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Riding the Rails

~ As the country plunged deeper into the Great
Depression, many young people left home, either out
of necessity or to follow their dreams of a better life.
Nearly a quarter million teenagers hit the road during
the early 1930s, jumping freight trains to ride from
town to town. Some looked for work, others thirsted
- for adventure, but all faced the dangers of the hobo

life. Charley Bull, who left his California home at 18,
recalled:

““You could ride on top of a freight car and then you
- just had to be careful. If a train is going sixty or

- seventy miles an hour and hits a curve and you're

walking and your back’s to the turn and you don't
see it coming—a little tiny turn can throw you right
off the train. A lot of people have been killed like
that.”’
—Charley Bull, from a PBS presentation “The
American Experience—Riding the Rails”

Americans Face Hard Times

¢ Examine the spread of unemployment in
America’s cities.

® Discuss the impact of the Great Depression on
rural America.

e Explain the human and geographical factors

that created the Dust Bowl.

Terms and People

bread

line

Hooverville
tenant farmer

Dust Bowl
Okies
repatriation

NoteTaking

Reading Skill: Categorize Asyouread, use a
Venn diagram to note how the Great Depression

affected both urban and rural America.

In Cities
Production
cutbacks in
factories

On Farms

commodity
prices

Why It Matters The stock market crash signaled the end of boom
times and the beginning of hard times. As investors mourned their
losses, Americans watched the economy stagger into the Great
Depression. In the cities and on the farms, desperate poverty
gripped the nation. Even after prosperity returned, those who lived
through the crisis would remember the pain and worries of the depres-
sion. Tested by extreme hardship, this generation of Americans
forged a character and will strong enough to overcome economic
ruin and restore prosperity. Section Focus Question: How did the Great
Depression affect the lives of urban and rural Americans?

Misery and Despair Grip America’s Cities

The Great Depression had a deep and lasting impact on the lives
of the people who lived through it. Few Americans grasped the
underlying problems of the 1920s economy or the subtle reasons for
the stock market crash. Fewer still comprehended how the crash led
to the Great Depression. But they did understand the impact of the
economic crisis. Workers understood having a job one day and being
unemployed the next. Whole families knew the shame and fear of
losing their homes.

The Great Depression touched every American because every
American either experienced or knew someone who experienced the
hardships and loss caused by the economic catastrophe. For many,
their lives were never the same again.
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Graph Skills The year 1929 marked

Searching for a Job and a Meal The threat of unemployment and
destitution haunted workers in cities and towns across the United
States. Between 1921 and 1929, annual average unemployment rates
had never risen above 3.7 percent. But then, the depression hit, and
the rate shot up. By 1933, it had climbed to a shocking 24.9 percent.

Despite this high rate, millions of workers were able to keep their
jobs. However, most had their wages or hours cut. Many workers
brought home paychecks that were 10, 20, sometimes 30 percent less
than their pre-depression checks.

Yet statistics tell only part of the story. The human drama of unem-
ployment unfolded over and over again, in city after city across the
nation. For a man employed as a factory worker, the 1920s had promised
a chance at upward economic mobility. He had been able to provide for
his family, enjoy a decent standard of living, and save something for
retirement. Then, the depression hit. The man saw his hours cut and his
workweek shortened. Eventually, he was laid off. Looking for another
job, he trudged from one factory to the next. “No help wanted here” or
“We don’t need nobody” greeted him at every turn. The man’s clothes
began to look worn. His collars and cuffs became frayed, and his pants
became shiny at the knees. He said less, stared more, moved slower.

Maybe his wife was able to find work washing and ironing clothes or
laboring as a maid. But those jobs were hard to find, too. At home, children
ate smaller meals. Water replaced milk. Meat disappeared from the table.
Hunger lurked about the home like an unwanted guest. Sometimes, the
parents and children received free meals in public soup kitchens. Often,
the only place for the family to get a free scrap of food was in a bread line,
where people lined up for handouts from charities or public agencies.

Descending Into Poverty Men like the factory worker just
described moved from unemployed to unemployable. Whole families
descended into hunger and homelessness. Their dreams of success and
prosperity turned into nightmares of failure and poverty.

This feeling of loss—this sense of the “American Dream” betrayed —
wove through the cultural fabric of the Great Depression. The wide-
spread despair found expression in an early-1930s song by E. Y.
Harburg. It tells the story of an American “Everyman,” a worker who

the start of a pronounced downturn in labored to build the country and a citizen soldier who fought to defend it. How-
the American economy. /n what year ever, the depression has left him out of work, out of money, and out of dreams:

did the largest number of banks fail?
By roughly how much did Americans’
average yearly income decrease
between 1929 and 1933?

““They used to tell me | was building a dream
And so | followed the mob.
When there was earth to plow or guns to bear,
| was always there, right on the job.
They used to tell me | was building a dream
With peace and glory ahead—
Why should | be standing in line,
Just waiting for bread?
Once | built a railroad, | made it run,
Made it run against time.
Once | built a railroad, now it's done—
Brother can you spare a dime?”’
—song lyrics, “Brother Can You Spare a Dime?”




@ INFOGRAPHIC

Effects of the :
Great Depression

After the stock market crash, the American economy
slowed to a crawl in the face of a devastating global
Depression. Bank failures more than quadrupled from
1929 to 1933. Companies fired thousands of workers to
keep from going out of business. As a result, unemploy-
ment soared, condemning a quarter of the American
workforce to poverty. (See the line graph below.) Jobless
people crowded outside employment offices, clamoring
for work to put food on their tables. Life became a daily
struggle for many Americans during these lean times.
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Top: Women and children wait in a
bread line set up by a religious mission.
Center: This 1932 cartoon summarized
the feelings of many depositors when

Unemployed men wait for a their banks failed.
chance to register for municipal Bottom right: Unable to support their
jobs in New York City in 1933. ¥ families, some men gave in to despair.
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Thinking Critically
——— ‘. 1. Analyze Information
How did the shrinking

\ N— economy lead to increased
928 1929 1930 1931 1932 1933 — E layoffs of workers?

SOURCE: Historical Statistics of the United States
NG SR 0SB, SR 2. Draw Conclusions What
effect might a high unem-

Harb d th Ked ol ) b h ‘th ployment rate have on the
arburg said the song asked a simple question about the nature of the wages of Americans who

depression. “This is a man who says: I built the railroads. . .. I fought your still had jobs?
wars. . .. [Why] should I be standing in line now? What happened to all this ’
wealth I created?”

People (in millions)
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Looking for a Place to Live As Americans lost their jobs and ran through
their savings, they had to scrounge wherever they could to keep from going hun-
gry. They sold furniture, pawned jewelry, and moved to cheaper lodgings—
anything to keep their pantries stocked and rents paid. In many cities, they ran
out of money, were evicted from their homes, and ended up on the streets.




Americans Face Hard Times
Photographs of the 1930s conveyed
the gritty realism of daily life under
the boot heels of hunger, homeless-
ness, and destitution. Cartoonists of
the time criticized political leaders,
President Hoover foremost among
them, for the parts they played in
bringing about, or failing to prevent,
the depression. Judging from these
images, what would it have been like
to live in a Hooverville?

Homeless people slept on park benches, in empty railway cars, or in card-
board boxes. Many grouped together in Hoovervilles, makeshift shantytowns
of tents and shacks built on public land or vacant lots. Homeless people, some

of whom had worked as skilled carpenters before the crisis, cobbled houses
together out of lumber scraps, tar paper, tin, and glass. One of the largest
Hoovervilles in the country sprang up in the middle of Central Park in New York
City. There, the homeless covered themselves with newspapers, called Hoover
blankets, to stay warm at night. They walked around looking for jobs with their
empty pants pockets turned inside out, a sign of poverty known as Hoover flags.
Despite the difficulties of life during the depression, many Americans did
what they could to boost morale and help their neighbors. During a New York
City newspaper strike, Mayor Fiorello LaGuardia read comic strips to children
over the radio. In Reading, Pennsylvania, members of the Taxpayers Protection
League staged nonviolent protests to thwart evictions. Nevertheless, thousands
of other Americans found no such escapes from their misery.

v Checkpoint How did the Great Depression affect American cities in the
early 1930s?

Poverty Devastates Rural America

In cities and towns across the nation, Americans faced a terrible plight. The
numbers of the unemployed, homeless, and hopeless increased like a casualty
list in some great war. In rural America, people fared no better. In fact, some-
times their condition was even worse. Farmers had been suffering even before
the Great Depression. Falling commodity prices and accumulating debt had
made it a struggle for farmers to keep their heads above water. Many failed to
stay afloat and sank so deep that they lost their farms.

Commodity Prices Plunge But then the bottom fell out of the economy and
the depression added more woes. Crop prices fell even further, and new debts
were added to old debts. To make matters even worse, the Great Plains was suf-
fering through a choking drought, an ecological disaster that lasted for years. As
a result, many more farmers lost their farms and moved. They traveled about
the country, looking for work and fighting for survival.




The basic reality of farm life was the low prices paid to farmers
for crops they grew for market. In 1919, a bushel of wheat sold for
$2.16;in 1932, it sold for 38 cents. A pound of cotton fetched 35.34 cents in 1919;
the same pound fetched 6.52 cents in 1932. The sharp fall in prices was evident
with other farm products—corn and beans, cattle and hogs. The income farmers
generated was not enough to allow them to continue farming. They could not
pay their debts, purchase more seed, repair equipment, and buy what their fam-
ilies needed to survive. Overburdened by the diminishing returns for their
labor, some farmers buckled under the stress.

In Sioux City, Iowa, in 1932, the Sioux City Milk Producers Association
threatened to strike if its members did not see higher profits for their milk.
When the association’s threats were ignored by local storeowners, farmers
dumped 1,000 gallons of milk on a road outside the city. Despite such a
drastic—and for many Americans unthinkable—action like this, farmers
everywhere feared losing everything.

Farmers Lose Their Farms Between 1930 and 1934, nearly one million farm-
ers failed to pay their mortgages and lost their farms. Banks foreclosed on their
lands and houses and repossessed their farming equipment. The bankers sold
what they could at public auctions. Some farmers remained on the land as tenant
farmers, working for bigger landowners rather than for themselves. Others
drifted away from their communities, looking for some other kind of work.

Cesar Chavez, who later became a well-known labor organizer, recalled the
troubles his proud father had during the depression. A California bank repos-
sessed his father’s small ranch, and the family was evicted from their house.
Chavez remembered how it felt to lose his home:

““We had been poor, but we knew every night there was
a bed there, and this was our room. . . . But that all of a sudden changed. When you're

small, you can't figure these things out. You know something’s not right and you don't
like it, but you don't . . . let that get you down. You sort of just continue to move.”’
—Cesar Chavez

Like the Chavez family, other farmers moved on after their losses. But for
those who remained, Mother Nature dealt a cruel blow to already cruel times.

A A 1935 political cartoon criticizing
Hoover

Vocabulary Builder
drastic—(DRAS tihk) adj. harsh or
severe
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The Dust Bowl

By the middle of the 1930s, drought and wind had cut a huge
swath of destruction down the middle of the continental
United States. The “black blizzards" of the Dust Bowl soared
to heights of 8,000 feet and swept like waves across towns
and farms. Outside, rabbits, birds, and field mice suffocated
and died in the swirling dust. Inside, dirt seeped through
every crack and covered everything and everyone in layers of
grit. “We live with the dust, eat it, sleep with it,” observed
one witness. A single storm could carry more than 300 million
tons of dust, and constant storms in the “dirty thirties”
destroyed as many as 5 million acres of wheat. Much of the
Great Plains “breadbasket” simply blew away‘, y N
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History Interactive

For: To learn more about the})ust Bowl I
Web Code: nep-0809
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The Great Plains, 1929-1939
State Shift in Total Value
of Harvested Crops
Colorado —-51%
Kansas —53%
Nebraska —61%
New Mexico —32%
Whole harvests could North Dakota —47%
be destroyed wherever Oklahoma —49%
dust storms struck. South Dakota Z579%
Many farmers went out Toxas 5%
of business as a result Weomi 0%
of their crop failures. » yoming A

A massive dust storm
threatens the town of .
Stratford, Texas, in this Geography and History
photograph from 19 | How did environmental change
affect farmers living on the
Great Plains during the 1930s?




The Great Plains Becomes a Dust Bow| Farmers who survived the tumble
in prices were still not safe. Through the mid-1930s, a drought in the Great
Plains added to their problems. Water was a constant problem in the region.
Normal rainfall seldom exceeded the 20 inches a year that traditional American
agricultural practices demanded. As a result, droughts on the Great Plains
were often more devastating than those in the East and Midwest. In the years
before America’s western rivers were dammed and irrigation practices became
widespread, there were few answers to the drought threat.

New farming methods made drought conditions worse. Intensive farming
came to prominence throughout the region in the late nineteenth and early
twentieth centuries. Farmers then had moved onto the plains and plowed under
much of the natural grasses in order to plant oceans of winter wheat. The land-
scape shift tipped the ecological balance of the region. In the past, plains grasses
prevented the topsoil from blowing away during periods of drought. By the early
1930s, that dwindling grassy safety net could no longer do the job.

By 1932, the combination of drought, loose topsoil, and high winds resulted in
disaster on the Great Plains. The winds kicked up towering dust storms that
began to blow east. These gigantic clouds of dust and dirt could rise from ground
level to a height of 8,000 feet. The dust storms moved as fast as 100 miles per
hour and blotted out the sun, plunging daylight into darkness.

Most of the dust storms started in the southern Great Plains, especially the
high plains regions of Texas, Oklahoma, Kansas, New Mexico, and Colorado.
This swath of parched earth became known as the Dust Bowl. For people living
in these hardest hit regions, depression and dust storms defined the misery of
the “dirty thirties.”

Those unfortunate enough to be caught in a dust storm were temporarily
choked and blinded by the swirling dirt. The storms killed cattle and birds, blan-
keted rivers, and suffocated fish. Dirt seeped into houses, covering everything
with a thick coat of grime. Some dust clouds blew east as far as the Atlantic
coast, dumping acres of dirt on Boston, New York, and Washington. Altogether,
dust storms displaced twice as much dirt as Americans had scooped out to build
the Panama Canal.

Desperation Causes Migration Many farm families trapped in the
Dust Bowl had no choice but to migrate out of the region. They had lost
their farms to the banks. Dust storms had destroyed most remain-

ing opportunities. They were low on everything except despair.
Although only some came from Oklahoma, Dust Bowl refugees
were generally referred to as Okies, regardless of their states
of origin.

Okie families packed onto rickety trucks and headed toward
California or Oregon or Washington, any place where a job might
be found. Before the pace slowed, 800,000 people migrated out of
Missouri, Arkansas, Oklahoma, and Texas alone.

Agricultural collapse and the Great Plains Dust Bowl
forced millions of Americans to leave the midwestern and
southern regions where they had been born. Many moved to
California, lured by the promise of jobs, but were crushed
when that promise too often proved empty. Others headed to
the cities of the Northeast and Midwest, again looking for
jobs, shelter, and relief. As a result of the migration, rural
states lost population while states with large cities gained
population.

Okies Flee the Dust Bowl

The Okie exodus from the Great Plains
carried thousands of Americans west
to the rich farmlands of California.
Okies also packed up and headed east
to great industrial centers like Chicago,
Pittsburgh, and New York. Here, a
migrant family arrives in California.




Fierce Job Competition in
California

As Okies flowed into California,
Mexican and Mexican American
migrants already there faced stiff new
competition for scarce jobs. Here, a
family of migrant farmworkers
gathers outside their home in
California’s Imperial Valley. What
does the photograph suggest about
the economic status of migrant
workers in California?

There were other effects of the
Dust Bowl. The farmers best able to
survive the Great Depression were
the ones with the biggest operations.
They often bought repossessed land
at rock-bottom prices and expanded
their holdings into large commercial
farms. The Dust Bowl also motivated
the government to help Great Plains
farmers. After the initial crisis,
immense federal projects dammed
western rivers. Dams eventually
provided irrigation that made farm
profits possible on the Great Plains.

v Checkpoint How did the
Dust Bowl make life even more
difficult for farmers on the
Great Plains?

Few Americans Escape Hard Times

One of the ironies of the depression was the word itself. In the nineteenth and
early twentieth centuries, an economic slump was called a “panic” or a “crisis.”
President Hoover used the word depression to describe the state of affairs
because he thought it sounded less severe than the other terms. But before long,
Hoover’s “depression” gave way to the “Depression” and then the “Great Depres-
sion.” The term described not only a state of mind, but also an economic reality.
It showed a despondent America, filled with people overwhelmed by seemingly
inescapable poverty. Not only did the depression make victims of the men and
women who lost jobs, it also was an economic and emotional crisis that pro-
foundly affected Americans in all walks of life.

The Depression Attacks Family Life For millions of Americans, the depres-
sion was an intensely personal affair. Men who lost their jobs and could not find
other work often felt that they had betrayed their families. They had been the
“breadwinners,” the providers, the ones whose paychecks fed and clothed the
family and kept a roof over everyone’s head. The loss of a job meant a reduction
in status. Different men reacted differently to unemployment. Many labored
tirelessly to find a new job, while others sank into shame and despair. Some
even deserted their families.

The unemployed were not the only ones who suffered. Men lucky enough to
have jobs lived in constant fear that the next paycheck would be their last. They
often felt guilty for being employed while so many of their relatives and friends
were suffering. Few Americans were spared from the crisis.

Wives and children experienced the pain of their husbands and fathers.
Birthrates plummeted to the lowest marks in American history—a sure sign of
family distress. Mothers worked constantly to stretch meager family incomes.
They sewed clothes, searched for odd jobs, and valiantly tried to meet their fam-
ilies’ needs. With both parents preoccupied with making something out of noth-
ing, family discipline often declined. Some children quit school. Others ran
away from home. Families coped with the depression as best they could. Some
huddled together, working to survive the hard times. Others broke apart, mak-
ing those times even harder and lonelier.




Minorities Suffer Hardships The depression affected everyone, but it did
not affect them equally. Americans on the bottom rung of the economic ladder—
the poorest of the poor, often minorities with no financial resources—felt the
sting of the depression the keenest. A Howard University sociologist noted early
in the crisis that African Americans were “the last to be hired and the first to be
fired.” In the South, landowners threw African American sharecroppers off the
plots they had been farming. Many of these workers migrated to northern cities,
but there were no jobs waiting there. Only more poverty greeted them. In 1932,
unemployment among African Americans hovered around 50 percent, nearly
double the national rate.

However, African Americans had long stood firm against the challenges of
poverty. They relied on the emotional resources of family and religion to cope
with grim times. During his interview with a depression historian, an African
American man explained what the depression meant to African Americans:

““The Negro was born in depression. It didn’t mean too
much to him, The Great American Depression, as you call it. There was no such thing.

The best he could be was a janitor or a porter or shoeshine boy. It only became official
when it hit the white man.””
—Clifford Burke, quoted in Hard Times, 1970

Hard times came upon Mexican Americans as well. As more Okies headed west
out of the Dust Bowl, the competition for jobs between those migrants and Mexican
American farmworkers in states like California heated up. A flood tide of workers
struggled to find and keep farm jobs. Often, Mexican Americans faced the addi-
tional burden of discrimination when competing with white farmhands for those
jobs. In the Southwest, many white Americans clamored for Mexican American
repatriation. Repatriation involved efforts by local, state, and federal governments
to encourage or coerce Mexican immigrants and their naturalized children to
return to Mexico. Hundreds of thousands of people of Mexican ancestry—many of
them U.S. citizens—were pushed out of the United States. Even so, many more
remained. By the end of the 1930s, Mexican Americans were working in most
industries of the Southwest, including farming, ranching, and industry.

v/ Checkpoint How did the depression take a toll on women, children,
and minorities in America?

SECTION

Poverty in the South

African Americans who had long
faced discrimination and segregation
were especially hard-hit by the
depression. Many moved from the
South to seek jobs in the North. Here,
a man sits forlornly outside his home
in Atlanta, Georgia.

Progress Monitoring Online

For: Self-test with vocabulary practice
Web Code: nea-0803

2 Assessment

Comprehension

1. Terms and People What do each of
the following terms have in common?

Writing About History

3. Quick Write: Brainstorm for
Possible Solutions Choose one topic

Explain. from this section, such as skyrocketing

e bread line unemployment in American cities, about

® Hooverville which you could write a problem-solution 5
e tenant farmer essay. Use the text and your own

e Okies knowledge to list possible solutions to

2. NoteTaking Reading Skill:
Categorize Use your Venn diagram
to answer the Section Focus Question:
How did the Great Depression affect
the lives of urban and rural Americans?

ranking the solutions from most effective
to least effective.

the problem. Next, organize your listby g

Critical Thinking
4. Compare and Contrast How were

the experiences of the urban unem-
ployed and the rural poor similar? How
were they different?

. Recognize Effects How do you

think the arrival of so many Okies
affected native Californians?

. Draw Inferences Where might

Americans have laid the blame for their
difficulties during the early 1930s?




