conclusive.  Tom Collins did 

not have a doctoral degree in education from D.C. Teachers College as he maintained. 

 Benson reports that Collins taught at Wolfsville Elementary School in Frederick 

County, Maryland.  A storage room in the offices of the Frederick County Board of 

Education is filled with oversized leather- and cloth-bound financial ledgers. In one dated 

1916-17, multiple entries indicate that Thomas A. Collins was paid sixty dollars per 

month as a teacher.  There are no entries for any other years from 1915 to 1920. This 

information seems to correct Benson‟s assertion that Collins taught two years in 

Wolfsville Elementary School instead of one year.  

 Benson further reports that Tom Collins then taught at Winchester Military 

Academy, in Winchester, Virginia, which was founded in the early nineteenth century 

and closed at the beginning of the Civil War.
 30

 

The school [Winchester Academy] was closed in 1861 because of the Civil War. 

The Northern Army camped on the grounds of the Academy at one time when 

they were in Winchester and completely destroyed the building using the wood 

for campfires.  The building was never rebuilt and the Academy occupied new 

quarters after the close of the War between the States and was known as the 

Shenandoah Valley Academy. . . .The enrollment was around 100 from 1915 to 

1932 with a peak in 1927 with 127 boys.
31

 

 

                                                             
28Chris England, Archivist for the University of the District of Columbia, interviewed by author, 

Washington, D.C., September 2009 and February 2010.  
 
29“Teachers College awards its first M.A. to woman,” Afro-American, June 22, 1957. 

 
30Benson, Weedpatch, 197. 

 
31 Bryant R. Harper, “A Factual History of Education in Winchester, Virginia” [master’s thesis, 

University of Virginia, 1944], 93. 
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The academy published catalogue in 1918 shows the following notation. 

THOMAS ALVAH COLLINS, A.B.:  A.B., Mt. Joseph College, 1913; Alumnus 

Columbia University; Principal, Crapo, (Md.), High School, 1916-18.  Assistant 

Principal and instructor Modern Languages, Waynesboro, (Pa.), High School, 

1918.  Instructor in Latin, Shenadoah Valley Academy, 1918-19.
32

  

 

Initially, I was convinced that this Collins was a different individual from the Tom 

Collins who is the subject of this thesis. Thomas Alvah Collins taught at Waynesboro 

High School.  Waynesboro, Pennsylvaina, is only eight miles by train from the Maryland 

Tuberculosis Sanatorium in Sabillasville, Maryland.   The two Collinses might have 

crossed paths with the subject of this research assuming the academic identity of Thomas 

Alvah Collins. I am now convinced that Tom Collins had some connection with the 

Waynesboro school system.  The Western Maryland Railroad provided direct 

transportation between those towns. In spite of the fact that I have been unable to confirm 

Collins‟s employment as Assistant Principal and instructor of modern languages at 

Waynesboro High School, I am prepared to accept that Collins had some connection with 

the Waynesboro school system.  The geography and chronology fall into place.  Collins 

taught at Wolfsville Elementary School in 1916-17; he taught at Waynesboro High 

School in 1917-18; he taught  at Shenandoah Valley Academy in 1918-19.   One must 

allow for the possibility that this portion of Tom Collins‟ story was made out of whole 

cloth, along with his connection with Crapo High School, the A.B. from Mt. Joseph 

College, and the doctoral degree from Washington Teachers College. 

                                                             
32

The Shenandoah Valley Academy,Winchester, VA:  Shenandoah Valley Academy, 1918), 8. 
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There is no record of any school named Mt. Joseph College referenced in the 

Shenandoah Valley Academy Catalogue.  It seems like a deliberate obfuscation to be 

made to look like Mt. Saint Joseph College, Collins‟s reported Baltimore high school, or 

St. Joseph College.  In 1913, in Connecticut, Delaware, Maine, Maryland, Massachusetts, 

New Hampshire, New Jersey, New York, Ohio, Pennsylvania, Rhode Island, Vermont, 

Virginia, West Virginia, and the District of Columbia, there existed only two St. Joseph 

Colleges.  St. Joseph College in Standish, Maine, was founded in 1912 for girls only and 

did not offer a degree until 1917.  It did not become coed until 1970.  What is now St. 

Joseph University in Philadelphia was founded in 1851.  Adrienne Accardi of that 

institution‟s  Office of Development and Alumni Relations “could not find a record of 

Thomas Collins attending St. Joseph‟s University.”
33

  

 Five months after the birth on February 24, 1919 of his second daughter, Anna, 

Tom Collins abandoned his family.
34

  It has been difficult to independently confirm 

Benson‟s narrative of this portion of Collins‟ life.  According to Anna Collins 

Shindledecker; “My mother asked him to go to the store and get me some milk and he 

never came back.  Seventy years later, I‟m still waiting for that milk.”
35

 The story, 

according to Benson, is that, in abandoning his wife and daughters, Collins ran away with 

Nancy Duvall Means. 

                                                             
33Email to author, April 21, 2010. 
 
34Benson, Weedpatch, 197. 

 
35“Steinbeck’s novel dedicated to local woman’s father,” The Record Herald, Waynesboro, PA, 

April 15,1989. 
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He abandoned his family shortly after the birth of his second daughter and eloped 

with Nancy Duvall Means, sixteen, the daughter of a prominent Social Register 

family in Maryland.  The story is that they met in a railroad station, Collins 

running from his family and Miss Means running from a chaperone who was 

escorting her home on vacation from an exclusive girls school.  They ran off 

together to San Juan, Puerto Rico, where they were married by the Bishop of San 

Juan.  The couple was being chased by private detectives hired by the bride‟s 

father, and so they fled from Puerto Rico to Caracas, Venezuela, where they hid 

in a slum while Collins worked in a nearby oil field.
36

 

 

Unlike Professor Benson, I have not had the benefit of personal contact with this branch 

of the Collins family or with Collins‟s third family.  My correspondence with Benson 

offered me little help in locating them: “It has been many years since I was involved in 

the Collins story and the Steinbeck biography.  I have done research for and published 

several biographies since then, and so the Collins story seems very remote to me now.”
37

 

 For several decades starting in 1910, the Western Maryland Railroad traveled 

from Sabillasville to Baltimore on a daily basis.  In 1924, a round-trip Sunday excursion 

ticket cost one dollar and fifty cents.
38

  There were several private secondary schools 

along the way to Baltimore where Nancy Duvall Means could have been a student.  The 

number is narrowed by the description given by Benson as “an exclusive girls‟ school.”  

Inasmuch as the story related by Benson says that Collins and Means were later married 

by the Bishop of San Juan, one can assume that the exclusive girls‟ school was a Catholic 

institution.  Two schools fit all of the criteria: Visitation Academy of the Sacred Heart in 

the city of Frederick and St. Joseph‟s Academy in Emmitsburg, Maryland.  Visitation 

                                                             
36Benson, Weedpatch, 197. 

 
37Jackson Benson, email to author, May 26, 2009. 

 
38

Advertisement, Catoctin Clarion, September 11, 1919. 
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Academy has no record of a Nancy Duvall Means and was located along a different 

railroad line.  St. Joseph‟s Academy, with several hundred girls from wealthy families, 

was located only two or three miles from the sanatorium in Sabillasville.  St. Joseph‟s 

was founded by St. Elizabeth Ann Seton and her Daughters of Charity in 1809.  It was 

later chartered by the state of Maryland as a liberal arts college and operated until 1973, 

when it was closed and partially merged with its companion men‟s college in 

Emmitsburg, Mt. St. Mary‟s.  It too was served by rail service but on a separate spur.   

The first stop toward Baltimore from both the sanatorium and St. Joseph‟s 

Academy was Emmitsburg Junction.  If the story of the meeting of Collins and Means at 

a railroad station is accurate, it would have been at Emmitsburg Junction.  According to 

Sister Betty Ann McNeil, D.C., provincial archivist for the Daughters of Charity in 

Emmitsburg, the permanent records of the girls who attended St. Joseph‟s Academy (high 

school) rest with the Maryland State Board of Education.
39

  The Board of Education will 

release information only to individuals seeking their own records or their descendents.  

The records of Nancy Duvall Means would have shown the names and addresses of her 

parents and possibly other family information. That she was the daughter of a prominent 

“Social Register family” in Maryland, as Benson relates, cannot be confirmed.  The 

Social Register is published by city and not by state, and the only city in Maryland for 

which a book was published at that time was Baltimore.  The Social Register, Baltimore, 

for the years 1912 through 1918 has no listing for someone with the name of “Means.”  

                                                             
39 Telephone conversation with the author,  March 2009. 
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There is no “Means” in the Baltimore Directory during those years, and the Baltimore 

Directory did not reveal any “Duvall,” presumably a family name.  So I rely upon 

Benson‟s account that Collins and Means ran off together.  

With no documented material but, presumably, with information from interviews 

of the various Collins families, Benson wove his story of Collins and Means‟ marriage by 

the Bishop of San Juan, Puerto Rico; his work in the oil fields of Caracas, Venezuela; the 

couple‟s travel through the Amazon rain forest and return to the southwest United States 

and to California
40

 Collins went to Nome, Alaska, and then to Guam working for  

the U.S. Navy school systems, where he held the post of Superintendent of Public 

Instruction for less than two years.
41

  Professor Robert A. Underwood, President of the 

University of Guam, reported the following: 

The changes which Collins brought about were in four critical areas.  He 

developed a system of record-keeping for students so that “grading” of students 

could occur on a more consistent basis.  Collins charged that prior to 1923, “it can 

hardly be understood how pupils knew whether they were promoted” [Collins‟s 

Letter to Gov. Althouse, 1923].  Under his direction, the schools were also 

“properly graded” so that the work in each grade would be equivalent to that 

offered in schools in the U.S. and Philippines, the other American colony in the 

Pacific.  With respect to the teachers, he instituted a system of supervision and 

required the preparation of daily lesson plans, measures which created some 

“resentment.”  Lastly, Collins developed a course of study which was based on a 

compilation of models from the Philippines, California, New Mexico, [the state of 

Washington and Washington D.C.
42

 

 

                                                             
40 Benson, Weedpatch, 197.  

 
41 Memorandum of Adelbert Althouse, Governor of Guam, to Secretary of the Navy, April 24, 

1923.  
 

42 Robert Anacleus Underwood, “American Education and the Acculturation of Guam” [doctoral 
dissertation, University of Southern California, 1987], 127. 
 



 22 
 

These are significant structural changes, but they are more organizational than 

educational, except what he adapted from other school programs.  Up to this time, Collins 

had been influenced by the structured program of the preparatory seminary, the 

organization of the tuberculosis sanatorium, Wolfsville Elementary School, Waynesboro 

High School, and Winchester Academy, all of which he could adapt to the school system 

in Guam. With this type of reorganization, Collins would not draw undue attention to 

himself, whereas any misstep in the area of a professional educator might cause inquiry 

into his background and credentials. It is therefore understandable why Collins assumed 

the credentials of someone with a doctorate in pedagogy rather than a doctorate in 

education.  And, indeed, Guam‟s Superintendent of Public Instruction signed his name 

“Thomas Collins, A.B.M.A.D.Ped.”
 43

 

 Just as Tom Collins had done, someone else decades later found his way into 

academic institutions without the required credentials for teaching college.  After having 

falsified his credentials numerous times and informed himself about the dynamics of 

organizations, Ferdinand Demara, known as the Great Imposter, was determined to 

succeed at St. Martin‟s Abby and College in Olympia, Washington.  He  had finally 

developed an axiom by which to succeed.  “I call it „expanding into the power 

vacuum.‟”
44

 Like Tom Collins, Demara was technically self-trained to accomplish the 

tasks before him.  Tom Collins, in focusing on pedagogy rather than on education, was 

                                                             
43 Letter from Thomas Collins to the Governor of Guam, March 25, 1923. 
 
44Robert Crichton, The Great Imposter (New York:  Pocket Books, Inc., 1960), 117. 
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expanding into the power vacuum.  Something else the two men shared was the pressure 

of living under an assumed identity.  By the time Collins left Guam in 1924, he had 

already been married two times without the benefit of a divorce; taught in Maryland, 

Pennsylvania, Virginia, and perhaps in California; traveled from Maryland to South 

America; to Nome, Alaska; and to Guam; and served as the top official in two school 

systems.  All of this happened in a period of nine years.  The prospect of his academic 

fraud being discovered or being found out by private detectives hired by Nancy Duvall 

Means Collins‟ father must have been a constant worry for Collins. Having dealt with the 

pedagogical aspects of the schools in Guam and the need to perfect the teaching program 

without the real training to do so could very well have nudged Collins to keep moving. 

 An article in the Journal of Modern Literature and the subsequently published 

retold story in Chasing Steinbeck’s Ghost are the only published works about Tom 

Collins.
45

  It has been my impetus for seeking more information about the man whom 

John Steinbeck so revered that he dedicated The Grapes of Wrath “To Tom Who Lived 

It.”  But Benson‟s information continues to be suspect because his only sources, Collins‟s 

children, have related stories subject to the memories of romantic stories either that Tin 

Collins told them or that their mothers told them. Nancy Means Collins had two children 

during the twenty months she and Tom lived in Guam.  The Collinses could not have 

“spent a good deal of time traveling, going to Australia, New Zealand, Hong Kong, and 

                                                             
45Throughout this study, I have necessarily relied heavily upon the journal article, “To Tom , Who 

Lived It” by Jackson Benson.   
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the Philippines” with two young children, as Benson reports.
46

  Nor did the Collins 

family return to the United States in 1929 as described by Benson.  They returned six 

years earlier in 1923, when the petition by the people of Guam failed to convince Collins 

to continue on in his position.   

Every attempt to reconcile Tom Collins‟s personal history offers more rocks to 

turn over.  There is a ten-year gap from the time he returned to the United States and 

when he started work at what was later called the Farm Security Administration, where 

he worked from 1935 to 1941.  According to Benson, when Collins returned to the 

United States, he opened The Oaks School of Boys in Spring Valley, California.  He took 

too much to the bottle, went bankrupt, and abandoned Nancy Collins and his daughter 

Patricia.  He headed a soup kitchen in Los Angeles under the Federal Transient Service 

Facility.  “In 1939 Collins met a public health nurse, Lena Ann Pimentel, and they were 

married January 10, 1940, in Yuma, Arizona, in a Catholic ceremony.”
47

   

As reported by both Jackson Benson and Jay Parini in their comprehensive 

biographies of Steinbeck, Tom Collins had a week-long visit from John Steinbeck which 

Collins reported in “Arvin Migratory Labor Camp: Report for the week ending August 

23, 1936; and Report for the week ending August 29, 1936.”
48

  This visit led to a long-

term relationship and several years of correspondence.  As a measure of his  regard for 

                                                             
46Benson, Weedpatch, 197. 

 
47 Ibid., 198. 
 
48Reel 1 of 1, Simon J. Lubin Society records ca. 1927-40, University of California, Berekely. The 

official government name for the camp was Arvin Migratory Labor Camp; however, some of Collins’ 
reports identified the camp as Kern Migratory Labor Camp, presumably because the camp was in Kern 
County, California. 
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Collins, Steinbeck insisted that Collins be hired as a technical consultant in the making of 

the movie The Grapes of Wrath, for which he was paid $15,000.  Collins wrote and 

attempted to publish but was unsuccessful.  Benson reports that “in July of 1946 he was 

divorced from his third wife and spent the following ten years managing hotels 

throughout California.”
49

 Tom Collins died at 9:50 a.m. on September 14, 1961, of cancer 

of the larynx.  Jackson Benson underestimates Collins in summing up Collins‟ life. 

He was a dreamer, a talker, and a drinker.  He had a genius for getting along with 

and helping people who were down and out, but was a failure, for the most part, 

in managing the relations of his own personal life.  He was part educator, part 

artist, and part confidence man.
50

 

 

Tom Collins was more than Benson‟s characterization. Collins‟s perspective of the 

disadvantaged fellow citizen was informed by the Christian social doctrine as described 

in Matthew 26:35-40 and as espoused by nuns and priests in the years of his Catholic 

education and by the monumental example of Dr. Victor Cullen.   John Steinbeck 

undoubtedly observed this character trait in the man he befriended and visited.  
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50

 Ibid., 199. 



 26 
 

CHAPTER 3 

THE SOCIAL GOSPEL AND CATHOLIC SOCIAL DOCTRINE 

 Influences on Steinbeck in writing The Grapes of Wrath are rooted in the history 

of American social thought and action, specifically in the Christian churches.  Fifty years 

before the births of John Steinbeck (1902) and Tom Collins (1895), religious 

communities in America were working to create an effective response to the 

consequences of the modernizing world and the industrial revolution. In fact, the entire 

Western world was dealing with the impact of the industrial revolution and positing new 

governmental systems in response to the inequities it engendered.   

Even before John Adolph Grossteinbeck rode on horseback from Germany to 

Jerusalem as a Lutheran missionary in the early 1850s, the American Protestant churches 

were growing out of the Second Great Awakening to address the social issues of the day.  

The American Catholic Church‟s response to the events of the second half of the 

nineteenth century was to address the consequences of the industrial revolution. The 

period was bookended in the United States by the ascendency of Father Isaac Thomas 

Hecker and the writings of Monsignor John A. Ryan, with Leo XII‟s Rerum Novarum as 

the center point.  The period was filled with the experiences of the immigrant German 

and Irish churches and the political wrangling of these communities to gain primacy of 

the American mission.  The American Church also had to deal with the impact of the 

Holy See‟s letter against Americanism titled Testem Benevolentiae.  The nineteenth 

century was not a golden era but an era of struggle that responded to the needs of 
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Americans and built significantly upon Catholic social doctrine just as the Protestants, 

especially the Baptists and the Methodists, were building upon the Social Gospel.    

 Isaac Thomas Hecker was not so much a builder of social doctrine but a cultivator 

of the seed of the American Catholic Church.  He was born on December 18, 1819, in 

New York City.  Like Steinbeck‟s grandparents, Heckeer‟s parents were German 

immigrants and Protestant.  His first religious affiliation was as a Methodist.   “Very 

early his concern for the plight of working men had led him to be active in the 

antimonopoly faction of the Locofoco Democrats.”
1
  The Locofoco Democrats were an 

anti-Tammany Hall group that also opposed the Whigs and supported Presidents Martin 

Van Buren and Andrew Jackson.  But it was the influence of Orestes Brownson, Hecker‟s 

friend and intellectual companion, and Hecker‟s own pursuit of spiritual clarity that led 

him to explore Mormonism, Transcendentalism, and Unitarianism before becoming a 

Catholic.  He was ordained as a priest in 1849.  “Hecker had chosen to enter the austere 

and ascetic Congregation of the Most Holy Redeemer [Congregatio SS. Redemptoris], 

founded in 1732 by St. Alphonsus Liguori „to preach the gospel to the poor.‟”
2
  In spite 

of  having come from a German family and setting aside the German immigrant custom 

of living with fellow Germans, Hecker and a small group of priests, all of whom were 

converts, wished to establish a distinctly American house, where English would be used, 

                                                             
1Sydney E. Ahlstrom, A Religious History of the American People (New Haven: Yale University 

Press, 1972), 552. 
 

2
Ibid., 552. 
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with the  mission of evangelizing to American Protestants.
3
 Hecker‟s emphasis on 

evangelism was the same as that of his Protestant brothers, because it was through 

evangelism and revivalism that the Protestant denominations preached on the solutions to 

the social ills of society.  Protestant evangelism predated Rerum Novarum by decades. 

The rapid growth of concern with purely social issues such as poverty, 

workingmen‟s rights, the liquor traffic, slum housing, and racial bitterness is the 

chief feature distinguishing American religion after 1865 from that of the first half 

of the nineteenth century.  Such matters in some cases supplanted entirely the 

earlier pre-occupation with salvation from personal sin and life hereafter.  

Seminaries reorganized their programs to stress sociology.  Institutional churches 

and social settlement work became prominent in the cities. Crusades for the rights 

of oppressed groups of all sorts absorbed the energies of hundreds of clergymen.
4
  

 

David J. O‟Brien in an essay opines “it would not be too much to say that Hecker blended 

American evangelical social Christianity into the ecclesiastical social Christianity of 

Catholicism.”
5
 

 While the Protestants were working across denominational lines in organized 

response, the Catholic Church was immersed in dealing with the new polity of the 

American Catholic Church.  The Roman Catholic Church held a position so different in 

America from its position in European countries that it was a struggle for the Vatican to 

balance.  In Europe, it had a place at the table of government and wanted to keep it.  Its 

influence was strong and rooted in the history of monarchies.  In America, church and 

                                                             
3 Ibid., 553 
 
4Ronald C. White, Jr., and C. Howard Hopkins, The Social Gospel: Religion and Reform in Changing 

America (Philadelphia:  Temple University Press, 1976), 6. 
 

5John Farina, ed., Hecker Studies:  Essays on the thought of Isaac Hecker (New York.:  Paulist 
Press, 1983), 122. 
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state were separate and not equal in government.  And the “church” both Catholic and 

Protestant, in America was written with a lowercase “c.”  The separation of church and 

state in America diluted the influence of the Catholic Church on national government, 

which was further diminished by the influence of the Protestant churches.  This 

unfamiliar position of playing a much less influential role in government and Hecker‟s 

style of evangelism would be examined by Leo XIII‟s Testem Benevolentiae, a warning 

to the American church not to push too far from Rome and an admonition for unity and 

fealty.  The question at hand was the political and ecclesial independence of the 

American Catholic Church.  Both Rome and the American hierarchy used the term 

Americanism at times to misdirect the debate.  Rome disavowed any concern for secular 

Americanism while remaining concerned that the Catholic Church did not have the 

European style of influence in government.  Historian Thomas McAvoy quotes from a 

letter to the Holy Father from Cardinal Archbishop Gibbons, the ranking prelate in the 

United States in the late nineteenth century, regarding the dispute.  

What is meant when one speaks of Americanism in connection with our bishops 

and our clergy?  Surely, we love our country and are ready to sacrifice our lives 

for it; we love its institutions because they leave us the liberty to do good and 

allow us to spread religion and the influence of the Church more and more.
6
 

 

The patriotism expressed above is the seed of Americanism so feared by the European 

Catholics in Rome. It was a form of government that had demonstrated stability from its 

inception even during the Civil War.  It was as if a new catechism of civics had been 

                                                             
6Thomas T. McAvoy, The Americanist Heresy in Roman Catholicism:  1895-1900 (Notre Dame:  
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created that was compatible with the Baltimore Catechism.  The Europeans were faced  

with national political chaos.   

The year 1871, like the year 1815, was a landmark in European history.  Both 

years saw the end of a major war, and both initiated a long period of peace among 

the major European powers. But this is about as far as the parallel goes.  Relations 

among states in 1815 and after had still been conducted according to certain 

generally accepted rules.  But the cynical diplomacy of Cavour, Napoleon III, and 

Bismark had done away with all standards of international behavior.  From now 

on, suspicion rather than trust characterized international dealings, and, though 

there was to be no major war for forty-three years, the threat of war was almost 

always present.
7
  

 

The purity of Hecker‟s nationalism and that of other major figures in the American 

Catholic Church must have been alien to the Europeans and a source of distrust. 

 One cannot address the Church‟s call to social action without examining the 

immigration patterns in the United States during the nineteenth century and the country‟s 

industrial growth.   Because of the dominance of the Irish in the American Catholic 

hierarchy and the potato famine of 1845-51 in Ireland, one might conjecture that the Irish 

were the single largest group of immigrants to the United States in the nineteenth century.  

The facts are that during the period 1820-1910, 5,351,746 immigrants came from the 

German Empire, 4,212,169 from Ireland, and 3,086,356 from Italy, including Sicily and 

Sardinia.
8
   

One million more Germans than Irish landed on the shores of Catholic mission 

America.  They were European Catholics who spoke a different language.  The Germans 

                                                             
7Joseph R. Strayer, Hans W. Gatzke, E. Harris Harbison, The Course of Civilization, Vol. 2 (New 
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8Senate Committee of Immigration, Reports of the Immigration Commission:  Statistical Review of 
Immigration 1820-1910, 61

st
 Cong., 3d sess., 1910, S. Rep. 756, 13. 
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were farmers, and craftsmen and, for the most part, sought to settle in a new 

“Germantown” or New Germany.  In Germany, newspapers advertised for those who 

wished to settle in America among fellow Germans.  One purchased one hundred fifty 

acres and also received a lot in town on which to build a home.  The community would 

build a school where German was taught and a church where a German priest could serve 

as a pastor.  German immigrants wanted to maintain their culture in an agriculturally rich 

environment without the war they experienced in Europe and the monarchical 

government.   

 The Irish, by contrast, were substantially uneducated and without craft.  They 

came to America to survive death from starvation as a result of the potato famine. Rather 

than settle in the countryside, the Irish worked and lived in the cities and experienced 

firsthand the workers‟ plight as a result of  rapid industrialization.  Unlike the Germans, 

who were both Catholic and Protestant, the Irish were mostly Catholic.  The Germans 

were culturally structured and disciplined, while the Irish had no structure except the 

Church. Despite what might appear to be the Germans‟ greater advantage as settlers in 

America, the Irish had the distinct advantage in that they spoke English.  This advantage 

was evident in the secular world of politics but also in the spiritual and political world of 

the Catholic Church.   Hughes, Gibbons, Kean, Corrigan, O‟Connell, and Ireland in the 

leadership of the American Catholic Church offset the secular Irish Tammany in New 

York and later James Michael Curley in Boston at the close of the eighteenth century.   

It would be unfair to characterize any ethnic group as a monolith and the Irish prelates 

did not always agree. 
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Led by Archbishop Michael Corrigan of New York and Bishop Bernard McQuaid 

of Rochester, late nineteenth-century Irish bishops in the East shared with 

Midwest German prelates a distrust of American values.  They suspected 

economic and social reform efforts and the labor movement of being Protestant, 

secularist, or socialist in spirit.
9
 

 

Three events occurring during the final twenty years of the eighteenth century are 

pivotal to the development of the American Catholic Church: the Third Plenary Council 

in 1884, the issuance of Rerum Novarum  in 1891, and the issuance of Testem 

Benevolentiae in 1899.  Historically, the American bishops convoked the Plenary 

Councils to respond to both administrative and doctrinal directives from Rome but the 

Third Plenary Council was summoned by Rome through insistence of the Congregation 

of Propaganda, which oversaw the mission church.  In prior councils, the Archbishop of 

Baltimore presided as the apostolic delegate but, in yet another effort to demonstrate 

control of the American church, the Congregation of Propaganda succeeded in getting 

Pope Leo XIII to appoint Bishop Luigi Sepiacci as his representative and to preside at the 

council.  The bishops endorsed a push to build Catholic schools and to establish the 

Catholic University of America and provided for the first Baltimore Catechism. 

Hardly had the Third Plenary Council gained Roman approval than the first sign 

of tension appeared.  In response to a query from Propaganda, the bishops of 

dioceses with sizable German populations had agreed that the German parishes 

could have irremoval rectors, that is, that there could be more that one parish 

within a given territory to provide for the pastoral care of those who did not speak 

English, before Propaganda could issue instructions on this, however, Father Peter 

Abbelen of the Archdiocese of Milwaukee arrived in Rome late in 1886 with a 

petition in behalf of German-American Catholics for a series of changes in the 

American Church.  Claiming the Irish hierarchy discriminated against German-

speakers, the petition asked that national parishes be established for German and 
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other language groups—the point already agreed upon by the American 

hierarchy—that children of German parentage be bound to these parishes even 

after reaching adulthood, and that German vicars general be appointed in dioceses 

where there was a German-speaking population.
10

  

   

The Congregation of Propaganda and the German-American population seem to have 

been trying to maintain perpetuate control over the American church by having it remain 

a mission church.  The Congregation would lose control over the American Catholic 

Church in 1908 with the adoption of Sapienti Consolio, Pope Pius X‟s reorganization 

constitution.  

 The industrial revolution was in full bloom and the American Catholic Church, 

trailing behind the Protestants, who were uninhibited by supervision of a European 

hierarchy, was dealing with appropriate responses to the plight of the worker.  Hopkins 

and White report, without specific attribution, the following: 

As late as 1880 a Freewill Baptist minister predicted confidently that the faith 

which had “swept slavery from the earth, elevated women from a state of 

bondage,” and “weakened the grasp of despots” would ultimately triumph over 

every ill.  War will eventually cease,” he cried.  “The strong will foster the weak, 

capital befriend labor . . . and the spirit of mutual helpfulness pervade all the ranks 

of society.”
11

 

 

The American Catholic hierarchy, at the same time, was fighting for the workingman on 

two fronts.  It supported The Knights of Labor, a labor union, which Rome condemned as 

a secret socialist organization based in Canada.  The American Catholic Church was 

successful in overcoming the condemnation, and Catholics were again permitted to join 

                                                             
10 Gerald P. Fogarty, S.J., “The Catholic Hierarchy in the United States Between the Third Plenary 

Council and the Condemnation of Americanism,” U.S. Catholic Historian 11, no. 3 (Summer 1993):  21-22. 
 

11
White, The Social Gospel, 10-11. 
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with specific instructions regarding the oath.  The Knights supported the eight-hour 

workday, abolition of child labor, and equality for women in the workplace. It was 

involved in strikes, most notably the railroad strike in Chicago, which resulted in the 

Haymarket Riot.  The union was “A movement which shot across the horizon like a 

meteor and fell quickly into insignificance had attracted more than a half-million 

workers, appealed to working people across the divisions of sex, race and ethnicity 

legitimated opposition to great industrialists . . .”
12

  This type of thinking came too close 

to class conflict and socialism and, undoubtedly, part of the antagonism that prompted 

Testem Benevolentiae.   

Henry George, as mayor of New York, seemed to many, especially Archbishop 

Michael A. Corrigan, a socialist.  This contention between the right and the left of the 

Irish hierarchy of the Church was in furtherance of the dilemma of the correct social 

response to the plight of the worker.   “Rather than a condemnation of a socialist thinker, 

Gibbons recommended an encyclical on the rights of labor and thus set in motion the 

process that would culminate in Leo XIII‟s Rerum Noverum.”
13

 

 By every account, Rerum Novarum is the rubric for Catholic social doctrine, and 

its publication was the fulcrum of this most exciting period of the Catholic Church in 

America. 

                                                             
12Paul Buhle, From  the Knights of Labor to the New World Order: Essays on Labor and Culture 

(New York:  Garland Publishing, 1997), 4. 
  
13Fogarty, “Catholic Hierarchy,” 25. 
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Catholic social doctrine as such did not exist before the end of the nineteenth 

century, which is not to say that the Catholic Church expressed no official interest 

in, or concern for, the world outside the sanctuary until Pope Leo XIII‟s 

encyclical, Rerum Novarum, “On the Condition of the Working Man,” in 1891.  

But not until Leo XIII did the Catholic Church begin to articulate in a consciously 

systematic manner a theology of social justice and all that it implies.
14

  
 

The document attempts to expose and examine the concerns of prelates and politicians 

alike regarding the rights and responsibilities of the nineteenth-century worker. The most 

immanent fear expressed in Rerum Novarum is socialism, but the most immanent concern 

is the well-being of the workingman. After defining the problems of the day, the 

document immediately addresses the idea of the right of private property ownership.  

To remedy these wrongs the socialists, working on the poor man‟s envy of the 

rich, are striving to do away with private property and contend that individual 

possessions should become the common property of all, to be administered by the 

State or by municipal bodies.  They hold that by thus transferring property from 

private individuals to the community, the present mischievous state of things will 

be set to rights, inasmuch as each citizen will then get his fair share of whatever 

there is to enjoy.  But their contentions are so clearly powerless to end the 

controversy that were they carried into effect the working man himself would be 

among the first to suffer.  They are, moreover, emphatically unjust, for they 

would rob the lawful possessor, distort the functions of the State, and create utter 

confusion in the community. 

 

And later in Rerum Novarum: 

 

Hence, it is clear that the main tenet of socialism, community of goods, must be 

utterly rejected, since it only injures those whom it would seem meant to benefit, 

is directly contrary to the natural rights of mankind, and would introduce 

confusion and disorder into the commonweal.  The first and most fundamental 

principle, therefore, if one would undertake to alleviate the condition of the 

masses, must be with the inviolability of private property.  This being established, 

we proceed to show where the remedy sought for must be found.
15

  
                                                             

14Richard P. McBrien, Catholicism (San Francisco: Harper & Row, 1981), 938. 
 
15 Gioacchino V. Pecci (Pope Leo XIII), Rerum Novarum: On the Condition of Workers, 

http://www.vatican.va/holy_father/leo_xiii_enc_15051891 (accessed October 2, 2010).  
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 It was necessary for Leo to dispatch the socialists on the basis of philosophical 

illegitimacy and not on that of a theistic disagreement only.  The socialists, or those 

accused of socialism, such as the Knights of Labor, after all, were already proposing 

solutions to the problems experienced by the working classes.  Having laid out a cogent 

argument against socialism, Leo delineated the wrongs of the exploitation of children‟s 

and women‟s labor, the appropriate remuneration for labor, proper sanitation in the 

workplace, the right to strike as an absolute last recourse to injustices in the workplace, 

and the obligation of the state to provide, without superseding the rights of the family, for 

the welfare of the poor when necessary, by enacting laws to protect the working class.  In 

this amazing document, he admonishes against violence in strikes and class hatred and 

reinforces the right of private ownership. The author was concerned with political 

instability, in Europe especially, and the conflict of emerging governments‟ transitions 

from monarchies to republics and their inability to deal with the fallout of the industrial 

revolution.  And, more important, Leo XIII was concerned about the workingman.  He 

offered balance to preserve peace while addressing the issues of the day.  To those who 

were responsible for safeguarding the public welfare, Leo offered this salutation: 

Moved by your authority, venerable brethren, and quickened by your example, 

they should never cease to urge upon men of every class, upon the high-placed as 

well as the lowly, the Gospel doctrines of Christian life; by every means in their  

power they must strive to secure the good of the people; and above all must 

earnestly cherish in themselves, and try to arouse in others, charity, the mistress 

and the queen of virtues.
16

 

                                                             
16Gioacchino V. Pecci (Pope Leo XIII), Testem Benevolentiae: On Americanism, 

http://www.papalencyclicals.net/Leo13/113teste.htm (accessed October 2, 2010). 
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For the most part, the American Catholic Church was not afraid that socialism would 

erode its resolve to minister to the poor and working classes disadvantaged by the 

industrial revolution.  Its unbridled faith in the American system of government was not 

shaken by Rerum Novarum, and Leo‟s call to social action was welcomed by prelates and 

priests alike. 

                    Monsignor John A. Ryan recalls in his autobiography Social Doctrine in 

Action that Archbishop Ireland “preached a sermon on „The Church and the Age‟” on 

October18, 1893.
17

 

The great theologians of the Church lay the foundation of political democracy 

which today attains its perfect form.  They prove that all political power comes 

from God through the people, that kings and princes are the people‟s delegates 

and that when rulers become tyrants the inalienable right of revolution belongs to 

the people.  The Church is at home under all forms of government.  The one 

condition of the legitimacy of a form of government, in the eyes of the Church, is 

that it be accepted by the people.  The Church has never said that she prefers one 

form of government over another.  But, so far as I may from my own thoughts 

interpret the principles of the Church, I say that the government of the people, by 

the people, and for the people is, more than any other, the polity under which the 

Catholic Church, the church of the people, breathes air most congenial to mind 

and heart.  

 

It is an age of battlings for social justice to all men, for the right of all men to live 

in the frugal comfort becoming rational creatures.  Very well!  Is it not Catholic 

doctrine that birth into the world is man‟s title to a sufficiency of the things of the 

world?  Is it not the plea for social justice and social well-being the loud outburst 

of the cry which has ever been going up from the bosom of the Church since the 

words were spoken by her Founder:  “Seek first the kingdom of God and His 

justice and all these things shall be added unto you”?  It is not sufficiently 

understood that the principles which underlie the social movement of the times in 

its legitimate demands are constantly taught in schools of Catholic theology; as, 

for instance, the principle which, to the surprise of his fellow-countrymen, 

                                                             
17John A. Ryan, Social Doctrine in Action (New York: Harper & Brothers Publishers, 1941), 42. 
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Cardinal Manning proclaimed:  that in case of extreme necessity, one may use, as 

far as it is needed to save life, the property of others.  We have, of late, been so 

accustomed to lock up our teachings in seminary and sanctuary that when they 

appear in active evolution in the broad arena of life they are not recognized by 

Catholics: nay, are even feared and disowned by them.
18

  

 

It was two years after the publishing of Rerum Novarum and five years after Hecker‟s 

death that Archbishop Ireland delivered the sermon excerpted above. It was the 

continuation of the evolution of American Catholic thought on social responsibilities 

within the American system of government espoused in Paulist publications authored by 

Hecker, his fellow priests, and Orestes Brownson. Hecker, it must be noted, was also 

accused of bypassing Rome in his willingness to build upon the commonality of 

Catholicism and Protestantism rather than comply with a harsher demand to bring the 

Protestants into compliance with the orthodoxy of the Catholic Church. 

Dedicated to the task of converting American Protestants and of bringing before 

the American public the claims of the Church in the most congenial manner 

consistent with orthodoxy, these men [the Paulists] were uniquely fitted for their 

task.  Not only were they converts themselves and expert missionaries, all except 

Hecker of old American lineage, they also shared the conviction that in America 

the Church had a unique opportunity  both to reach the mass of people and to 

prove beyond cavil the compatibility of Catholicism and democracy.
19

 

 

And it was this mindset, characterized as “Americanism” or in some instances 

“Heckerism,” that provoked a reply from the Catholic Church in Europe.  It was the zeal 

and independence of the American Catholic Church in its acceptance of the separation of 
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19James Edmund Roohan, American Catholics and the Social Question: 1865-1900 (New York:  
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church and state and Hecker‟s style of evangelism that threatened the Europeans.
20

  In 

1895, Leo XIII addressed the American Catholic Church in the apostolic letter Longinqua 

Oceani. 

 While praising the progress of the Church under the protection of “equity of the  

laws,” the pontiff warned that “it would be very erroneous to draw the conclusion 

that in America is to be sought the type of the most desirable status of the Church, 

or that it would be universally lawful or expedient for State and Church to be, as 

is in America, dissevered and divorced.” While the pope stopped short of stating 

that there should be a union of church and state, he did say that the Church 

“would bring forth more abundant fruits if, in addition to liberty, she enjoyed the 

favor of the laws and patronage of public authority.”
21

 

 

There is no uncertainty in this language that a comeuppance was on its way. Finally, four 

years after Longinqua Oceani, the conclusion that the evangelism of American 

democracy was the most suited for Catholicism was too much for the European 

constituency of the Catholic Church.  The great Hecker controversy came about through 

an erroneous and abbreviated French translation of the preface of a Hecker biography 

written by Hecker‟s friend Father Walter Elliott. “Up to this time, the faith in American 

democracy aside, Father Hecker was known internationally as a mystic and a missionary 

with the zeal of St. Francis Xavier.  It was said of Pope Pius IX that he might one day 

canonize one of these Yankees [Hecker and his early Paulist campanions]. . . .”
22

 

                                                             
20It is interesting to note that de Tocqueville, a French Catholic, observes that “America is the 

most democratic country in the world, and it is at the same time (according to reports worthy of belief) 
the country in which the Roman Catholic religion makes most progress.” 

 
21Fogarty, Catholic Hierarchy, 30. 

 
22Margaret M. Reher, “Phantom Heresy:  A Twice-Told Tale,” U.S. Catholic Historian 11,  no. 3 
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Ultimately, as a result of the deletions and misinterpretations of the preface of Elliott‟s 

book, Hecker was accused of the 

. . . dilution of Catholic doctrine in order to attract converts; a desire to wrest 

control of the church from the “Latins” and give it to the Americans; a preference 

for the “natural” over the “supernatural” virtues; the superiority of the “active” 

over the “passive” virtues and of a life of “perfection in the world” over the 

monastic vocation.
23

 

 

It all resulted in Leo XIII‟s issuance of Testem Benevolentiae Nostrae on January 22, 

1899.  In firmer language than Longinqua Oceani, the pope lets his American prelates 

know that while Rome and America are continents apart, the long arm of the Church 

must be recognized.  There was no absolute demand to censure, but it was an implicit 

next step if the American Catholic Church continued as it was. 

But if this is to be so understood that the doctrines which have been adverted to 

above are not only indicated, but exalted, there can be no manner of doubt that 

our venerable brethren, the bishops of America, would be the first to repudiate 

and condemn it as being most injurious to themselves and to their country.  For it 

would give rise to the suspicion that there are among you some who conceive and 

would have the Church in America to be different from what it is in the rest of the 

world.
24

 

 

 The Catholic Church in America at the end of the nineteenth century, informed by 

Rerum Novarum and enabled by democracy, was actively addressing the social issues of 

the country.  It thrived in the incubator of the Catholic University of America, where 

John A. Ryan and others studied, taught, and advanced the cause of Catholic social 

doctrine.    

                                                             
23Ibid., 98. 
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 The great Christian call to action for relief from the plight of a changing world 

was woven into the fabric of American culture when John Steinbeck conceived his novel.  

There are, then, two potential sources for this influence on him when he created 

characters who respond to others in a manner consistent with the social teachings of 

Christians.  They are Steinbeck‟s familial Protestant background and its Social Gospel 

and Tom Collins, who was reared in an exclusively Catholic environment and imbued 

with Catholic social doctrine.
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CHAPTER 4 

  THE SOURCE OF THE GOSPEL 

 Critics have analyzed John Steinbeck‟s works, especially The Grapes of Wrath, 

from so many directions that it would seem that scholars have not come close to reaching 

a consensus on the origin of his moral philosophy and, by extension, his characters.  One 

critic, John J. Han, covers the spectrum: 

Frederick I. Carpenter and Arnold L. Goldsmith, for example, see him [Steinbeck] 

as a Transcendentalist philosopher. Martin Shockley contends that Steinbeck‟s 

philosophy is fundamentally Christian although his religious vision is more in line 

with Unitarianism and the transcendentalist philosophy of Ralph Waldo Emerson 

and Walt Whitman than with orthodox Christianity.  Chester E. Eisinger finds 

Jeffersonian agrarianism in Steinbeck‟s fiction.  Freeman Champney, among 

others, considers Steinbeck a pro-communist based on a sociological reading of 

the works In Dubious Battle, Of Mice and Men, and The Grapes of Wrath.  

Charles C. Walcutt and Alfred Kazin view Steinbeck as a naturalist whose 

ideology is informed by evolutionary theory.  According to Joseph Fontenrose, 

however, Steinbeck is a romanticist, “an heir of the Romantic movement.”. . .   

 

John Timmerman‟s “John Steinbeck: An Ethics of Fiction” calls Steinbeck a 

deontological moralist whose work manifests “an acute sense of right and wrong 

behavior.” Others have labeled him a humanist, primitivist, crypto-Nazi, mystic, 

or pragmatist.
 1
 

 

Han rejects the philosophical descriptives above and ascribes utilitarian ethics to 

Steinbeck and his characters. I am more inclined to follow the path laid out by Professor 

Martin Shockley in an essay included in Steinbeck and His Critics,
2
 but the question that 

                                                             
1John J. Han, “I Want to Make ‘Em Happy, Utilitarian Philosophy in Steinbeck’s Fiction,”  in The 
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begs to be explored is how John Steinbeck came to assume the Christian philosophy for 

his characters in The Grapes of Wrath.     

 The Steinbeck genealogical tree reveals that John was the descendent of Irish and 

German immigrants of the mid-nineteenth century.  One of his biographers describes 

John‟s maternal grandfather, Samuel Hamilton, as having come from “the town of 

Ballykelly in northern Ireland, a man of solid Orange stock,” who married an Irishwoman 

by the name of Elizabeth Fagen in New York City in 1849.
3
  It was on the Hamiltons‟ 

ranch some sixty miles from Salinas, Californis, that John spent time as a child. 

 The Steinbeck side of the family had a much different journey to California. John 

Adolph Grossteinbeck, John Steinbeck‟s paternal grandfather, pursued a missionary path 

from Germany to Jerusalem in 1852 with his brother, sister, and brother-in-law. The 

Grossteinbecks were devout Lutherans who rode on horseback to the Holy Land to 

convert Jews.  It was not a singularly German Protestant ideal.  The Dickson family of 

Leominster, Massachusetts, into which John Adolf married, preceded the Grossteinbecks 

to Palestine.  John Steinbeck‟s maternal great-grandfather had a plan. 

Great-grandfather Dickson‟s plan to convert the Jews was simple, but based more 

on religious zeal than on a practical knowledge of either the Jews or the Holy 

Land.  He would acquire some land, and through the application of scientific 

farming methods, make the desert bloom.  This example would teach the Jews 

how to raise their standard of living, and in the euphoria of the new-found wealth, 

they would be converted to an appreciation of the New Testament.
4
 

 

                                                             
3Jay Parini,  John Steinbeck, A Biography (New York:  Henry Holt, 1995), 3. 

 
4Jackson J. Benson, The True Adventures of John Steinbeck, Writer (New York:  Viking Press, 

1984), 11. 
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John Adolph married Almira Dickson, the niece of the patriarch of the Dickson 

missionary family, at the Mount of Olives.  Everything went downhill from there. John 

Adolf‟s brother was murdered, great-grandmother Dickson was raped, and the ill-

conceived agricultural conversion plan failed.  The Dicksons and the Steinbecks (John 

Adolph had simplified his name) sailed to the United States and settled in Massachusetts. 

It is no wonder that John Steinbeck became a storyteller.  His grandfather‟s life story, his 

journey, was more than someone could make up.  Restless in Massachusetts, John 

Adolph moved his family to Florida just before the Civil War, where John Ernst 

Steinbeck, John Steinbeck‟s father, was born in Florida.  John Adolph was conscripted 

into the Confederate Army; he deserted and escaped across Confederate lines and 

returned to Massachusetts.  He and the Dicksons successfully petitioned permission for 

Almira and her children to travel to the North.  Sometime after the war, John Adolph and 

Almira and their children migrated to California.  John Ernst grew up in Salinas and 

became a manager of a flour mill, his own feed and grain store, and, finally a sugar 

refinery.  While employed at the flour mill, John Ernst married Olive Hamilton, the 

daughter of one of the signers of the charter for the City of Salinas.
5
 

 The importance of recounting this family history is to glean from it what aspects 

of John Steinbeck‟s upbringing contributed to the development of his Christian 

philosophy as espoused in The Grapes of Wrath.  The influence of Olive, John‟s mother, 

is inconclusive.  “One of the great problems for young Steinbeck was that his father had 

                                                             
5This abbreviated family history has been drawn from accounts from both Parini and Benson.  
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put a wall up between himself and his children.  „He was a distant sort of man,‟ his 

daughter says.  „I think Mother was more important for John and the rest of us.  Though 

she was strict, you could feel close to her.‟”
6
  Benson concludes that “unlike her mother, 

Olive was a creature of society rather than religion.”
7
  Yet in describing Steinbeck‟s 

mother, Parini quotes a woman who knew Olive that “she was always interested in cases 

of poverty or injustice, and she took these things personally. She thought of herself, and 

was, one of those old-fashioned moral people.”
8
  Benson asserts the following: 

There was a curious split in the foundations of his [Steinbeck‟s] imagination 

produced by his early experiences with literature:  on the one hand, there was a 

deep attachment to Romance, to the fantastic, magical and adventurous; on the 

other, there was a deeply ingrained feeling for the harsh judgments of 

fundamentalist religion.  The imagery and implications of Pilgrim‟s Progress were 

very real to him, and the image of a stern grandfather (a memory he could not 

have possibly had) reading solemnly and with all finality from the Bible came 

back periodically to haunt him. . . .This split was reflected in Steinbeck‟s 

perception of his mother‟s theology, which he declared was “a curious mixture of 

Irish fairies and Old Testament Jehovah.”
9
 

 

 Neither biographer gives readers an account of John‟s religious training. There is a 

photograph in a book by Jackson Benson published four years after his definitive 

biography that shows Steinbeck at the age of about nine years old, dressed in a cassock 

and surplus and walking with others behind a crucifer and in front of girls dressed 

similarly.  There is no text describing young Steinbeck; he is identified only as an “altar 
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8Parini, A Biography, 12.  
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boy.”
10

 There is evidence that the photo was taken at the Protestant Episcopal Church in 

Salinas.  There is a signed and dated hymnal “John Steinbeck Feb:27_1916” at the John 

Steinbeck Library, Salinas, California.
11

 Steinbeck‟s father was a Mason and his mother 

was a member of the Order of the Eastern Star an offshoot of the Masons for women.
12

  

The nature of both of those organizations leans toward fraternity and civic projects rather 

than the religious tenets on which they are based.   

 Both Parini and Benson recount a story of a young college student attending 

Christmas services at the Methodist church of a friend. 

One of the chief anecdotes he [Robert Bennett] recounts has to do with 

Steinbeck‟s visit to a Methodist church on Christmas Day under the aegis of 

Bennett‟s parents, who were extremely pious.  The preacher, a garrulous man, 

went on and on about the “spiritual hunger” that was felt throughout the land.  

Steinbeck muttered under his breath that this was all a “lot of crap.”  Unable to 

contain himself at last, he rose to his feet and shouted:  “Yes, you all look 

satisfied here, while outside the world begs for a crust of bread or a chance to earn 

it!  Feed the body and the soul will take care of itself!”
13

 

 

Late in Steinbeck‟s life he recommended the Meditations of Marcus Aurelius to 

both Adlai Stevenson with whom he corresponded regularly and to Jacqueline Kennedy 

who had asked Steinbeck to write John F. Kennedy‟s biography. 

I had from my father a tiny volume of Marcus Aurelius, the sovereign 

Meditations.  It was pocket size and had been so pocketed that the title was worn 

                                                             
10Jackson J. Benson, Looking for Steinbeck’s Ghost (Norman:  University of Oklahoma Press, 

1988), 55.  
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off and the edges of the covers soft as sponge.  In the insanity of divorce, my wife 

who was not insane kept all my books.  I got to brooding about that one.  Anew 

copy would not do, and one day, visiting my boys, I stole it from the shelf and 

stuffed it in my pocket.  I guess it is the only thing I remember to have stolen 

since apples long ago.  And I feel little guilt.  In the fly leaf in my father‟s hand is 

written—“John, when you are troubled, open this anywhere.”
14

 

 

It is reflective of Steinbeck‟s compassion that he fervently wished to console the  

President‟s widow in February 1964.   

As we all do—I have need, and consider the New Testament many times.  And it 

has seemed to me that Jesus lived a singularly undramatic life—a straight line life 

without deviation or doubt.  And then we come to that heart-breaking moment on 

the cross when He cried “Lama Sabachthani,” In that moment of doubt we are all 

related to Him.  And when you said you had questions to ask, please remember 

that terrible question Jesus asked: “My lord, wherefor hast thou forsaken me?”  In 

that moment he was everyone—Everyone! 

 

I have looked for a Marcus Aurelius and the ones I have found are big and 

pretentious.  I want one for you, small as a breviary like my father‟s which he 

gave to me—small enough to put in your purse.
15

 

 

John Steinbeck, as part of a checkup with his new doctor in 1964 prepared what 

then was called a medical passport; it was an inventory and history of his life.  He wrote a 

remarkably candid, if not maudlin, letter to his physican Dr. Denton Sayer Cox. In it, 

Steinbeck reflects more closely a belief system that is demonstrably different from the 

one he related to Mrs. Kennedy only five days earlier. “Now finally, I am not religious so 

that I have no apprehension of a hereafter, either a hope of reward or fear of punishment.  

It is not a matter of belief.  It is what I feel to be true from my experience, observation 

                                                             
14Elaine A. Steinbeck, and Robert Wallsten, eds., Steinbeck:  A life in Letters (New York:  Viking 
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and simple tissue feeling.”
16

  In spite of his disavowal of religious convictions, on the 

event of his death on December 20, 1968, arrangements were made for his funeral at St. 

James Episcopal Church in Manhattan and in accordance with his wishes.  Benson 

reports that Steinbeck told Elaine, his wife: “I want a Church of England funeral 

service—I want the „I am the resurrection and the life, saith the Lord.‟ I don‟t want a 

bunch of people getting together for a memorial telling yarns about me.”
17

 

Robert J. DeMott has compiled a catalog of books in Steinbeck‟s library. The 

publication dates of the books allow a reader to determine which books could not have 

been on his book shelf at the time he was writing The Grapes of Wrath.  They were the 

books whose publication dates preceded 1938.  There were three Bibles, The Upanishads, 

The Confessions of St. Augustine, The Vedic Hymns, The Bhagavad-gita, Tao Teh Ching, 

Essays on Zen Buddhism, and his father‟s copy of Pilgrim’s Progress.
18

  There were 

works by both Emerson and Thoreau that would have informed Steinbeck of the concept 

of the “oversoul” as previously alluded to by Han.  He had nothing on his shelves about 

Christian social doctrine.
19

  Nor did he have any books by Walter Rauschenbusch, who 
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 49 
 

became the recognized leader of the Protestant Social Gospel movement after the 

publication of Christianity and the Social Crisis in 1912.  Nor was there a copy of Rerum 

Novarum. 

One resource that did not appear on Steinbeck‟s book shelf was Tom Collins, who 

was raised by nuns and educated by priests who not only taught him but were of the very 

order under which Isaac Hecker studied before being ordained.  Steinbeck‟s dedication, 

„To Tom Who Lived It‟ reached beyond the firsthand interaction of the Okies.  Tom lived 

the life of the Catholic social doctrine of the time.  On February 22, 1936, Collins wrote 

in the weekly Kern County Migratory Camp report that the prospect of employment for 

one hundred residents of the camp was nonexistent.  The pay rate for pruning, ditch 

cleaning, irrigating, tree spraying, and brush burning was twenty-five cents an hour or ten 

dollars a week.  One could earn the same from cutting wood or pick olives for three 

dollars for six days of work. 

In all it has been a very discouraging week for the campers.  Men accustomed to 

hard work, willing to work have been thrown out of employment.  They all agree 

that work will not be available until the later part of April or the first week of 

May.  Those eligible for relief have refused to make application so long as there 

are beans and sow belly in their food larder.  The very thought of relief bows 

down the head of the biggest and the strongest.  Evenings, as they gather around 

for counsel with the camp management they discuss this problem.  On their way 

to bed they are determined to go to town and make relief application.  The 

morning finds them again undecided and they burn the now precious gasoline 

supply and roam the country in search of work at any price.  In the evening they 

again go through the same ordeal only to start out again in search of work the 

following morning.
20

  

 

                                                             
20Kern Migratory Labor Camp:  Report for the week ending February 22, 1936, 3. 
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Yet with the burden of being the single government representative in the camp and 

having to give solace and advice to the migrants, Collins also found time for the children.  

“Evenings, finds the camp manager within a circle of small children while he tells 

bedtime stories; sometimes supervising the children in folk plays, hop step and jump 

games, etc., etc.”
21

  Collins had a keen eye for the mood of the campers.  In his report, he 

quoted on of his residents in a section titled “Bits of Migratory Wisdom”:   “Kaint see 

how cum folks kinda hate us migrants.  The Good Book says as how Jesus went from 

place to place when he wus on erf.    Aint it so Jesus wus a migrant!”
22

  Finally, Collins 

wrote  his conclusion for the week ending February 22, 1936.  “So we see that as the 

unemployment situation grows acute, the minds of migrants turn to religion and fear of 

hunger.  To them religion is their only source for emotional outlet.  Without it they would 

be a miserable lot.  It is their duty in time of work and plenty.  It is their joy in times of 

distress and want.”
23

 

 These reports do not measurably improve through the year, 1936, except that the 

number of residents increased fourfold, to more than four hundred fifty.  And there are 

some of the same reports Steinbeck took with him as resource material after his visit to 

the camp in August 1936.  A greater insight to Tom Collins might be gained by reading 

some of his writing other than these reports. While gathering research for his biography 

on Steinbeck, Benson discovered the existence of an unpublished autobiographical novel 
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by Collins.  It was written with the support and encouragement of Steinbeck, who wrote 

the forward to it.  The novel was first called Maverick University, changed to Oklatopia, 

then to They Die to Live, and finally, Bringing in the Sheaves.
24

   To the best of Benson‟s 

knowledge and despite his attempts to convince Collins‟ daughter Mary Alice to donate 

the novel to a library or university, the work appears to be lost.
25

  Panini quotes George 

Sterns as saying, “There was always about Tom something of the missionary.”
26

  In 

Bringing in the Sheaves, as reported by Benson, Collins captured that missionary in 

himself in an unpretentious report of a trip that he and Steinbeck had made.   

When we reached the flooded areas we found John‟s old pie truck useless, so we 

set out on foot.  We walked most of the first night and we were very tired. . . . For 

forty-eight hours, and without food or sleep, we worked among the sick and the 

half-starved people, dragging some from under trees to a different sort of shelter, 

dragging others from torn and ragged tents, floored with inches of water, stagnant 

water, to the questionable shelter of a higher piece of ground.  We couldn‟t speak 

to one another because we were too tired, yet we worked together as cogs in an 

intricate piece of machinery.  [At two o‟clock in the morning they both just 

collapsed in the muddy fields and slept.] 

 

. . . I found John lying on his back.  He was a mass of mud and slime.  His face 

was a mucky mask punctuated with eyes, a nose and a mouth.  He was close 

beside me, so I knew it was John.  How long we had slept in that mire we knew 

not. . . . [It began to rain again.  Ahead of them, some yards away, they spied 

another tent.] We frightened the little children we found in the tent, the two little 

children. . . . We must have looked like men from some far-away planet to those 

two children, for we frightened them.  And the bulging eyes of those two children, 

the sunken cheeks--the huge lump on the bed—they frightened John and me.  

Inside the tent was dry because it was on high land, but it was an island in a sea of 

mud and water all around it.  Everything under that bit of canvas was dry—

everything—the make-shift stove was without heat; all shapes of cans were 
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empty; pans, pots and kettles—all were dry.  Everything, for there was not a 

morsel of food—not a crumb of bread. 

 

“Mommy has been like that a long time.  She won‟t get up.  Mommy won‟t listen 

to us.  She won‟t get up.” Such was the greeting cried to us by the two little 

children. 

 

Mommy couldn‟t get up.  She was the lump on the old bed. Mommy was ill and 

she hadn‟t eaten for some time.  She had skimped and skimped so that the 

children would have a bite. . .  

 

“How far is it to the nearest store?  Is there an old car near here?  Is the store East 

or West?”  But the children only stared as John threw the questions to them.  Well 

did he know that the big food trucks could never get off the roads and travel two 

miles or more over the muddy, drowned fields to that tent!  So John faded into the 

early morning. . . .   

 

[Sometime later John returned.]  John and I sat on the dirt floor.  We sat there and 

the five of us ate the food which John had obtained from the little store some 

muddy distance away.  We sat there and ate a bite—a bite that was a banquet. . . . 

 

The names and ages of our new-found friends for delivery to the government 

agency which would succor the isolated family, we were off again to find other 

mothers and children out there in that vast wilderness of mud and deep water.
27

 

 

“The interest of the Collins manuscript rests almost entirely on its contribution to the 

history of an important novel and its glimpses of an important writer. . . .But while the 

narrative helps us to understand better the novelist and his novel, it does not contribute 

very much, I‟m afraid, to our appreciation of Collins.”
28

  Collins went on ministering to 

the unfortunate, and Steinbeck went home to write and recover from the trip.  He did 

return for another short trip, though.  Steinbeck started Working Days: The Journals of 

The Grapes of Wrath on February 7, 1938, and did not make another entry until May 31.  
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He mentions the need to go to the flooded area of California in the first entry:  ”there are 

the starving people of Visalia and Nipomo.  I really don‟t care about the moving picture 

[Of Mice and Men].  Really don‟t—but those people who are starving—what can be 

done?”
29

  However, Steinbeck did not reflect the experience of the trips to Visalia in his 

Journal again. Likewise, there is no mention after the trips in A Life in Letters. The 

conclusion of some critics is that his final chapter of the novel describes the events in 

Visalia
30

 The reports from Arvin Migrant Camp for this period are not extant, so one is 

unable to read what Tom Collins did next, except that he went back to his work as the 

manager of Weedpatch and that was the mindset and personality of the man.  “Only by 

being totally sincere in his belief that each human being had worth could he have lived 

with the migrants day in and day out, giving them such support.”
31

   

The first Farm Security Administration migrant labor camps were identified by 

the agency as “demonstration” camps.
32

  Collins, the first manager, was overwhelmingly 

successful and was asked to train new managers for other camps. Benson suggests that 

Collins‟ foundational motivation was a faith in Jacksonian democracy.  “Collins had a 

great faith in a kind of basic, Jacksonian democracy which he felt was not only the 
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natural preference of the migrants, but, indeed, the natural condition toward which all 

men aspired or should aspire.”
33

  

Jacksonian Democracy also covered new developments in education, prison 

reform, labor relations and early humanitarian efforts, using common reason as 

the best judge.  Jackson opposed debtors‟ prisons and fought the power of large 

banks, while supporting slaveholders.  Some people saw him as a spokesman for 

populism and the development of democracy.
34

   

 

But Jackson‟s democracy could not have been further from Collins‟ democratically run 

migrant camps.   

The world is governed too much, one Jacksonian allegedly said.  Opponents of 

artificial distinctions and advocates of greater popular participation in politics, the 

Jackson men identified themselves with the movement toward more equality.  Yet 

they believed in equality only for white men; they were far less charitable toward 

the Indian and the Negro than their „aristocratic‟ foes.  Jacksonian Democracy 

was not „leveling‟ in the European sense, having no desire to pull down men of 

wealth to a common plane; but it wanted a fair chance for every man to level up.  

In the states, Jackson Democrats sometimes, but not invariably, favored free 

public education and a somewhat cautious humanitarianism, but dissociated 

themselves from most of the „isms‟ of the period, such as abolitionism and 

feminism.  In general, they shared that contempt for intellect which is one of the 

unlovely traits of democracy everywhere.
35

 

 

“Jackson was no champion of the poor, or even the common man.”
36

 Tom Collins‟ 

humanitarianism was  unfettered, and robust, and he was the exemplar of the champion of 

the poor.  Collins did support a democratic model for the migrant camps, but the model  
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came from something closer to him than Jackson; it came some twenty-five years earlier 

from the tutelage of Dr. Victor Cullen in the administration and organization of the 

tuberculosis sanatorium where Collins spent nine years as  patient, employee, and 

resident. The same medical superintendent of the Maryland Tuberculosis Sanatorium, 

nominated by the Cardinal Archbishop of Baltimore for the Order of Saint Gregory and 

knighted by Pope Pius XI, organized a community where the patients contributed 

significantly to the everyday management of the facility.  Collins, as mentioned earlier, 

worked as a clerk in the pharmacy and the post office.  Others worked in the gardens and 

various shops at the facility.  Recovered patients were trained as nurses.  Even the weekly 

reports that Collins wrote for the Farm Security Administration about the Arvin Migrant 

Camp and for which he is so highly praised by Benson, Parini, and even by Steinbeck, 

have similarities to the detailed reports of Dr. Cullen.  Both Dr. Cullen‟s reports and 

Collins‟s reports identify the geographic origins of the patients/residents, their 

occupations, and their age, and gender.  Both show the movements of patients/residents 

in and out of the facilities over a period of time. (See Appendix 3 and Appendix 6).  

 The suggestion that Collins‟s faith in Jacksonian Democracy motivated him to 

succeed in the camps ignores the life of the man.
37

 Collins was inculcated from infancy 

with the evolutionary development of a Catholic social doctrine primed by Rerum 

Novarum.  Even a year before Collins‟ birth, a young seminarian was impressed with the 
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import of the encyclical and the role of government in dispensing social justice.  

Monsignor John A. Ryan‟s assessment of Rerum Novarum anticipates an obligation of 

government to respond in just the way the Farm Security Administration and Tom 

Collins did at the Arvin Migrant Camp.  Ryan recalls: 

I recollect very clearly the portion of the encyclical to which my own essay 

devoted most time and emphasis. . . .For example, the Holy Father declared: 

 

“Whenever the general interest or any particular class suffers, or is threatened 

with evils, which can in no other way be met, the public authority must step in to 

meet them. . . .The richer population have [sic] many ways of protecting 

themselves, and stand less in need of help from the state; those who are badly off 

have no resources of their own to fall back upon, and must chiefly rely upon the 

assistance of the state.” 
38

 

 

Anyone who seeks to really know Tom Collins is disadvantaged by being unable to read 

more of what Collins wrote, especially his fiction.  Subject to the review of undiscovered 

writings and information on Collins, one must credit Benson‟s assessments. 

While Steinbeck‟s idealism was usually moderated by a rather skeptical view of 

individual human nature, Collins‟ idealism often lapsed into an uncritical 

sentimentality.  Collins‟ camp reports reveal a vision of the migrants as a sort of 

displaced American yeomanry, blessed with old-time American virtues, but 

misunderstood and abused for a rural simplicity which clashed with the 

sophistication of their new surroundings.  There was no doubt more truth in this 

view than in the contrary position which held that the migrants were little better 

than animals and need not be treated any better.  Nevertheless, Collins‟ position in 

reaction to the abuse of the migrants which he resented so deeply was in its own 

way extreme . . .
39

 

 

Benson was correct in attributing Collins‟ commitment to the migrants as a matter of 

faith, a faith gleaned from the obligations learned in the Christian doctrine class at St. 

                                                             
38Ryan, Social Doctrine, 44. 

 
39Benson, Weedpatch, 190. 

 



 57 
 

Charles‟ College Seminary and a faith put into practice by Dr. Victor Cullen at the 

Maryland Tuberculosis Sanatorium.  What Benson saw in Collins‟ writing was idealism 

collapsed into sentimentality translated in real life to compassion.  It was not compassion 

for the workers moved by a sense of socialist doctrine.  Collins‟ camp reports show no 

leaning in that direction, nor is there a socialist mindset in the brief excerpt of Collins‟ 

unpublished novel. 

For Collins, the camps were indeed a “demonstration.”  They gave flesh to 

Collins‟ vision of man‟s possible social perfection, wherein all men were „good 

neighbors,” responsive to each other‟s needs, and responsible citizens in a 

democratic society which was responsive to the general welfare.  Some of these 

ideas held by Collins no doubt rubbed off on Steinbeck, for good or for ill, 

although there is no way of telling how much, and there is little in Collins‟ vision 

that was original to Collins except in its application to the migrants.  What we are 

dealing with here is not so much influence—Steinbeck was his own man and had 

his own ideas and perceptions—as the transmission and reinforcement of feelings 

and attitudes by the man who Steinbeck felt was closest to the Dust Bowl 

migrants.  In this sense, the most important contribution by Collins to The Grapes 

of Wrath may well have been to the spirit at the heart of the novel, rather than to 

the details and color of its surface.
40

 

 

 Martin Staples Shockley makes an irrefutable argument for the Christian motif in his 

Christian Symbolism in The Grapes of Wrath.   And Jim Casey makes much of the Holy 

Spirit in his thoughtful formulation of God and religious belief. But aside from the 

Christian imagery, which is Steinbeck‟s very own creation, “. . . the most important 

contribution by Collins to The Grapes of Wrath may well have been to the spirit at the 
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heart of the novel, rather than to the details and color of its surface.”
41

 That spirit was 

Collins‟s following of Catholic social doctrine

                                                             
41

Ibid. 
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CHAPTER 5 

 

  REVELATIONS 

  

Where did Steinbeck derive the Christian moral base, the spirit of the Social 

Gospel or Catholic social doctrine for the book and his characters in The Grapes of 

Wrath? How did Steinbeck‟s characters come to respond to the temporal plight of others 

in a manner consistent with the characters‟ views of Jesus‟s response to the same 

situations? That the Social Gospel and Rerum Novarum were principally, but not 

exclusively, directed toward urban, disadvantaged workers and families does not obviate 

the application of the tenets of those teachings to the refugees from Oklahoma.  The 

distinction that the Protestant Social Gospel is a strictly scripturally based movement as 

opposed to the doctrinally based Catholic social doctrine is important only in searching 

for the  source of the development of Steinbeck‟s characters.  For the purposes of this 

discussion, the Protestant and the Catholic movements might be characterized as a 

unified response to societal needs; the movements are Christian social action.   The 

nineteenth century advent of both movements was a result of the deplorable conditions of 

laborers stemming from the industrial revolution.  Leo XIII‟s concern for the workers 

was put forth in the well balanced encyclical Rerum Novarum.  In instructing Catholics, 

Leo had another overriding concern that some might turn to socialism to address the 

problems of the times.  It is interesting that the prominent American advocates of 

Christian social action had no fear of socialism.   

[Walter] Rauschenbusch‟s critique of capitalism, especially in Christianity and 

the Social Crisis (1907), which brought him national prominence, and 

Christianizing the Social Order (1912) identified him as one of the Social 

Gospel‟s most radical thinkers.  He believed that socialism was spiritually and 
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morally congruent with Christianity.  Although he never joined the Socialist 

party, he spoke and wrote under its auspices (and voted for its candidates).
1
 

 

And on the Catholic side, Ronald C. White, Jr. quotes Egal Feldman, from “The Social  

 

Gospel and the Jews,” American Jewish Historical Quarterly, 58, no. 3: March, 1969: 

 

John A. Ryan, in 1906 a young teacher fresh from his doctoral studies at Catholic 

University of America, who was destined to become the outstanding Social 

Gospeler of American Catholicism, published A Living Wage:  Its Ethical and 

Economic Aspects.  The book became, as one commentator put it, Uncle Tom’s 

Cabin (or he might better have put it, the In His Steps) of the movement for 

minimum wage laws. . . .Untroubled by socialism, Ryan argued convincingly that 

“the average family of that day . . . could not live decently on less than six 

hundred dollars a year and that at least sixty percent of adult male wage earners 

received less than this sum.
2
 

 

Egal Feldman‟s linkage of the Social Gospel movement and Catholic social doctrine 

through his observation and comparison of Ryan‟s work to In His Steps is most apt.  In 

His Steps: “What Would Jesus Do?  was published  in 1897 and is still in print.  “Sheldon 

was an important figure in the social gospel movement, especially for his role in bringing 

contemporary social concerns to the person in the pew.”
3
  

There is a distinction between merely a Christian motif in the story and the heart 

of it all.  Professor Carpenter identifies the motif in describing Casy as the Christ figure.  

There is linear imagery to support this motif.  The reader is introduced to Casy and the 

preacher tells of his metaphoric wandering in the desert.  “I went off alone, an‟ I sat and 
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figured.  The sperit‟s strong in me, on‟y it ain‟t the same.”
4
  Casy‟s message is a new 

covenant and  is the same message Jesus gave in the second great commandant, love thy 

neighbor.  “I says, „What‟s this call, this sperit?‟ an‟ I says, It‟s love.  I love people so 

much I‟m fit to bust, sometimes.‟”
5
  Carpenter reminds us that Casy voluntarily gives 

himself up to the police for the transgressions of others and that Casy‟s last words were 

“You don‟ know what you‟re a-doin‟ ”
6
  The heart of it all is Catholic social doctrine.  If 

Catholic social doctrine has ever been reduced to a mantra, it is an echo of the 1884 Third 

Plenary Council in Baltimore through the catechism that came out of the meeting.  It is 

what became known as the Baltimore Catechism.  In the nineteenth lesson of an edition 

published in 1886, the question is asked: 

“Q. What are the chief corporal works of mercy?  A. The chief corporal works of mercy 

are seven:  To feed the hungry, to give drink to the thirsty, to clothe the naked, to ransom 

the captive, to harbor the harborless, to visit the sick, and to bury the dead.”
7
  Tom 

Collins knew these corporal works of mercy.  He learned them in every Catholic 

institution he attended from grade school to high school to seminary.  Then Collins saw 

them put into action through the compassionate work of Dr. Victor Cullen.  Collins 
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clearly lived his life, to the extent that we are able to know, under the requirements of the 

corporal works of mercy.  Ma Joad, likewise, put the works into action. 

It is Ma who is principally touched by the chief corporal works of mercy in The 

Grapes of Wrath. Those who criticize Steinbeck‟s sentimentality fail to see the reality of 

people moved by conviction and faith in Christian social action.  The Joads stop along the 

road on the first night of the journey and ask if they can camp next to the Wilsons from 

Kansas.   

Tom hesitated. “Well, ya „spose we could camp down „longside?”  The lean man 

looked puzzled.  “We don‟t own it,” he said.  “We on‟y stopped here ‟cause this 

goddamn ol‟ trap wouldn‟ go no further.”  Tom insisted.  “Anyways you‟re here 

an‟ we ain‟t.  You got a right to say if you wan‟ neighbors or not.”  The appeal to 

hospitality had an instant effect.  The lean face broke into a smile.  “Why, sure, 

come on off the road.  Proud to have ya.”  And he called, “Sairy, there‟s some 

folks goin‟ ta stay with us.  Com on out an‟ say how d‟ya do.
8
 

 

The Wilsons “harbored the harborless.”  Minutes later, Sairy Wilson told Grampa Joad to 

go into their tent.   “You kin lay down on our mattress.”  As Sairy tended to Grampa, she 

“visited the sick.”  As a newly formed community, the Joads and the Wilsons “buried the 

dead” in the Wilsons‟ quilt.  “We‟re thankful to you folks.”  “We‟re proud to help,” said 

Wilson. “We‟re beholden to you,” said Pa.  There‟s no beholden in a time of dying,” said 

Wilson, and Sairy echoed him, “Never no beholden.”  Adhering to Christian social action 

is a responsibility, an obligation, so the receipt of the benefits of Christian social action 

has only the obligation of reciprocation. 
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On the occasion of the Joads arriving at Hooverville, Ma is not too preoccupied to 

notice the hollow-faced children silently petitioning her for something to eat.  

Ma said helplessly, “I dunno what to do.  I got to feed the fambly. What‟m 

I gonna do with these here?”  The children stood stiffly and looked at her .  Their 

faces were blank, figid, and their eyes went mechanically from the pot to the tin 

plate she held. . . .Tom turned on the children. “You git,” he said.  “Go on now , 

git.  You ain‟t doin‟ no good. There ain‟t enough for you.” 

Ma ladled stew into the tin plates, very little stew, and she laid the plates on the 

ground.  “I can‟t send „em away,”  she said.  “I‟ll let „em have what‟s lef‟.  Here, 

take a plate in to Rosasharn.”  She smiled up at the children.  “Look,” she said, 

“you little fellas go an‟ get you each a flat stick an‟ I‟ll put what‟s lef'
9
   

 

Ma beckoned the children and did what she thought Jesus would do.  And finally, when 

the Joads were at the end of their road, when there seemed to be no hope for anyone, Ma 

encouraged her daughter to feed the hungry. 

The boy was at her side again explaining, “I didn‟ know.  He said he et, or he 

wasn‟ hungry.  Las‟ night I went an‟ budst a winda an‟ stole some bread.  Made 

„im chew „er down.  But he puked it all up, ana‟ then he was weaker.  Got to have 

soup or milk.  You folks got money to git milk?” 

 

Ma said, “Hush.  Don‟ worry.  We‟ll figger somepin out.” 

 

Suddenly the boy cried, “He‟s dyin‟, I tell you! He‟s starvin‟ to death, I tell you.” 

 

“Hush,” said Ma.  She looked at Pa and Uncle John standing helplessly gazing at 

the sick man.  She looked at Rose of Sharon huddled in the comfort.  Ma‟s eyes 

passed Rose of Sharon‟s eyes, and then came back to them.  And the two women 

looked deep into each other.  The girl‟s breath came short and gasping.  

 

She said “Yes.” 

 

Ma smiled. “I knowed you would.  I knowed!”  She looked down at her hands, 

tight-locked in her lap. 

 

Rose of Sharon whispered, “Will—will you all—go out?”  The rain whisked 

lightly on the roof. 
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Ma leaned forward and with her palm she brushed the tousled hair back from her 

daughter‟s forehead, and she kissed her on the forehead.  Ma got up quickly.  

“Come on, you fellas, “she called.  “You come out in the tool shed.” 

 

Ruthie opened her mouth to speak.  “Hush,” Ma said.  “Hush and git.”  She 

herded them through the door, drew the boy with her; and she closed the 

squeaking door. 

 

For a minute Rose of Sharon sat still in the whispering barn.  Then she hoisted her 

tired body up and drew the comfort about her.  She moved slowly to the corner 

and stood looking down at the wasted face, into the wide, frightened eyes.  Then 

slowly she lay down beside him.  He shook his head slowly from side to side.  

Rose of Sharon loosened one side of the blanket and bared her breast.  “You got 

to,” she said.  She squirmed closer and pulled his head close.  “There!” she said.  

“There.”  Her hand moved behind his head and supported it.  Her fingers moved 

gently in his hair.  She looked up and across the barn, and her lips came together 

and smiled mysteriously.
10

 

 

What would Jesus do, indeed? 

 

The answer to the foundation of Steinbeck‟s characters‟ response to the plight of 

their fellow travelers lies in the examination of three sources:  Steinbeck‟s religious 

training of his youth, his development of a personal ethical system that included his 

assumption of the Emersonian oversoul philosophy, and the influence of Tom Collins. 

There is no evidence that Steinbeck grew up in a home structured by the 

evangelical Protestant teachings that guided Steinbeck‟s grandparents to seek to convert 

Jews in Palestine.  The family belonged to St. Paul‟s Episcopal Church in Salinas.  

According to the archivist at the John Steinbeck Library in Salinas, Steinbeck regaled 

others with the story that while he served as the crucifier, the cross on top of the staff fell 
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off and hit his fellow altar boy on the head. According to Steinbeck, he was immediately 

demoted.
11

   By his own confession to his physician, Dr. Cox, Steinbeck was not a 

religious man.   

There is an influence of Catholic social doctrine upon John Steinbeck is 

evident in The Grapes of Wrath. Even one of his most strident critics, John S. Kennedy, 

who admits the illogic of accusations of both Communism and Nazism at the same time 

in Steinbeck, finds Catholic social doctrine in The Grapes of Wrath.  While excoriating 

Steinbeck in his 1951essay for Steinbeck‟s failure to understand the most basic tenets of 

Christianity and more particularly Catholicism, Kennedy still finds a comparison that 

prompts one to inquire what resources Steinbeck had at hand.   

 

The allegations first of Communist, then Nazi, sympathies would appear to cancel 

each other out.  But then again, they could lead one to believe that there might be 

a certain paradoxical justification for such seemingly contradictory charges.  

Communism and nazism [sic] have in common a commitment to collectivism, 

differing though they do as to the auspices under which it should be conducted.  

Was Steinbeck in favor of some sort of collectivism?  It is plain from his books 

that he does not favor the familiar forms of economic or political collectivism, be 

they controlled by foreign dictators or native capitalists. . . .In The Grapes of 

Wrath he has a tenant farmer say something in which it not preposterous to find 

the faint echo of Leo XIII‟s teaching on property in his encyclical letter On the 

Condition of the Working Classes: 

 

“If a man owns a little property, that property is him, it‟s part of him, and it‟s like 

him.  If he owns property only so he can walk on it and handle it and be sad when 

it isn‟t doing well, and feel fine when the rain falls on it, that property is him, and 

some ways he‟s bigger because he owns it . . . But let a man get property he 

doesn‟t see or can‟t take time to get his fingers in, or can‟t be there to walk on 

it—why, then property is the man . . .  stronger than he is.  And he is small, not 

big.  Only his possessions are big.” 

 

                                                             
11

Telephone conversation with Herbert Behrens on November 2, 2010. 
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Is it fantastic to see some similarity between this and the words of Pope Leo: 

 

“When man spends the industry of his mind and the strength of his body in 

procuring the fruits of nature, by that act he makes his own that portion of 

nature‟s field which he cultivates—that portion on which he leaves, as it were, the 

impress of his own personality; and it cannot but be just that he should possess 

that portion as his own, and should have a right to keep it without molestation?”
12

 

 

John Steinbeck did not have a copy of Rerum Novarum in his library.  There is no 

indication anywhere that he studied Catholicism. If one is to believe Kennedy in his essay 

[“John Steinbeck:  Life Affirmed and Dissolved,”] Steinbeck‟s writings represented 

everything that was anti-Catholic.  Yet Steinbeck was educated in the Bible.  There are 

many allusions to biblical texts within the novel.  As earlier noted, Steinbeck‟s library 

included a couple of Bibles as well as other sacred texts of Eastern religions; an 

indication of self education in other religions.  Being educated in the Bible is different 

from being imbued with Catholic social doctrine.  Ed Ricketts, Steinbeck‟s best friend, 

did not lead him to Catholic social doctrine nor did Carol his wife, nor his historically 

Protestant family, nor his friends in the publishing world.  Steinbeck was led to Catholic 

social doctrine by a process of emersion.  It was, in fact, a baptism of fire.  His intensive 

stays at the migrant camp and his consumption of the reports written by Tom Collins of 

the details of those families led Steinbeck.  The week-long trip he took with Tom Collins 

to the Visalia Valley during the flood in 1938 also led him.  By his very example, Tom 

Collins led Steinbeck.  “Beyond such connections which existed or may have existed 

between material gained from Collins and The Grapes of Wrath, I think there were 

                                                             
12 John S. Kennedy, “John Steinbeck: Life Affirmed and Dissolved,” in Steinbeck and His Critics, 

122-23.  
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deeper influences flowing from Collins to Steinbeck, influences of spirit, emotion, and 

attitude which are difficult to measure or locate precisely.”
13

 Jackson J. Benson was right. 

And John Steinbeck got it right, too.  Tom Collins (who lived it) was living the life of the 

migrant, but he was also living the life of Christian social action.   

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                             
13

Benson, Weedpatch, 190. 
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CHAPTER 6 

  CONCLUSION 

 John Steinbeck found in Tom Collins a creditable source for a large portion of 

The Grapes of Wrath.  Whatever informed Collins about life and the ministering to 

migrants served the migrants and Steinbeck well. Tom Collins was a wildly intriguing 

individual.  He lived his whole life concealing his early life.  Beyond his formal 

education of one year in a preparatory seminary, he was a demonstratively intelligent 

individual.  It would have been fairly easy, after being released from the tuberculosis 

sanatorium, to get by as the schoolteacher at Wolfsville Elementary School.  He was well 

qualified for that position. But, to create a persona of the college-educated teacher at 

Shenandoah Valley Academy and again at Waynesboro High School took skill and 

imagination. How he chose Shenandoah Valley Academy in Winchester, Virginia is 

unknown.  The school was many miles by rail from Sabillasville, and Winchester was 

still further from Waynesboro, Pennsylvania. He established a pattern of not staying in 

one place for too long. He taught one school year at each school.  The concern that he 

might be discovered could have prompted him to move on after one year.  It also could 

have prompted him to leave his family in 1919, with the serendipitous encounter of 

Nancy Duvall Means at the first railroad stop on his escape.  What stories could he have 

told his new bride after they were married in San Juan?  His desire to be married in the 

Catholic Church there may have given him the opportunity to return to its comfort and 

shelter and to the source of a life-long dedication to helping others following of the 

requirements of the Corporal Works of Mercy. The years of travel and growth in life 



 69 
 

experiences gave Collins the opportunity to continue to rely on his upbringing in the 

Catholic Church.   

 The Catholic Church led its adherents to address the issues of the working class.  

The Roman Catholic Church in Rome, as well as its mission church in America, was 

intentionally moving in the direction of Christian social action in response to the needs of 

the workers as a result of the industrial revolution. The Roman Church needed to staunch 

a geopolitical trend in exploring socialism.  It also was concerned with Americanism and 

the particularly American ideal that democracy and the separation of church and state 

were not only a good thing but that it was the best environment for the Church in 

America. The response to these needs of the working man was Rerum Novarum, Leo 

XIII‟s encyclical “On the Condition of Workers.”  The Third Plenary Council in 

Baltimore was convened to determine the administration of the Catholic Church in 

America.  Catholic orphanages, schools, and seminaries addressed the care of the 

disadvantaged.  And lay Catholics, like Dr. Victor Cullen, took to heart the obligations 

taught by the Church.  Tom Collins was impressed with his Catholic education and 

exposure to those who modeled their lives after the teachings of the Church espoused in 

the Corporal Works of Mercy.  In conducting his life during his employment with the 

Farm Security Administration, Collins‟s influence on John Steinbeck was more than the 

weekly reports Collins wrote. 

 Steinbeck created characters in The Grapes of Wrath whose essences were 

bonded to the obligations of Christian social action.  It is not as if the author did not 

already want them to be so imbued.  Only John Steinbeck can take credit for creating the 
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characters.  But, to credit Professor Benson‟s feelings, there was something else that 

passed from Tom Collins to Steinbeck.  All great writers are good observers. All 

Steinbeck needed to do was observe Tom Collins in his reports, his daily work, and the 

trips they took together.  And John Steinbeck observed.   
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APPENDIX 1 

TOM COLLINS‟S BIRTH CERTIFICATE 

This document, along with succeeding appendices,   

have been electronically enhanced for maximum       

resolution and they are integral to the thesis. 
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APPENDIX 2 

TOM COLLINS‟S DEATH CERTIFICATE 
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APPENDIX 3 

MARYLAND TUBERCULOSIS SANATORIUM REPORTS 
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APPENDIX 4 

REPORT ON PATIENT  501 
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APPENDIX 5 

HISTORY OF VICTOR CULLEN STATE HOSPITAL 
 

. 
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APPENDIX 6 

ARVIN CAMP REPORTS 
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APPENDIX 7 

PETITION TO RETAIN COLLINS AS SUPERINTENDENT OF SCHOOLS 
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