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The Great Depression was
one of the great crises of
the twentieth century. For
some time, the very
survival of the country
appeared to be at stake.
Businesses failed, banks
closed, people lost their
homes, and thousands
lined up at soup kitchens across the country. The
future appeared bleak indeed.

Franklin Delano Roosevelt promised the
people of the United States “a new deal,” and in
1932 he was elected president. Many of his New
Deal policies shaped the country in ways that
are still visible today, like Social Security and
the 40-hour work week. The government
struggled to help the people and to keep the
economy stable.

The Great Depression could not be legislated
out of existence, however. Only a world war was
able to vanquish it.
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The shadow of the Great Depression fell on
people of all ages.
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The Shadow Falls

In cities and towns all over the United States, food lines
stretched for blocks down the streets. Men in business suits,
scrubbed schoolchildren, housewives in neatly pressed dresses,
and sometimes even youngsters barely able to walk waited grimly.
Hoboes in tattered clothes might be standing next to them. They
were all there for the same thing. They were waiting for the free
handout of bread or soup that would feed them for the day.

By 1932, charity was no longer just for the unfortunate few
who had fallen on hard times. Millions of middle-class workers
were also out of work. For the first time in their lives, they had to
depend upon the generosity of others to feed themselves and their
families. Sometimes their desperation was so great that it led to
lawlessness. Stories of mobs of people who took food from grocery
store shelves while the owners watched helplessly came from states
as far apart as Oklahoma and Minnesota.1  The Great Depression
had fallen upon the United States and the world like a dark shadow.

About one-third of the country’s work force was unemployed.
More than 12 million Americans had lost their jobs and the number
was still rising. During the previous three years, national income
had fallen by more than 50 percent, from $87.5 billion to $41.7
billion.2  Thousands of banks across the country had failed.
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CHAPTER 1    The Shadow Falls

Thousands of factories and businesses had closed their doors or
decreased their work force. Many cities could no longer afford to
keep their schools open for a full school year. Sometimes they could
not afford to keep them open at all. Millions of children were no
longer in school. Many of them had to go to work to help their
families survive.3

People who had been teachers, secretaries, and shopkeepers
just months earlier were walking the streets, looking desperately
for jobs that did not exist. Some were standing on city street corners,
trying to peddle apples from the Northwest. They often carried a
sign encouraging passersby to help them because they were
unemployed. Appropriately, one of the year’s most popular songs
was “Brother, Can You Spare a Dime?”

Many people hoped to find work in some other part of the
country. Because they had no money, they hitchhiked or hopped
into boxcars and rode the trains illegally. In 1932, the Southern
Pacific Railroad alone removed more than 650,000 trespassers from
their trains and rail yards. Officials estimated that at least 200,000
of them were teenagers.4

In cities all over the country, shantytowns sprang up as the
homeless provided for themselves. Their huts were patched together
from packing boxes and pieces of wood and whatever other scraps
of materials they could find. These sad villages were called
“Hoovervilles” because many people blamed President Herbert
Hoover for the economic troubles of the country. Nevertheless,
having a hut the size of a chicken coop was still better than having
nothing at all. In the fall of 1931, the Chicago Commissioner of
Public Welfare reported that at least 200 homeless women were
sleeping in just two of the city’s lakeside parks. The situation was
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The Story of the Great Depression 1
grim. Winter was approaching and Chicago could provide free
overnight lodging for only 100 women.5

This desperation was not confined to the cities and towns.
Life was little better for many of the country’s farmers. Farm prices
had fallen drastically, more than 30 percent during the first two
years of the Depression. A drought began in 1930, which further
aggravated the unhappy situation. It was to continue for several
years, creating the infamous “Dust Bowl.” Large portions of the
Great Plains states quite literally dried up and blew away in choking
dust storms.

Countless numbers of farms were put up for auction, leaving
the families homeless and hopeless. Some of them headed west for
California, where the Depression had not yet had such terrible
effects. Some farmers, however, took more aggressive steps. Groups
like the Farmers’ Holiday Association prevented produce from being
taken to market in cities across the Midwest. They demanded higher
prices for their goods. They turned back trucks trying to enter the
cities. In some places the National Guard was called out to disperse
them. Edward O’Neal of the American Farm Bureau Federation
warned that the country could be facing a revolution if nothing was
done to improve the plight of the farmers. His words echoed a similar
warning from the president of the American Federation of Labor,
who maintained that open revolution might result if men and women
could find no work in spite of their best efforts.

In the spring of 1932, a protest movement began in Oregon.
Its leaders were veterans of World War I, many of them now
unemployed. In 1924, Congress had passed a “bonus bill” that
promised war veterans a cash bonus for their service. It was in the
form of bonds that would be ready for payment in 1945. Because of
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CHAPTER 1    The Shadow Falls

their desperation, the veterans felt that the bonus should be paid
immediately. The group decided they would journey to Washington,
D.C., to make their feelings on the subject known.

By the time they reached Washington, veterans from every
state in the country had joined them. Up to 20,000 men camped in
shanties near the Capitol Building, waiting to hear what action
Congress would take. During World War I, they had been called
the American Expeditionary Force. Now they dubbed themselves
the BEF, the Bonus Expeditionary Force.

The House was intimidated by the presence of so many
dissatisfied veterans. It passed the Bonus Bill, which called for the
bonus to be paid at once. The Senate, however, decided that passing
it would be giving in to mob violence. When the news of the bill’s
defeat was announced to the men waiting outside the Capitol, they
were unhappy, but there was no violence. Congress adjourned and
many of the men left Washington. Nonetheless, many members of
the government were worried about having the BEF camped on
their doorstep. The Russian Revolution had occurred only 15 years
earlier. Some feared a similar revolution was possible in this country.

At the end of July, some of the veterans had an encounter
with the police. One veteran was killed and several on both sides
were injured. The government sent federal troops to drive the
unarmed veterans, some of whom were accompanied by their
families, from their camp. They were given an hour to pack their
possessions and then tear gas was used. Later investigations
revealed that there was no threat of revolution from the BEF.6

The veterans, like so many of their countrymen, faced a dim
future. The year was 1932. The Great Depression, which had it’s
official beginning in 1929, was three years old. It would continue
until 1941.
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