
Under Hoover, the Shame and Misery Deepened 

B y  fire be~inning of 1929,  the nation seet)~cd to have reached a permanent state ofpros- 
pcn'ty. Business and fon!qrr trade both were expar~din~q, the stock tblarket was rising at a 
phenomenal rate, and tlatiotrnl leadership appeared to be in expert hands. Republican 
Herbert Hoover had won the presidency the previous November, having easily defeated 
his Dernorratic opponent. "For the-first time in our history, " wrote two ecor~clmists, "u~e 
have a President who, by technical training, engineering acliievernent, cabitlet esperienre, 
andgrasp ofecorromir fundamentals, is qualified for business learf~rship. " 

" W e  iw America todrly," Hoover himself had said, "arc rrcarer to the-final triumpli 
cl~~erporlerty than ever bejore in the history ofarry laird. The  poorhouse is vani~hin~qfrotn 
among rrs." Hoover tuaj cqually optimistic in his itla~tgural address in ,I~larc/r 1929: "1  
have no fears-for t l~e~future oforrr country, " ire proclaimed. "lt is bright with hope. " 

E k h t  rtlonths later, the country plummeted into the most severe atrd protracted eco- 
nomic depression in American history. It started with thc stock market crash in October 
1929  and deeperred sloruly and iwcxorably until the entire economy and perhaps even 
the nation itsef approached total collapse. It rvas the worst disaster the United States 
had faced sinre the Civil War,  and there were voices of doubt evcryruhere. Hotrj had it 
happerred? What  would become ofthe Atrlcrican dreanz? Would the tlation disintexrate? 
And who was to blame--Presidcrrt Hoover, the Republican party, or rapitalicin itselfs 

CVc. now know that severalfactors caused econor~iic- io l lc lp~echie f  among them un- 
derconsumption and overyrodlrction, as consumer buying polrler lagged behind the qiran- 
tity ofgoods berig turned out. A s  factories and otlret bll,inesses found them,elves overex- 
tended, they began laying o fworken,  ~ulrich decreased ronsnmer buying pouler, rrlhlrh In 
ti~rrr caused more layof, and resulted itz a viciou, cycle. B y  1932 some 12 m~llton 



Americatls rrJet-r rrtremployed. A t  the same time, factorics utrd businesses themselves 
shuttered their windows and closed their doors, and banks, unable to call in  their loans, 
began failing at a n  alarming rate, taking people's savings down rd~ith them. In 1 9 3 0  and 
1 9 3  1,  a total of 3 , 6 4 6  banks failed, representing more than $ 2 . 5  billion in deposits. 
Never, in all the previous depressions and +anics," had the country been confvonted 
rvitir such statistics. 

T h e  pvosperity o f t h r  1 9 2 0 s  had turned into a nightlrlare. Llrlcmployed mew roamed 
the country in search c2f  rrjork, succumbing to feelings o f  gicilt and ruorthlessness whcn 
they-found nothing at all. 01 the following selection, cxreytcd.from iris prize-winnin,~ 
history o f  the Great Depression, a cornpanion to tlrr popular P B S  sevies on that 
calamity, distinguished histovian T. H. IVatkins captuves the hurnan rnisery and tlre 

failrrrc early relief efforts through vignettes o f  cornmot? folk-whites, A f i i m n  Anreri- 
cans, and Mexican Americans. I.t7atkitrs also oJers an insightful discussion qf President 
Hoover's approacll to thc crisis and w h y  that failed. 

A s  you read the next  ttvo selections, beav in nliild that the Depression rrjas a world- 
wide calamity that vorked industrial Europc andJapar~ as well as the United Stafcc. A s  
historianJohn '4 Garruty says, "While  there u w e  dlfcrenccs in rts lmpact and In tlre lrmy 
it lrms dealt with from one country to another, the c-orrrse of events neavly everywkerc. ran 
something like this: B y  1 9 2 5  most I-orrtltries had vecoveved fvom the economic disrlrptions 
(.arrsed b y  the Gveat W a r  o f  1914-18. Theve f o / l o ~ ~ ) e d  a f e w  ycurs o f  rapid growth, brrr 
in 1 9 2 9  and 1 9 3 0  thr' pvospcviry ended. Thew c-arne a preripito~ls plunge that lasted 
until eavly 1 9 3 3 .  Th i s  dark period rr~as follotved b y  a ~vadiral ,  i f spa t ty ,  rec-overy. T h e  
vevival, howevcr, Irlas aborted by the steep vecession o f  1937-38.  It took a still move 
cataclysmi[- rvmf ,  the outbveak of Wovld W a r  11, to cnd the Gveat Depression. " 

GLOSSARY 

BLACK THURSDAY The day the stock market 
crashed, October 24, 1929, causing a panic in the 
business world that presaged the Great Depression. 

DEPRESSION Called a "panic" in the nineteenth 
century, this was a severe downturn in the business 
cycle, characterized by low business activity, bank 
and business failures, high unemployment, 2nd want 
in the midst of plenty. 

HOOVER,  HERBERT President of the United 
States, 1929-1933, xvho \%.as widely blamed for the 

stock-market crash and the onset of the Great 
Depression. 

HOOVERVILLES Ilerogatory name for 
shantytowns, made of box crates, loose timber, and 
whatever else could be found, which sprang up 
around many cities; unemployed fanrilies lived in 
them and called them Hoovervilles because they 
blamed a seemillgly cold and remote president for 
their misery. 

JIM C R O W  LAWS State and local laws enacted 
in the South after Reconstruction, they denied 
African Anlericans the right to vote, hold political 



office, and sit on juries; relegated them to menial 
l~bor ;  restricted them to black sections of towns and 
cities; and excluded them from public 
accoln~nodations. The laws took their name froni a 
song, "Jim Crow," sung by Thomas Rice in a 
pre-Civil War black minstrel show. 

MINEHAN, THOMAS A sociologist who 
studied tramps and hoboes, roanling men and 
women who were unemployed. 

RECONSTRUCTION FINANCE 
CORPOKATION Federal agency established by 
President Hoover, which in 1932 started handing 
out federal funds to support agriculture and industry; 
later it waq a powerful agency of the New Deal. 

RED CROSS International philanthropic 
organization that provided relief in war; national 
disasters like floods, pestilence, fires, storms; and 
other calaniities like the Great Depression. 

ordon Parks was sixteen years old in 1929, 
a young black man trying to work his way 
through high school in St. Paul, Min- 

nesota, as a bellboy at a downtown club for white 
businessmen. One Wednesday afternoon, a notice 
was tacked to the employee bulletin board: "Because 
of unforeseen circumstances, some personnel will be 
laid off the first of next month. Those directly af- 
fected will be notified in due time." This puzzled 
Parks until the next day, Thursday, October 24, 
when the evening papers broke the news of the 
crash. "I read everything I could get my hands on," 
he recalled, 

gathering in the full meaning of such terms as Black 
Thursday, deflation and deprrssion. I couldn't imagine 
such financial disaster touching my small world; it surely 
concerned only the rich. Hut by the first week of Novem- 
ber I . . . knew differently; along with millions of others 
across the nation, I was without a job..  . . Finally, on the 
seventh of November I went to school and cleaned out 
nly locker, knowing it was inlpossible to stay on. A pierc- 
ing chill was in the air as I walked back to the roomins 
house. The hawk had come. I could already feel his wings 
shadowing me. 

While only a small percentage of the public was di- 
rectly affected by the collapse of the stock market in 
October, 1929, it was still a moment of history 
shared by nearly every American. Like the Japanese 
attack of Pearl Harbor or the assassinations of John 
F. Kennedy, Martin Luther King, Jr., and Robert 

T. H. Watki~ls, "Undcr Hoovrr, the Sharne arid Miscry Derp- 
ened," chapter originally titled, "The Shadow of the Hawk," in 
Watkins, The Great Depressiorr. Atnericn in t h ~  1930s (Boston and 
New York: Littlc, Brown, 1993), pp. 53-75. Copyright O 1993 
by Blackside, Inc. By permission of Little, Brown and Company. 



Unemployment re'lched stagqering levels d u r i n ~  the long dark of him is a "Hoovewille," a rollerrion of wrt1ikt.d and abandoned 
nkl.it of the De~~rt'ssion. T o  raise a litt le money, this rrlorl is.fbrctld bu i ld inp that became "home" f o r  unetnployed New Yorkrrs and 
to sell apples or1 M'est Street in  N e w  York C i t y ,  1932. I n  back their favnilier. (Culver Picturcs) 

Kennedy in our own time, the crash was a point of 
reference for those of that time. People took the 
measure of their era by using the crash as an emo- 
tional baseline, and it became the one event on 
which tens of millions could fix their worry as the 
full dimensions of the debacle slowly began to be 
discerned. Gordon Parks was not the only one who 
felt the shadow of the hawk. 

President Herbert Clark Hoover, though, appar- 
ently remained ohlivious to that shadow--or if he 
felt it, did not want to acknowledge it. Une~nploy- 
ment had grown honi about 1.5 million to at least 
3.2 million in the five months since the crash, but on 

March 7, 1930, Hoover gave the American public 
the results of his own analysis of the situation. "All 
the evidences," he said, "indicate that the worst ef- 
fects of the crash upon unemployment will have 
passed during the next sixty days." 

A more accurate measure could have heen found in 
an unnamed southern city that Shenvood Anderson 
visited that same month. The writer spent some time 
standing outside a big basement soup kitchen, where 
on a single day he watched seven hundred people go 
inside to get fed. He was struck by the number of 
those who did not want him to know their hunger. 
The man, for example, who approached the soup 



kitchen three times before swallowing his pride and 
going down the steps. "I am not here for soup," he 
told Anderson, who had not said a word. "I came here 
to meet a friend." O r  the young woman who asked 
him where the soup kitchen was. "I do not want any 
soup," she assured him when he obliged. She just 
wanted to say hello to sotne of the women who were 
serving the needy. "They are friends of mine." 

"They were Americans, such people as you and 
I," Anderson wrote. "1 stood watching them. I was 
ashamed of my warm overcoat, my stout shoes. 

"I made men ashamed stanhng there." 
Most of those who were still coming to the soup 

kitchen six months later, as the fist anniversary of 
the crash approached, probably would have put little 
or no faith in anything Herbert Hoover said on the 
subject of what was now being called, openly and 
increasingly, a depression. Unemployment had not 
declined; it had risen, inlplacably, and in another six 
months would hit at least 7.5 million. And they 
would have found plainly incomprehensible the 
confidence of Rome C .  Stephenson, vice president 
of the American Bankers' Association, if they had 
heard the pep talk he gave his fellow bankers in 
downtown Cleveland on Septeniber 30. The 
bankers should not worry, Stephenson said, because 
business was about to get better. The slump, he in- 
sisted, was largely a matter of nlisperception: 

The depression of the stock market impressed the general 
public with the idea that l t  would depress general business. 
Because of a psycholopcal conxequence, it did, but it 
should not have. There are 170,000,000 persons in the 
country and a t  the maximum not more than 10,000,000 
were involved in stock-market transactions. The remain- 
ing 110,000,000 persons suffered no loss. 

The bulk of the American population may not 
have suffered the loss of stock investments, but there 
were plenty of other ways to calculate loss, and by 
the end of 1929, with unemployment rising, with 

shops and factories suddenly ornamented by Closed 
or Out of Business signs, and, perhaps most terrifj- 
ing of all, with scores of banks failing and taking 
with them millions of dollars in deposits (which 
were at that time uninsured), the "general public's" 
confidence in the financial health of the country and 
the wisdom of its leaden was shaky at best. Confi- 
dence fell even further when 256 banks failed in the 
single month of November, 1930, and further yet on 
December 11, when the United States Bank, with 
deposits of more than $200 million, went under. It 
was the largest single bank failure in American his- 
tory up to that time, and contributed no little por- 
tion to an economic hangover in which, in the 
words of banker J. M. Barker, "cupidity turned into 
unreasoning, etnotional, universal fear." 

FIGHTING FOR THE SCRAPS 

There was reason enough for fear. The 1,352 banks 
that failed in 1930 represented more than $853 mil- 
lion in deposits. In 1931, 2,294 banks went under, 
with deposits of nearly $1.7 billion. In 1930, 26,355 
businesses failed, and the rate of 122 failures per 
10,000 was the highest ever recorded up to that 
time. Both numbers were surpassed in 1931 with 
28,285 failures and a rate of 133. The 351,800 cor- 
porations still in business in 1932 had a combined 
deficit of $5.64 billion. The value of all farm prop- 
erty declined from $57.7 billion in 1929 (itself down 
from a high of $78.3 billion in 1920) to $51.8 billion 
in 1931. By the end of 1931 unemployment had 
climbed to 8 million and in a few months would be 
approaching 12 million. 

There had never been such statistics in our history, 
and there have been none like them since. Their 
truest meaning, the effect they had on individual 
human lives, could be seen everywhere, as people 
struggled blindly and bravely to survive. Which is not 



to say that everyone was willing to see them for what 
they were. Like those who attempt to dismiss the 
homeless of our own day as aberrations, not indica- 
tions, of the nation's economic condition, many of 
the pundits of the depression years spent a lot of time 
explaining away the presence of the poor and the 
hungry. These were temporary phenomena, it was 
said, transient indications of a momentary lapse in 
econornic health. Many of the people were not even 
victinls-they were just beggars too lazy or too igno- 
rant to work. But the deprived of the depression years 
were even more difficult to ignore than the doorway 
sleepers and street-comer panhandlers of modern 
America. They could not be explained away, because 
they would not go away-and their numbers grew 
day by day, week by week. Like a plague, the disease 
of deprivation spread with such speed and across so 
many lines that there were few families in the United 
States who did not either experience or witness its 
pain. When neighbors you had known all your life 
were found one niorning with all their furniture 
stacked on the sidewalk, nowhere to go, no hope in 
sight, it did not take much inlagnation to see yourself 
standing there with them. 

You did not even have to be especially vulnerable 
to feel the power of deprivation. Daniel Willard, pres- 
ident of the Baltimore & Ohio Railroad and in no 
danger of having his furniture stacked on anybody's 
sidewalk, for instance, received an honorary doctorate 
at the University of Pennsylvania in June, 1931, but 
instead of mouthing the usual platitudes on this happy 
occasion, burst out with a jeremiad against the very 
econon~ic system that had rrlade hini rich: 

A system-call it what you will--under which it is possi- 
blc for 5,000,000 or 6,000,000 of willing and able-bodied 
men to be out of work and unable to secure work for 
months a t  a time, and with no other source of income, 
cannot be said ro be perfect or even satisfacrory. . . . I 
would be less than candid if I did not say in such circum- 
stances I would steal before I would starve. 

"No one is going hungry and no one need go 
hungry or cold," President Hoover still insisted in 
the winter of 1931. Willard would have disagreed. 
So would Louise V. Armstrong. "We saw the city at 
its worst," she wrote in W e ,  Too, Are the People 
(1941). "One vivid, gruesome moment of those 
dark days we shall never forget. We  saw a crowd of 
some fifty nlen fighting over a barrel of garbage 
which had been set outside the back door of a 
restaurant. American citizens fighting for scraps of 
food like animals!" 

"Why does Every Thing have exceptional Value 
Except the Human being," one destitute person 
wrote the president, "-why are we reduced to 
poverty and starving and anxiety and Sorrow So 
quickly under your administration as Chief Execu- 
tor, Can you not find a quicker way of Executing us 
than to starve us to death." 

O n  Chicago's South Side, wandering reporter Ed- 
mund Wilson took a look at the old Angelus Build- 
ing, a tottering, stinking wreck of a place whose 
owner would have demolished it if he had found the 
money to do so. It was now stuffed with black peo- 
ple who could afford to live nowhere else. The 
place, Wilson said, was 

seven stories, thick with dark windows, caged in a dingy 
mess of fire-escapes like mattress-springs on a junk-heap, 
hunched up, hunchback-proportioned, jam-crammed in 
ih dumbness and darkness with miserable wrigghng life. . . . 
There is darkness in the hundred cells: the renants cannot 
pay for light; and cold: rhe heating system no longer 
works. . . . And now, since it is no good for anything else, 
its owner had turned it ovcr to the Negroes, who flock 
Into the tight-packed apartments and get along there as 
best they can. 

In an Appalachian Mountains school, a child who 
looked sick was told by her teacher to go home and 
get something to eat. "I can't," the g r l  replied. :'It's 
nly sister's turn to eat." 



The city tithers over in Muncie, Indiana, did not 
like to think of people being that hungry in their all- 
American town. Muncie, after all, was the "Middle- 
town" of the fanlous 1929 study of Robert S. and 
Helen Merrell Lyrid, and was generally proud of it, 
too. But by the spring of 1932, the layer of confi- 
dence with which the city had consistently blanketed 
the depression began to grow a little tattered. That 
year, a Muncie businessnlari later told the Lynds, 
"people would go around saying in low tones, 'Have 
you heard that they're boarding up the so-and-so 
plant?' And a few days later, 'Have you heard that 
so-and-so-many trucks of machinery were moved 
out of town today? They say that half the floor at the 
p1311t is stripped already.' It got on our nerves as this 
went on!" The plant in question was a General Mo- 
tors assembly plant, and by the end of the summer it 
had indeed stripped' its floors of machinery, closed 
down, and left Muncie. 

New Orleans did its best to keep reality from the 
door, too. Uneinploy~nent was greatly exaggerated, 
a writer to the letters colun~n of the Times-Picayune 
said in February, 1930, a runlor spread by a "host of 
fly-speckers, calaniity howlers and woe-be-tiders 
[who] are barnacles on prosperity," but a week later 
an estimated three to four huiidred men showed up 
to answer a single classified advertisement for work 
available in Texas. When the advertisement turned 
out to be a fraud, the crowd started a small-scale riot 
and the police had to be brought in to put it down. 

Out  in Yavapai County, Arizona, depression was 
ever1 harder to ignore for long. Hundreds of men 
who had been laid otT from the copper mines in the 
southern part of the state wandered north to the 
vicinity of IJrescott. During the sunlrner of 1932, 
they spread "out into the hills and mountains in the 
hope of placer mining and getting a few cents a day 
out of the gravel-bars that were worked fit^ty years 
ago," Prescott poet Sharlot Hall wrote a friend in 
June. "Sonletinles they really do pail out a few 
cents-or once in a while get a dollar or more--but 
the old diggings are very lean of gold. . . ." Others 

were trying the same thing up in Nevada, where in 
one lonely canyon a reporter found a man shoveling 
dirt into a primitive riffle chute to wash out gold. 
"Me a minin' man?" he replied when asked. "Yes, 
I'm a nllner-all of ten weeks now. Before that, I'd 
been a sailor all nly life. Now it's a simple case of 
'root, hog, or die, so I'm rootin'."' 

Hundreds of thousands of people were on the 
move by then. The Southern Pacific Railroad esti- 
mated that its "railroad bulls" had thrown as many as 
683,000 transients off its boxcars in a single year. At 
least 200,000 of the transients were adolescents, most 
of them male but with no small number of females 
among them. In the summer of 1932 sociologst 
Thomas Minehan began a study that took him on 
the road with young tramps and hoboes. Most of 
them, he noted, traveled in gangs for safety, an espe- 
cially important consideration tbr the young women 
among them. "Girls in box cars," he wrote, "are not 
entirely at the mercy of any man on the road what- 
ever their relations with the boys may be. In event of 
loneliness or illness, the boys and girls have friends to 
coinfort and care for them." 

One of the trainps with whom he traveled for a 
time was a Pennsylvania Dutch boy nicknarlied 
Blink-so named because he had lost an eye when a 
live cinder blew into his face while he was riding an 
open car on the Santa Fe railroad. "A bloody socket 
forms a small and ever-weeping cave on the left side 
of his face," Minehan wrote. "Tears streak his cheek, 
furrowing the dirt and coal soot, leaving a strange 
moist scar alongside his nose." The boy showed 
Minehan a diary he had been keeping since August, 
1932, when he had run away from an abusive father. 
The entry for September 10 was eloquently typical: 

Slept in paper box. Bummed swell breakfast three eggs and 
four pieces meat. Hit guy in big car in front of garage. 
Cop told me to scram. Rode freight to Roessville. Srrlall 
burg, but got dinner. Walked Bronson. N. G. Couple a 

houses. Rode to Sidell. N .  G. Hit homes for meals and 
turned down. Had to buy supper 20 cents. Raining. 



Young and old, male and female, the transient 
army drifted in a dark caravan of desperation from 
hobo jungle to hobo jungle, city mission to city m i -  
sion, begging for leftovers at the back doors of 
homes, panhandling for pennies on city sidewalks, 
stealing chickens where chickens could be found, 
cooking up "nlulligan" stews out of whatever could 
be boiled into edibility, being seduced and raped, 
thrown into jail, beaten by yard bulls. Those home- 
less who did not drift-and there were thousands in 
every city of any size at all-slept in lice-ridden and 
rat-infested flophouses when they could afford the 
ten or fifteen cents for a urine-stained mattress on 
the floor, and on park benches, under park shrub- 
bery and bridge abutments, in doorways, packing 
crates, concrete pipes, culverts, construction sites, 
and abandoned autonlobiles when they could not af- 
ford it. The more ambitious among them contrived 
fragle shelters from scraps of wood and cardboard, 
old beer signs and fence posts, anything they could 
tind that would keep off the wind and rain of winter 
and the direct sun of sumtner. They built them any- 
where they could, but most of the time on the out- 
skirts of cities and towns big enough to have out- 
skirts, where outlandish villages began to coalesce 
like ramshackle suburbs. Everyone called them 
Hoovervilles; it was not a tern1 of endearment. 

Like most of his contemporaries-and, indeed, most 
of the American middle class-if President Hoover 
believed in anything more profoundly than the 
virtues of self-reliance and individual initiative, it has 
not been recorded. This was, after all, the very ethos 
of a white, Protestant culture, the image that Hoover 
and his kind held up as the ideal of Americanism. 
Hard work, honesty, and independence, they be- 
lieved utterly, had brought this country to the fore- 
front of nations, had built a breed of men (and 

women, too, some conceded, though not often) 
who had taken the institutions of the founding fa- 
thers and made them the wonder of the world. Any- 
thing that nllght weaken the strength of that tradi- 
tion would weaken the very character of America 
and was, by definition, evil. Government charity, es- 
pecially, by robbing people of initiative, would be 
the very embodiment of error. The national govern- 
ment should stay out of the personal lives of its citi- 
zens, even if they were in trouble. For Hoover and 
for the millions of Americans who shared his convic- 
tions, the idea that people would turn to Washing- 
ton, D.C., to help the111 out of a bad spot was nearly 
unthinkable. 

It was a hard theory, but part of the accepted wis- 
don1 of the time and difficult for Hoover to abandon 
even in the face of the present situation. Still, when 
the dimensions of the crisis reached proportions that 
simply could not be ignored, he did not, as is often 
supposed, coldheartedly refuse to do anything about 
it. What he did do, for the niost part, was call upon 
the natural generosity of the American people and 
the paternalism of local governments. Throughout 
his term he held to the firm belief that direct aid to 
the individual was not the business of the federal 
government-unless there were no other course, in 
which case he made it clear he would act, though d- 
most certainly in great fear of permanently crippling 
the national character. "This is not an issue as to 
whether people shall go hungry or cold in the 
United States," he said in a statement to the press in 
the winter of 1931. 

I t  is solely a question of the best method by which hunger 
and cold shall be prevented. . . . I an1 willing to pledge my- 
self that if the time should ever come that the voluntary 
agencies of the country, together with the local and State 
governnlents, are unable to find resources with which to 
prevent hunger and suffering in my country, I will ask the 
aid of cvery resource of the Federal Government.. . . I 
have faith in the American people that such a day will not 
come. 



In the meantime, Hoover authorized the espendi- 
ture of about $700 niillion on various public works 
projects. He also set up the Reconstruction Finance 
Corporation, which in early 1932 began doling out 
the $2 billion that Congress had appropriated to 
stimulate and prop up industry and agriculture in 
their time of need. The RFC was one of the few 
such eflbrts that arnounted to much (it would sur- 
vive to become one of the nlost powerful agencies in 
New Deal Washington). The National Business Sur- 
vey Conference, for instance, was designed to "mar- 
ket" an optimistic feeling in the business comniunity 
and as part of this goal its inembers took a solemn 
vow not to cut wages. Defections were almost im- 
mediate. The National Credit Corporation, for an- 
other esanlple, was designed to set up a system 
whereby healthy banks would assist unhealthy banks; 
few did, and the N C C  virtually collapsed in two 
years. The Federal Farm Board, created before the 
depression, was designed to stabilize farm prices 
through the tenlporary purchase of surplus farm pro- 
duce; it nlanaged to lose some $345 inillion and sat- 
isfied no one. The President's Emergency Conlnlit- 
tee for Enlploymeilt (PECE) and its successor, the 
President's Organization for Uneinployment Relief 
(POUR), were largely designed to promote the be- 
lief that things were not as bad as they appeared to 
be and even if they were they would soon get better; 
neither managed to get the message across with any 
great success-though the P O U R  was useful in 
helping local agencies and private charities raise 
171011ey by getting pro bono advertisements placed in 
newspapers and magazines. 

It must be said that many Aniericans tried to sus- 
tain self-reliance, as Hoover advised. Probably the 
best-known examples were the apple sellers who for 
a time appeared on the sidewalks of nearly every 
nlajor city. In the fall of 1930, the hard-pressed In- 
ternational Apple Shippers Association came up with 
the idea of selling apples to the unenlployed on 
credit at $1.75 a crate. The apples would retail on 
the street at a nickel apiece and if a seller got rid of 

all the apples in his or her crate, the net could he as 
much as $1.85. By the end of November, 1930, 
there were six thousand apple sellers on the streets of 
New York City alone, crouching, in the words of 
newspaperman Gene Fowler, "like half-remembered 
sins sitting upon the conscience of the town." Down 
in New Orleans, the same device was tried with 
Louisiana oranges-"Health for You-Help for the 
Needy," the Times-Picayune declared. While people 
at first responded with sympathy to these peddlers, 
they were altogether too visible a reminder of the 
nation's troubles; sales fell off drastically in a few 
months-not aided in the slightest by Hoover's pe- 
culiar public assertion at one point that "many per- 
sons left their jobs for the more profitable one of 
selling apples." 

Many people tried to "maintain the spirit of char- 
ity" and the dogina of self-reliance in other ways, 
and rIlaIly local governments struggled valiantly to 
meet the crisis theniselves, as Hoover so fervently 
wished. Nothing worked for very long, even in the 
most successful instances. In Seattle, for esan~ple, a 
few Socialists got together and fornled the Unem- 
ployed Citizens' League in July, 1931. The organiza- 
tion swiftly grew to a inembership of somewhere be- 
tween forty and fifty thousand. The UCL organized 
nurnerous self-help projects-cutting wood on do- 
nated land, picking unwanted fruit crops, fishing in 
Puget Sound, setting up conllnissaries for the distrib- 
ution of food and wood, negotiating with landlords 
to prevent evictions, and putting together a kind of 
barter ecotlotny in which ineinbers exchanged serv- 
ices and goods. In response, Seattle mayor Robert 
Harlin fonned the Mayor's Conlnlission on Inl- 
proved Einploynlent to work with the UCL, and 
when a million-dollar bond issue was raised to fi- 
nance it, put the leaders of the UCL in charge of the 
District Relief Organization. The UCL remained 
the principal distributor of food and work to the 
city's estimated forty-five thousand unemployed 
until the money began to run out. 

In Philadelphia, it was the rich who organized, 



and for a time it seemed that the city would stand as 
the perfect model for Hoover's vision of private- 
public cooperation at the local level. O n  November 
7, 1930, the Comrnittee of One Hundred of the 
city's most influential people met for lunch at the 
Bellevue-Stratford Hotel and formed the Comtnittee 
for Unenlploynlent Relief, with Horatio Gates 
Lloyd, a partner in Drexel and Company, the 
Philadelphia branch of the House of Morgan, as its 
chairman. In order to "tide over the temporary dis- 
tress" of the depression, the committee inmlediately 
raised $4 million, which Lloyd parceled out to van- 
ous private charities. The conlnllttee also persuaded 
the Pennsylvania General Assetnbly to authorize the 
city to borrow $3 rnillion for public relief. A mun-  
cipal Bureau of Unemploynlent was established and 
Lloyd hinlself was put in charge of the distribution of 
its public funds. Like that of the Socialists in Seattle, 
the philanthropists' effort in Philadelphia was a great 
success-for as long as the rllorley held out. The $7 
million in private and public lriolley was exhausted 
by November, 1931. A "United Campaign" raised 
another $10 tnillion in cash and pledges; Lloyd's 
co~ntnittee got $5 million of that, and in three 
months it, too, was gone, as was the rernaining $5 
lndion that had gone to other agencies. In April, 
1932, the city got another $2.5 million in direct aid 
froln the state; that was gone in two months. The 
Lloyd Conlmnittee, the Plziladelplzia Record reported 
on June 20, "is through. For fifty-seven thousand 
families to whom the Conlmittee has rneant life it- 
self, it added, playing on the Hoover administration's 
assurances that "prosperity is just around the corner," 
"STARVATION is 'just ;]round the corner."' 

Volunteensm had not worked in Philadelphia, 
and neither it nor self-reliance would be enough 
anywhere they were tried. They certainly were not 
enough in those states in which one of the worst 
droughts in history gave the overall econoillic 
calamity an almost biblical character. The hardest hit 
was Arkansas, which in July and August, 1930, re- 
ceived only 4.19 inches of rain-35 percent of what 

it had gotten during the same two months the previ- 
ous year-but rainfall in another twenty-two states 
in the Midwest, Great Plains, and South also 
dropped by an average of nearly 40 percent in those 
two months. "The farnilies that are suffering now, or 
on the verge of it," the Red Cross reprrsentative tor 
Arkansas wrote national headquarters in August, 

are not singled out as by flood or tornado or fire, but are 
just in their homes, with gardens ruined, sweet potatoes 
not making a crop, the prospect of being in debt to thc 
landlord when the pitiable cotton crop is gathered instead 
of having money with which to buy food and clothing for 
the winter. 

Hoover immediately formed another commit- 
tee-several corninittees, in fact. At a conference of 
governors from the affected states on August 14, he 
told then1 that they should establish local and state 
drought cointnittees to handle the problem. For the 
most part, he insisted, local comnlunities were going 
to have to carry the burden alone. Furthemlore, he 
believed that the Red Cross should provide the 
lion's share of any help beyond that. During the ter- 
rible floods in the southe111 Mississippi River Valley 
in 1927, the Red Cross had stepped in and brought 
relief to hundreds of thousands of people whose 
homes and lives had been devastated. The organiza- 
tion had sheltered the homeless, fed the hungry, had 
helped thousands of people to survive the disaster. 
Surely, it could do so again. 

But the drought of these years was not a single, 
isolated event like a flood; it had gone on for a long 
time already and would go on for sonie time to 
come, and its disruptive effect was magnified by the 
larger economic situation which the Red Cross 
would not have been in a position to do anything 
about in any event. The organization's institutional 
inadequacy to accomplish what Hoover expected of 
it was conlpounded by the philosophy of its leader, 
national chairman Judge John Barton Payne. Payne 
was a close friend of Hoover's and shared the 



president's reverence for self-reliance. He made it 
clear from the start that the local and state Red Cross 
chapters would depend on volunteers and money 
from the local and state regons, and only under the 
most extreme circumstances would the national or- 
ganization step in to help. 

The system thus established was more eficient at 
withholding aid than in furnishing it. The state and 
local Red Cross chapters, like the state and local 
drought comnlittees, usually were headed up by the 
"best people" who had been part of the oppressive 
plantation system for generations, and were prepared 
to think the worst of those who sought direct help. 
Many people worried that if food were distributed, 
workers might refuse to pick cotton at the wages plan- 
tation farmers were willing to pay. "Some, you 
know," the Red  Cross chairman for Monroe County, 
Arkansas, wrote in early September, 

are ready to let the Red Cross do it all, we think after the 
cotton is out we can raise some money, and as the worst is 
to come in the cold winter months, we think it best to 
postpone doing only what is absolutely necessary at this 
time, knowing that a person can get along on very little 
during warm weather. 

By November even the planters were calling for 
direct aid, because they could not feed the families of 
their workers. Still, most local chapters continued to 
tell the national headquarters what it wanted to hear 
and people at headquarters ignored the streams of 
letters from the desperate, like that from an African- 
American famler in Jefferson County, Arkansas: 

There is thousands of collard fanners in Jefferson and Lin- 
coln counties that has not bread. They are Bairfooted and 
thin closed Inany has went to the County Judge and to the 
local Red Cross they Both say that they has no Funds We 
are planning on sending a Collard men to Washington to 
lay our Trubles more clearly before you. 

Stubbornly holding to his principles, Hoover him- 
self continued to insist that the burden of relief 
should be carried by the Red Cross, not the govern- 
ment, and he did not even support legislation that 
would have provided $60 million for feed and seed 
loans from the Department of Agriculture. And 
Judge John Barton Payne continued to hold back the 
distribution of funds from the national Red Cross. 
But by January the situation was so terrible that even 
the local chapters had abandoned the pretense that 
local and state resources could provide sufficient re- 
lief, and national headquarters finally responded with 
a fund-raising drive that began on January 10 and ul- 
timately raised a little over $10 million. Between 
then and the end of the program in the spring, 
2,765,-000 people had been fed just enough to get 
them through the winter. It was pinch-penny charity 
at best, and 110 one will ever know how nlariy suf- 
fered how much during all the months in which vir- 
tually nothing had been handed out. And since 
records were as carelessly managed as the relief pro- 
gram itself, no one will know how many died. 

Some "relief' efforts did not even pretend to 
charity. Chief among these was the attempted de- 
portation of Mexican Americans, which managed to 
combine racism with selfishness and desperation in 
one of the least ediEying episodes in American his- 
tory. By the begnning of the thirties, there was a 
Mexican-American, or Chicano, population in the 
United States of about 1.5 million, tnuch of it the 
result of immigration--some legal, some not 
(slovenly kept records and conflicting estimates be- 
tween Mexican and U.S. officials made it impossible 
to say how many belonged in either category). 
Thousands of the immigrants had gone north to 
work the sugar-beet fields of Michigan and the other 
Great Lakes states, while others had refused stoop 
labor as a career, moving to Chicago, East Chicago, 
Gary, and Detroit to look for work in steel mills, au- 
tonlobile plants, and other industries. By 1930 there 
were 19,362 Mexican Americans living in Chicago, 



some 9,000 in East Chicago and Gary, and another 
8,000 in Detroit, where the allure of the Ford Motor 
Company had reached into the towns of northern 
Mexico to call young workers to the "wonderful 
city of the magic motor." 

Most of the immigrants, however, had spilled into 
the sugar-beet and cotton fields of Texas, Colorado, 
and Arizona, or on into the huge agribusiness farms 
of the Imperial and San Joaquin valleys of California. 
Those who had not joined the stream of nugrant 
labor had gravitated toward the growing Mexican- 
American settlements in the larger cities. The biggest 
of these settlements was in Los Angeles, where the 
Chicano population had increased from 33,644 in 
1920 to 97,116 in 1930, making the city the "Mexi- 
can capital" of the United States, exhausting the 
bounds of the older Chicano settlements and spread- 
ing out into the neighborhoods of East Los Angeles, 
where it would remain the largest single segment of 
the city's ninority population. 

The bigotry exercised against these people rivaled 
that endured by African Americans, and when the 
weight of the depression began to fall upon cities 
with large Chicano populations, unabashed racism 
was buttressed by the theory that unemployment 
among Anglo workers could be blamed on the pres- 
ence of a labor force willing to work cheap and 
under conditions that "real" American workers 
would not tolerat-the Mexican Americans. The 
answer, some concluded, was deportation-or repa- 
triation, as it was described more benignly. In Gary, 
Detroit, and other industrial centers, open discrimi- 
nation, physical threats, racist propaganda campaigns, 
and free transportation helped to persuade thousands 
of Chicanos to return to Mexico. 

Nowhere was the movement more vigorous than 
in Los Angeles, however, where the first consign- 
ment of 6,024 repatriados (songwriter-activist Woody 
Guthrie would call them "deportees" in one of his 
most famous songs) left Union Station aboard the 
cars of the Southern Pacific Railroad in February, 

1931. At $14.70 a head, it cost the city and county 
of Los Angeles $77,249.29 to ship them out, but the 
savings in relief payments for that year amounted to 
$347,468.41-a net gain of $270,219.12. "In the last 
analysis," historian Rudolfo Acuiia writes, "Presi- 
dent Coolidge's maxim-'the business of America is 
business'-was applicable, and repatriation proved 
profitable, at least in dollars and cents." Over the 
next three years, Los Angeles County would do a 
pretty good business, deporting 12,688 Chicanos 
back to Mexico-though Carey McWilliams, who 
had been on hand to watch the first trainload leave 
Los Angeles in February, 1931, later pointed out, 
"Repatriation was a tragiconlic affair: tragc in the 
hardships occasioned; comic because most of the 
Mexicans eventually returned to Los Angeles, having 
had a trip to Mexico at the expense of the county." 

Elsewhere, there was little comedy, even dark 
comedy, to be found. In New York City, the apple 
sellers had vanished by the end of 1931 and by April, 
1932, 750,000 people were living on city relief ef- 
forts that averaged $8.20 a month per person-about 
one-fifth of what it took to keep one human being 
decently-while an estimated 160,000 more waited 
to get on the rolls as soon as the money became 
available. In 1930, $6 million had gone for relief in 
New York; in 1931, $25 million; in 1932, it was es- 
timated, the cost would be closer to $75 nlillion. In 
Atlanta, the cost of relief for only thirty weeks was 
estimated at $1.2 million, but by December, 1931, 
only $590,000 had been raised and no more was 
forthconung; in June, 1932, 20,000 people in At- 
lanta and Fulton County were simply removed from 
the relief rolls, most of them African Americans. In 
St. Louis, relief agencies were going through a quar- 
ter of a million dollars a month, and in July, 1932, 
the city had to drop 13,000 families off the rolls. In 
Fort Wayne, Indiana, the Allen County Emergency 
Unemploynlent Committee, formed in December, 
1930, managed to raise enough money in its first 
two years to stay more or less even with the relief 



load. But i11 1932, fund-raising targets were not met 
and the city's ow11 relief expenditures began to slide. 
Like those in nlany other regions, Fort Wayne and 
other M e n  County cities began printing their own 
scrip and using that as currency for goods and serv- 
ices within their own confines. 

In Detroit, the Ford Motor Con~pany was forced 
to shut down production lines on its spectacularly 
successful Model A. Introduced to a clamorous pub- 
lic in Decetnber, 1927, the Model A had taken the 
lead in sales away from Chevrolet, and even in 1930 
the company had sold 1.4 rilillion cars. But by Au- 
gust, 1931, sales were running at rates only half those 
of 1930, and Ford siinply stopped production. Up to 
then, Detroit had been carrying a welfare budget of 
$14 million; it now was cut to $7 nillion, while the 
nuinber of those in need of relief swelled. Similarly, 
a $17 million public works program was slashed to 
$6 million. Michigan Senator James Couzens offered 
to start a private relief fund with a personal donation 
of $1 million if Detroit's other rich people would 
come up with an additional $9 million; no one ap- 
peared interested. 

However desperate the measures taken against it by 
private and public agencies alike, nothing seemed 
powerful enough to lift the weight of the depression. 
For those in the middle class or those who night have 
hoped to work and save their way into the niddle 
class, much of the weight was psychological. "What is 
surprising is the passive resignation with which the 
blow has been accepted," newsman Marquis Childs 
wrote, "this awful pretense that seeks to conceal the 
mortal wound, to carry on as though it were still the 
best possible of all possible worlds." Louis Adanlic said 
of American workers, "I have a definite feeling that 
inillions of them, now that they are unenlployed, are 
licked," and many did seen1 to be finished, burdened 

beyond'the bearing of it by a terrible load of guilt. 
They had been taught all their lives that hard work 
and thrift and honesty would be rewarded with at least 
security, ifnot wealth. That hope had failed them, and 
the hult must be in thenlselves; millions, Studs Terkel 
remembered, "experienced a private kind of shatne 
when the pink slip came." 

The architecture of despair could be seen every- 
where, even among those, like most African Ameri- 
cans, who had been a t  the bottom so long that it 
might have seemed that nothing could possibly get 
any worse. But the hopes and psychic toughness of 
many black people, too, were tried as they had never 
been tried before-in the black working-class ghetto 
of Detroit's "Inkster," for example, where Ford 
Motor Conlpany worker Odie Stallings scratched to 
keep his family alive. 

Stallings, whose story was told in Atnerican Odyssey ,  
Robert Conot's history of Detroit, had come to De- 
troit from Virgnia after serving i11 World War I, join- 
ing an internal migration that had changed the face of 
urban America. If World War I had offered the wheat 
fanner of the Midwest the dream of avarice, it had 
given the African American of the South the dream of 
escape. Wartime America had needed bodies, and 
blacks had responded. Half a ~rlillion had departed the 
rural South between 1916 and 1919 alone, and an- 
other million or more had migrated during the twen- 
ties. Most had found the promised land close to 
home-in such cities as Binninghain, Alabama, 
where the black population had nearly doubled in 
twenty years; or Meillphis, Tennessee, where it had 
rnore than doubled; or Houston, Texas, where it had 
nearly tripled. But many of those who joined the 
Great Migration also had found opportunity winking 
at them from the Northeast and Midwest. "I'm tired 
of this Jim Crow," they sang, "gonna leave this Jim 
Crow town,/Doggone my black soul, I'm sweet 
Chicago bound," then had boarded trains by the car- 
loads and headed north for Chicago, Detroit, I'itts- 
burgh, Philadelphia, New York. ''I should have been 
here 20 years ago," one transplant had written from 



Chicago to the folks back hotne in Hattiesburg, 
Mississippi. 

I just begn  to feel like a man. It's a great deal of pleasure 
in knowing that you got some privileges. My children are 
going to the same school with the whites and I don't have 
to umble to no one. I have regstered-will vote the next 
election and there ain't any 'yes sir'-it's all yes and no and 
Sam and Bill. 

Odie Stallings had been seduced by the same 
dream, settling in Inkster after finding work in the 
"black department" at the Ford Plant in River 
Rouge. He married, and he and his wife, Freda, 
soon produced two sons. She was pregnant with 
their third when Ford shut down operations in Au- 
gust, 1931. Shortly afterward, Freda gave birth to 
another boy. With no income, the Stallings family, 
like most of those in Inkster, lived on a diet that 
often was reduced to nothing but starches and water, 
and Odie dropped from 160 to 125 pounds. His wife 
was even more wasted, and her breasts were nearly 
dry; she fed the baby from a bottle filled with flour 
and water when she could not nurse hiin herself. 
Odie trudged the city streets and country roads all 
over Wayne County in search of any kind of work 
until his shoes were worn to less than shreds and he 
could no longer walk long distances. He patched his 
lightless and heatless shack with newspapers to keep 
out the cold, but when winter closed down on the 
ghetto like a fist, the children hacked and coughed 
incessantly, including the baby, who grew increas- 
ingly sick. The parents slept with the infant between 
then1 on a narrow bed to keep him wann, but noth- 
ing helped. and one nlorning when they woke he 
was dead. They put the tiny body in a cardboard bos 
and walking close together under a gray morning sky 
the family carried their burden up the rutted muddy 
street and buried it in the ~nakeshifi cemetery next to 
the little comlnunity church. 

So much, then, for belief in a system whose inher- 
ent 4trengths were supposed to prevent such misery 

from ever taking place-or if it could not guarantee 
that, would at least move swiftly and purposefully to 
repair the damage that had been done. That faith had 
been tested and had failed-in Detroit, in New 
York, Chicago, Philadelphia, Seattle, in the Llnn 
fields of the Midwest, the cotton plailtations of the 
South, everywhere, resoundingly. What was left, 
then? Despair, certainly, the bleak anguish of a psy- 
chologcal depression whose dimensions matched 
the somber statistical dirge of the economic slun~p. 
But in human terms, depression often is just another 
for111 of anger. And in the end it would be anger, not 
despair, that would question conventional wisdom, 
disnlantle comfortable assunlptions about American 
society, challenge the machinery of government it- 
self, and bring the first light to the long darkness of 
the Great Depression. 

People everywkere protrstrd tlzetr lot I n  Arkansas, arrtqry 
farmers rrrr~aded the town o f  England and demandadfood 
fir their kungry famrlies W i t h  reassurances from the R e d  
Cross that they would be rerrnbursed, merchants drstnbuted 
bread and otherfood to the-farmers I n  Ok lahoma Cr ty ,  a 
tnob o f  hungry men and women ~ n v a d e d  a grocery store awd 
~ r ~ r z r ~ d  what  they needed Desprte tear gas j n d  b y  polrce, 
lltrtldreds ofworkers staged a hunger march on Ford Motor 
Cortlpany at Dearborn, Mrchtgan I n  1 9 3 2 ,  20,000 vet- 
cn i t~s  o f  the Great W a r  mavchcd on  Washrngton aftter 
Hoover withheld bonuses promrsed t h e m f o r  thclr sewrcc rn 
tlr(it s~lvage conf7ict Hoover sent rn the arnzy and srx tanks 
to cilsperse these "dangerous radrcals " T h a t  5anzc year an  
(irlgry I i n d f e a f u l  electorate voted Hoover out o f  ofice, le- 
pl ' ic~rg lrtnz wl th  a patrrclan Democrat who  assured A m e n -  
c'irrs tk11t they had "nothrng tofear but fear  rtsey " 

QUESTIONS TO CONSIDER 

1 What economic conditions characterized the 
crash and the begnning of the Great Depression? 
The author cites a set of harrowing statistics to illus- 
trate the gravity of the crisis. T o  what did they refer? 



2 How did the Depression affect ordinary Ameri- 
cans, both economically and psychologically? Give 
examples from the text. What happened to Mexican 
Americans? Who was Odle Stallings? What does his 
story illustrate? 
3 What was President Hoover's approach to the 
crisis? What were the beliefs that guided him in his 
attempt to solve it? What did he tell Americans they 
must do? What agerlcies did he rely on to provide 
reliet? Did his approach succeed or fail? 

4 What role did the Red Cross play in the early 
years of the Depression? If charity and volunteerism 
failed to solve the crisis, what do you think was 
needed? 
5 Given the poverty, frustration, anger, and disillu- 
sionment of millions of Americans during the De- 
pression, how can you explain the relative lack of vi- 
olence or popular demands for radical change? 


