A Country’s Collapse
The beginning of the twentieth century was a time of change
for the United States. During the 1920s, many people lived
lives of luxury. As the U.S. economy moved more toward an
industrialized society, some people struggled. But for many,
life was easy. They had good jobs and money to spend. They
overlooked—and sometimes even ignored—the signs that
trouble was brewing. The U.S.economy was about to collapse.
In 1929, the worst happened, and millions of people lost their
jobs. People were homeless and hungry. In the first few years
of the Great Depression, people could not get the help they
needed from the government. They were frustrated, scared,
and angry. More than anything, they were ready forchange.

A carload of people celebrate in early 1929.
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Franklin Delano Roosevelt (also known
as FDR) was elected president in 1932.
He promised to help people. He said he
had a plan to fix the economy. This plan
was called the New Deal, and it addressed
the problems of the Great Depression. It
also put programs in place that would help
people find work while helping the country
as a whole. This plan changed the way
people felt about their country and their
government. Life in the United States would
never be the same.

President Hoover
Before FDR, Herbert Hoover was
president. Hoover had served as the
head of the Food Administration
during World War I. His job was to
keep people fed. He gave food to
people at home, as well as to millions
of starving Europeans. Hoover
became president in 1928. In a
speech, he said the United States
was closer to ending poverty “than
ever before in the history of any
land.” One year later, the Great
Depression began.

An unemployed man stands
near his home in 1933.

Recycling at
Its Roots
During the Great Depression,
people learned to be
resourceful. If they couldn’t
afford coal, then they
burned corn to heat their
homes. They sewed their
own clothing and saved
items to be reused in
other ways.

5

From Boom to Bust
The Stock Market
The stock market is a list
of companies that are
selling stocks, or parts
of ownership in their
companies. When the
companies make money,
people who own stocks
in those companies make
money too. They share the
profits. The most important
stock exchange is the New
York Stock Exchange, located
in Manhattan. It was founded
in 1817.

Before the Great Depression, the U.S. economy was
doing well. The United States was becoming a society
of consumers. Then, Americans saw their world
come crashing down.

The Roaring Twenties

Age of the
Automobile
By 1929, there was one car on
the road for every five Americans.
Ford’s Model T® was the most
popular car. Its low cost meant a
lot of people could afford it. When
people began buying on
credit, companies
made cars that
were more
comfortable,
stylish, and
expensive.
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In the 1920s, business was booming in the United
States. Many people had jobs and money to spend.
People bought cars, radios, and telephones for the
first time. Not everyone could afford to buy those
things using cash. Instead, they bought goods
using credit.
Society was changing too. American troops had
returned home from World War I. They wanted
to celebrate their victory overseas. People started
shopping in chain stores, such as JCPenney,
Macy’s, and Sears. Many Americans listened to
the same music as each other. They spoke alike
and used the same slang words. People drove
similar cars. All these things created a society
based on a mass culture.

1921 Model T in front
of the White House
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