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How did WWI affect the USA?

Social Impact Political Impact Economic Impact Impact on Europe

• 116, 000 US Soldiers dead
• Worldwide Flu Epidemic –

Spanish Flu (50 Million 
dead)

• 1 Million US Soldiers fought 
in the war

• Laissez-Faire attitude –
Government left people 
and business alone to get 
on with their business

• Less government regulation

• Allies owed US money in 
loans $9.977 Million

• US factories made products 
for the war effort and sold 
them to Europe

• European Economies in 
ruins

• European Countries 
borrowed large sums from 
the USA – Britain and 
France

• No war damage • Began to return USA to 
Isolation again after war 
effort

• New principles of Mass 
Production

• Took over new markets 
around the World from 
European producers

• Full employment
• Farming increased, sold 

food to Europe

• Trade links disrupted
• Many mines, factories and 

communications destroyed
• Much farm land in France 

and Belgium destroyed
• Needed money to rebuild
• Food shortages in war

Europe after WWI

Summary: What did the 
USA bring to WWI?

Trade:
Buying and selling 

products and 
equipment with the 

Allies

President Wilson’s  
14 Point Peace 
Plan that was 

fairer on Germany

Troops to 
France

Tipped the 
balance of the 
war

Money to loan 
to allies

Factories to make war 
equipment and 
weapons



What happened when immigrants arrived in the 

USA? 
Most of the immigrants travelled by sea, and more than 70 

per cent arrived on Ellis Island near New York. During the 

busiest periods, as many as 5,000 people a day arrived 

there. Most were young - in 1900 the average age was 24. 

The first view the immigrants saw as they arrived in 

America on their way to Ellis Island was the Statue of 

Liberty.

As soon as they arrived, everyone had to be processed in 

the Great Hall. Then they would have to undergo a series 

of medical tests. There was a particular emphasis on eye 

tests because of a disease called 'trachoma'. Ellis Island 

was given the name the Island of Tears after these eye 

tests. Anyone suffering from the disease would be kept on 

Ellis Island for days or perhaps even weeks.

Also, everyone was questioned about their work and 

financial situation, and were given literacy tests. The aim 

of the tests was to ensure that immigrants could work after 

they arrived and that they would not be a burden on 

society. All this took between three and five hours. Some 

had to wait longer to undertake more tests, while others 

who were more unlucky were refused entry and had to 

face the journey back home.

Often spoke English Spoke no or little English



1. The Trade Unions (called 

Labour Unions in America) were 

hostile to new immigrants who 

worked for low wages and took 

jobs away from union members.

5. Some Americans thought new immigrants 

would bring dangerous new ideas such as 

Communism that would threaten the safety of 

America. In 1919 there was a Red Scare in 

the USA about Communist Immigrants.

2. White people were afraid that America’s racial 

and religious strength would be weakened by more 

Catholic and Jewish immigration.

3. World War One made many Americans 

realise that new immigrants might be 

more loyal to their old country and would 

not be ‘good’ Americans.

4. Many Americans thought there were enough 

people already.  After World War One there was 

not enough work or housing to go round.

Summary of Anti-Immigration attitudes in the 1920s

Changing Approaches to Immigration:

‘Open Door’ Immigration to Isolationist ideas

During 1907, 1.25 million people were processed on 

Ellis Island. As the number of immigrants increased, 

some Americans began to doubt the government's 

Open Door policy. 

Traditionally, the immigrants had tended to come 

from northern and western Europe – Britain, Ireland, 

Germany. Between 1900 and 1914 13 million 

arrived, mainly from southern and eastern Europe –

Italy, Austria-Hungary, Russia, Western Poland and 

Greece. 

People started feeling angry towards these 'new' 

immigrants because:

•they were often poor

•many were illiterate

•many were Roman Catholics or Jews, therefore 

from a different cultural and religious background

•the trauma of the First World War and the fear of 

Communism during the Red Scare in 1919, worried 

many Americans.

Changing government attitudes:

As a result, the US Congress passed three laws to restrict 

immigration and each law in turn was more severe than the 

previous one.

1.Literacy Test, 1917 – Immigrants had to pass a series of 

reading and writing tests. Many of the poorer immigrants, 

especially those from eastern Europe, had received no education 

and therefore failed the tests and were refused entry. 

2.The Emergency Quota Act, 1921 – A law which restricted the 

number of immigrants to 357,000 per year, and also set down a 

quota - only 3 per cent of the total population of any overseas 

group already in the USA in 1910 could come in after 1921.

3.The National Origins Act, 1924 – This law reduced the 

maximum number of immigrants to 150,000 per year and cut the 

quota to 2 per cent, based on the population of the USA in 1890. 

The act was aimed at restricting southern and eastern 

Europeans immigrants. It also prohibited immigration from Asia 

and this angered the Chinese and Japanese communities that 

were already in the USA.

The Open Door was now closed to many. The 

government did not believe that the new immigrants 

enriched the life and culture of the USA. 

As a result, there was more fear of immigrants, 

xenophobia and racial persecution.

Dear Auntie:
I received your letter on February 20 and I write you on February 25. Dear auntie, I inform
you that I am in the same place working for an English-speaking master and mistress who
don't know a word of Polish, and I don't know English; so we communicate with gestures
and I know what to do, that's all. I know the work and therefore I don't mind much about
the language. But, dear auntie, 1 went intentionally into an English household in order that
I may learn to speak English, because it is necessary in America. I am in good health,
only I am a little ill with my feet. I don't know what it is, whether rheumatism or something
else. I walk very much, because from six o'clock in the morning till ten o'clock in the
evening I have work and I receive 22 dollars a month, and I have seven persons, and 16
rooms to clean, and I cook. Everything is on my head.

O dear auntie, I write you that I have nothing to write, only I ask you for a quick
answer. I wish you a merry holiday of Easter time. O dear God, why cannot I be with my
auntie and divide the egg together with parents and brothers and sisters! When I think
about all this, I would not be sorry if I had to die right now.

A young immigrant girl wrote to her aunt in Europe:



How do we know there was an ‘economic boom’?
• Lots more jobs/full employment
• Higher wages
• Borrowing money is easier
• Investing in businesses or shares
• Spending spare cash on luxury goods
• Businesses growing
• Increasing profits
• Making more things in factories
• Making more luxury items that are not just necessities
• Lots more trade – buying and selling
• Building boom – construction of lots of new houses and buildings
• Feel good factor – people are happier and feel good



In the first several years of their marriage, Ford supported himself and his new wife by running a sawmill. In 1891, he returned
with Clara to Detroit, where he was hired as an engineer for the Edison Illuminating Company. Rising quickly through the ranks, 
he was promoted to chief engineer two years later. Around the same time, Clara gave birth to the couple’s only son, Edsel 
Bryant Ford. 

On call 24 hours a day for his job at Edison, Ford spent his irregular hours on his efforts to build a gasoline-powered horseless 
carriage, or automobile. In 1896 while working as an engineer for Edison, he completed what he called the “Quadricycle,” 
which consisted of a light metal frame fitted with four bicycle wheels and powered by a two-cylinder, four-horsepower gasoline 
engine, in the shed behind his home. In 1903, he established the Ford Motor Company, and five years later the company rolled 
out the first Model T. In order to meet overwhelming demand for the revolutionary vehicle, Ford introduced revolutionary new 
mass-production methods, including large production plants, the use of standardized, interchangeable parts and, in 1913, the 
world’s first moving assembly line for cars. Enormously influential in the industrial world, Ford was also outspoken in the 
political realm. 

Born in 1863, Henry Ford was the first surviving son of William and Mary Ford, who owned a prosperous farm in Dearborn, 
Michigan. At 16, he left home for the nearby city of Detroit, where he found apprentice work as a machinist. He returned to 
Dearborn and worked on the family farm after three years, but continued to operate and service steam engines and work 
occasional stints in Detroit factories. In 1888, he married Clara Bryant, who had grown up on a nearby farm.

Henry Ford’s early inventions and 1st steps into business
Determined to improve upon his prototype, Ford sold the Quadricycle in order to continue building other vehicles. He received backing from 
various investors over the next seven years, some of whom formed the Detroit Automobile Company (later the Henry Ford Company) in 1899. His 
partners, eager to put a passenger car on the market, grew frustrated with Ford’s constant need to improve, and Ford left his namesake company 
in 1902. (After his departure, it was reorganized as the Cadillac Motor Car Company.) The following year, Ford established the Ford Motor 
Company.

Who was Henry Ford?

Ford’s business philosophy

Case Study: Henry Ford’s car business
The greatest business boom took place in the motor car industry. 
There were three big car producers in the 1920s: Ford, Chrysler 
and General Motors. By far the biggest at this time was the Henry 
Ford Motor Company.
During the 1920s, about $1 billion a year was spent on the 
construction of a national network of highways. The automobile 
industry also caused other industries such as steel, rubber, leather 
and paint to grow rapidly.

Henry Ford set out to build a car that everyone could afford to buy. 
Ford started mass-producing his first car, the Model T Ford in 1909. 
It was slow, ugly and difficult to drive, but for the next eighteen 
years this car, nick named 'Tin Lizzie', was America's best selling 
car. 

The big attraction of the Model T Ford was its price, it never 
increased and instead it kept on dropping. Costing $1200 in 1909, 
the price in 1928 was only $295. By the end of the 1920s Ford was 
producing more than one car per minute. Ford developed the 
assembly line and conveyor belt to speed up motor production. 
Henry Ford's River Rouge plant in Detroit, Michigan became the 
largest factory in the world.
By 1929, more than 26 million cars were registered in the USA.

Innovation in production 
methods, especially in the 
motor industry (by 1925 Ford 
were producing a car every 10 
seconds); this pushed down 
prices and made goods more 
accessible for ordinary people 
(the ‘Tin Lizzie’ cost $850 in 
1910, only $295 in 1920). Other 
businesses and industries also 
introduced production lines.



The influence of the car industry on America

It was Ford's idea to build a car an electrical assembly 

line. The car would move slowly along the line with each 

worker only doing one specific task. In this way, it would 

be possible to build a Ford Model T car in an hour and a 

half instead of 13.5 hours.

By the mid 1920s, 7,500 cars were being produced daily -

one car every 10 seconds!

The car changed America in every way. It led to the 

construction of new roads and suburbs. People's way of 

life was changing in a big way. The development of the 

car industry sparked a growth in other industries, eg cars 

used 90 per cent of America's petrol, as well as 80 per 

cent of the country's rubber and 75 per cent of its glass.

How did Henry Ford do so well in the automobile industry?
Henry Ford’s genius was innovation (taking the ideas of others and combining them)

Henry Ford was able to sell cars more cheaply because they were mass-produced and 
every part was standardised (only one colour and one engine size were available).

By producing large numbers of cars on an assembly line Ford needed fewer workers, 
and that cut the cost of paying wages. By standardising the parts he cut production 
costs even further. Mass production worked by breaking down the job of making a car 
into smaller jobs that could be done quickly and simply by an unskilled person. 

A car would be pass down an assembly line and every time it stopped someone would 
add an extra part until finally it reached the end of the line and was finished. As Henry 
Ford said: 
"Work is planned on the drawing board and the operations sub - divided so that each 
man and each machine do only one thing ... the thing is to keep everything in motion 
and take the work to the man not the man to the work." 
The car industry helped to make America richer in the 1920s. Car production used up 
20% of America's steel, 80% of her rubber, 75% of her plate glass, and 65% of her 
leather. 

The more cars that were made, the more jobs that there were created in these 
industries. By the end of the 1920s American cars used seven billion gallons of petrol a 
year. This helped to create jobs in the oil industry and made the oil state of Texas rich. 
New roads had to be built for the increased numbers of cars. This meant more jobs for 
the construction and building industries. And along these new roads sprang up 
thousands of garages, 'gas stations', restaurants, 'diners' and 'motels' - all creating even 
more jobs. People with jobs could afford to spend part of their wages on luxury goods 
such as a new car or a vacuum cleaner! 





Write this subtitle: How did the US Presidents support the growing economy? 

Read: The United States was led by three Republican presidents during the 1920s, namely Warren Harding, Cal-
vin Coolidge and Herbert Hoover. The policy of these Republican presidents was that government should leave 
the economy alone – they adopted a laissez-faire (free market) policy. This meant that big businesses were free 
to expand without being held back by the government. Under a laissez-faire policy the government doesn’t get 
involved with very much e.g. there is less government regulation. 

 
President Warren Harding (1921-23) 
His promise was a return to normality. He reduced taxes to give businesses more mon-
ey to grow and to put more money in the pockets of ordinary Americans. In 1922, he intro-
duced the Fordney-McCumber Tariff Act which imposed a tax on goods from foreign coun-
tries. This made foreign goods more expensive than domestic goods, and so this encour-
aged Americans to buy American goods only. The name for this policy was protectionism. 
 
President Calvin Coolidge (1923-29) 

‘Business is America's business’, said Calvin Coolidge. He stuck to the 
same policy as Harding. Although he didn't do much (his nickname was 'Silent Cal'), Ameri-
cans believed he was a good president because of the strength of the economy. He had a 
huge respect for businessmen and adhered to the laissez-faire policy. He gave businessmen 
the freedom to make a profit and become rich. 

Even the Wall Street Journal praised this policy: ‘No government ever before, either here nor 
in any other country, has succeeded in uniting so thoroughly with the business world’. 

 
President Herbert Hoover (1929-32) 

He became president in 1929 following his promise to put ‘a chicken in every cooking pot, 
and a car in every garage’. Hoover believed in laissez-faire, but also in rugged individual-
ism. This meant that people should not depend on the government for help - they should 
solve their own problems by working harder. Hoover lost the next presidential election in 
1932 because of this viewpoint - it was too severe. 

Hire Purchase agreements
People were able take out ‘buy now, pay later’ 

agreements on new purchases.
This use of credit started off in the car industry 

and then spread to other products.
6 out of 10 cars were bought on credit, as were 

8 out of 10 radios.

Weak Unions
The Republican government and the business 
owners hated the Labour Unions. They were 

able to use violence to break strikes and could 
refuse employment to union members. The car 

industry banned unions altogether. 

New Products
There were many new products and inventions 

which gave rise to new industries e.g. 
Refrigerators, Washing Machines, Radios

People Invested in Shares - People made money from buying shares in companies on the Stock Market. Much of 
this wealth was only paper wealth but it fuelled spending sprees based on credit/hire purchase. Companies 
floated on the stock market and made money to invest.

http://www.bbc.co.uk/education/guides/z8nj9qt/revision/2#glossary-zppw4j6
http://www.bbc.co.uk/education/guides/z8nj9qt/revision/2#glossary-z3h6vcw
http://www.bbc.co.uk/education/guides/z8nj9qt/revision/2#glossary-zpry9j6
http://www.bbc.co.uk/education/guides/z8nj9qt/revision/2#glossary-zpry9j6










Am
erican G

angsters Rackets –
Illegal Businesses

A ‘Still’ w
as a hom

em
ade 

distillery m
aking illegal w

hiskey 
(M

oonshine). They w
ere often in 

the w
oods and countryside. The 

m
oonshine w

as often poisonous 
and there w

as a huge risk of fire 
breaking out and destroying the 
‘Still’ and stopping the business.

G
am

bling
w

as a profitable 
business to be in. G

am
bling dens 

w
here people could m

ake a 
fortune, w

ere places w
here 

people could also lose a fortune. 
The odds w

ere stacked in favour 
of the house and any debts could 
be brutally collected if needs be. 

‘Contract M
urder’ w

as 
a business in the 
1920s. You could m

ake 
m

oney killing for other 
people

‘Protection rackets’ w
ere could also 

be profitable businesses if you had 
the m

en or reputation to carry it out. 
This involved offering to ‘protect’ 
businesses from

 dam
age from

 other 
gangs in return for regular paym

ent. 
O

ften they w
ere paying the gangster 

not to dam
age or kill them

 rather 
than rival gangs.

H
ijacking

other peoples goods 
usually during their delivery could 
m

ake you som
e m

oney and is a 
low

er risk activity but for less rew
ard 

than other rackets.



Organised Crime in the 1920s
There were gangsters in every city and during the 1920s groups would fight 
each other for control of specific areas.
•In Chicago, Dion O'Bannion controlled the bootleg business in the south 
of the city and John Torrio in the north. Al Capone later became a 
prominent character. The Mayor of Chicago, Big Bill Thompson, was under 
the influence of John Torrio.
•In New York, Dutch Schultz was in control.
•Chester La Mare controlled Detroit.
•The St Valentine's Day Massacre of 1929 was the climax of the 
gangster wars between Bugs Moran and Al Capone.

Corrupt government
Harding and his 'Ohio Gang'
In 1920 Warren Harding was elected President of the USA. He 
gained a reputation as a weak manager for giving important and 
influential posts to friends and peers who were members of his 
cabinet. The Ohio Gang was a group of politicians who were in 
positions of power during Warren O Harding's administration. 
They betrayed the public's trust in several scandals.
At the beginning of 1924, soon after Harding's death, Congress 
began investigating reports of corruption and bribery during 
Harding’s administration. Several members of the Gang were 
charged and imprisoned for corruption:
•Charles R. Forbes was found guilty of fraud, conspiracy and 
bribery in the Veterans' Bureau.
•Albert B Fall was found guilty and imprisoned for his part in 
the Teapot Dome scandal and the Elk-Hills oil fund scandal.
•Harry M. Daugherty was found guilty of selling alcohol illegally 
and giving licences and pardons to offenders.

The problems of Law enforcement
1.There weren't enough Prohibition agents to enforce the law -
only 1,500 in 1920.
2.The size of America's boundaries made it hard for these 
agents to control smuggling by bootleggers.
3.The low salary paid to the agents made it easy to bribe them.
4.Many Americans never gave their support to Prohibition and 
were willing to drink in speakeasies - bars that claimed to sell 
soft drinks, but served alcohol behind the scenes.

Bureau of Prohibition and Prohibition Agents
Corruption increased as gangsters bribed police officers, judges and politicians to turn a blind eye to their illegal activities. The Bureau of 
Prohibition was formed to enforce the Volstead Act of 1919. The Bureau of Prohibition’s main function was to mostly stop the selling and 
consumption of alcohol. In 1920 there were only 1,500 agents. The legal system could not cope and so the government tried to solve the problem 
by appointing a Prohibition Commissioner, John F. Kramer, in 1921.Before long he increased the number to 3,000 agents.
In 1924 the Investigation Bureau (later called the FBI) was established under J Edgar Hoover. His men had tougher methods.
In 1929—the year of the stock market crash, which seemingly increased the country’s desire for illegal liquor—Eliot Ness was hired as a special 
agent of the U.S. Department of Justice to head the Prohibition bureau in Chicago, with the express purpose of investigating and harassing 
gangster Al Capone. Because the men whom Ness hired to help him were extremely dedicated and unbribable, they were nicknamed 
the Untouchables. The public learned of them when big raids on breweries, speakeasies, and other places of outlawry attracted newspaper 
headlines.

Organised Crime in the 1920s

• The Volstead Act was passed in 1919, making it illegal to make or sell alcohol in 
America.

• A Federal Bureau of Prohibition was set up to police it. 

• Organised crime stepped in to replace legal businessmen who were shut down 
under the Volstead Act. These gangs were often from immigrant groups such as 
the Irish, Jewish or Italian communities.

• Organised gangs existed before prohibition but they greatly increased in size 
and power under prohibition.

• They used a range of methods to gain and keep their illegal activities going.



In October 1929, the booming USA economy came to an 

abrupt halt - The Wall Street Crash. The causes of the crash 

are very complex. The results are much simpler. Shares 

lost their value (see the graph. The red line is the value of 

the Stock Market). People who had invested all of their 

savings into shares on the Stock Market lost literally every-

thing. Those that had taken out lots of hire-purchase 

agreements based on their confidence that the share pric-

es would continue to rise could not pay their debts. Luxury 

goods like cars were taken away from them. People went 

bankrupt. Businesses collapsed. People who had been do-

ing very well during the 1920s quickly lost everything and 

became very poor. 

The end of the boom: How did the Stock Market Crash end the party? 

Background  knowledge: Companies sell shares as a way of raising money, and they attract buyers by giving them a share 
(hence the name) of the profit at the end of each year (this is called the 'dividend').   In America in 1929 about 1.5 million people owned 
shares. 

If a firm is doing well, the value of its shares rise, and people can sell them for more than they bought them.   When there is a 'bull' market 
(when share prices are generally rising) people buy shares solely hoping to make a profit.   These people are called 'speculators' and in 
1929 about 600,000 of the 1.5 million shareholders were active speculators. 

 A 'bear market' is one where prices are falling.   Speculators fuel a bull market by gambling on future price rises, but they can turn a bear 
market into a crash by desperately trying to get rid of their shares before they fall any further.   

When the Wall Street stock market crashed 

in October 1929, the world economy was 

plunged into the Great Depression. By the 

winter of 1932, America was in the depths of 

the greatest economic depression in its histo-

ry. 

The number of unemployed people reached 

upwards of 13 million. Many people lived 

in primitive conditions close to famine. One 

New York family moved into a cave in Central 

Park. In St Louis, more than 1,000 people 

lived in shacks made from scrap metal and 

boxes. There were many simi-
lar Hoovervilles all over America. Between 1 

and 2 million people travelled the country 

desperately looking for work. Signs saying 

'No Men Wanted' were displayed all over the 

country. 

The Wall Street Crash of 1929 was the great-
est stock market crash in the history of the United 
States. 

It happened on the New York Stock Exchange on 
Tuesday October 29, 1929, now known as Black 
Tuesday. The crash started the Great Depres-
sion and stock prices did not reach the same level 
until late 1954. 

The crash signalled the beginning of the 10-
year Great Depression that affected all Western in-
dustrialized countries. It did not end in the United 
States until the start of American mobilization 
for World War II at the end of 1941. More 
than 13million people had unemployment coming to 
them after the banks crashed 

https://simple.wikipedia.org/wiki/Stock_market
https://simple.wikipedia.org/wiki/History_of_the_United_States
https://simple.wikipedia.org/wiki/History_of_the_United_States
https://simple.wikipedia.org/wiki/New_York_Stock_Exchange
https://simple.wikipedia.org/wiki/Great_Depression
https://simple.wikipedia.org/wiki/Great_Depression
https://simple.wikipedia.org/wiki/Great_Depression
https://simple.wikipedia.org/wiki/World_War_II
http://www.bbc.co.uk/schools/gcsebitesize/history/mwh/usa/walldepressionrev1.shtml
https://simple.wikipedia.org/wiki/Unemployment


What were the effects of the Depression on the American people? 

The Depression that followed the Wall Street Crash was terrible  
These are the 'facts' of the Depression as you will see them presented in most textbooks. 

1.  Statistics: 

●   In 1931, 238 people were admitted to hospital suffering from starvation.    

●   International trade slumped from $10bn in 1929 to only $3 bn in 1932. 

●   5000 banks went bankrupt 1929-1932, including the Bank of America. 

●   In 1932 a quarter of a million Americans had their homes repossessed, 

and a fifth of all farmers lost their farms. 

●   In 1932, 20,000 companies went out of business. 

●   By 1933: 

- Industrial production had fallen by 40% 

- Prices had fallen 50% 

- Wages had fallen by 60% 

- Share prices had fallen by 80% 

- 5000 more banks went bankrupt. 

- 25% of Americans were unemployed. 

2.  Farmers: 

●   The depression was particularly fierce in agriculture, and things were made worse by the ‘dust bowl’ caused by over-farming.    

●   Many farmers could not afford their mortgage repayments and many ‘Okies’ (from Oklahoma) and ‘Arkies’ (from Arkansas) had to 

abandon their farms and go fruit-picking in California (the famous novel The Grapes of Wrath is about this). 

3.  Welfare and Despair: 

●   America and no Welfare State.   Many unemployed Americans were reduced to picking over rubbish dumps or begging (cf the 

song ‘Buddy, can you spare a dime’).    

●   SOME towns set up soup kitchens and groups like the Salvation Army (and even Al Capone) organised charity hand-outs – hence 

the term ‘on the breadline’.    

●   In the land of opportunity this was seen as a terrible failure, and 23,000 people committed suicide in 1932 alone  

4.  Hobos and Hoovervilles: 

●   Homeless people went to live in shanty towns called ‘Hoovervilles’ (as an insult to President Hoover).   ‘Hobos’ travelled round look-

ing for jobs, usually riding illegally on freight trucks. 

5.  Hatred of Hoover: 

●   The government did not know how to stop the Depression, and Hoover believed in ‘rugged individualism’, and stuck to the idea 

that it was not the government’s job to interfere with business. 

●   In 1930 the Smoot-Hawley Act raised tariffs, in 1931 the Fed raised interest rates, and in 1932 the government raised taxes - 

all three simply made the Depression much worse. 

●   Most Americans came to blame the President for the Depression.   Shanty towns were called ‘Hoovervilles’, but there was also 

‘Hoover leather’ (cardboard soles for shoes) and ‘Hoover blankets’ (newspapers).   ‘In Hoover we trusted, but now we are bust-

ed’. 

6.  Violence: 

●   There were many protest marches and riots.   When banks tried to re-possess some farms, local farmer banded together and 

drove them off with pitch-forks.    

7.  Bonus Army: 

●   In 1932, 20,000 unemployed ex-soldiers set up a Hooverville in Washington to ask for their war pension (‘bonus’) to be paid early; 

Hoover set the army on them, who drive them away with guns and tear-gas. 

  Or was it? 

   1.  Hoover did not do nothing: 

●   In 1930 he cut taxes and the Committee for Unemployment Relief was formed. 

●   In 1931 he gave $4000 million  to state governments to set up schemes to provide work (e.g. the Hoover Dam).   The Davis-Bacon 

Act encouraged firms to maintain high wages by requiring "prevailing" (union) wages to be paid on federal construction con-

tracts. 

●   In 1932 he passed the Emergency Relief Act ($300 million to provide unemployment pay) and the Reconstruction Act (which set 

up the Reconstruction Finance Corporation to provide $1500 million of loans to help businessmen).   The Norris-La Guardia Act 

protected trade unions and the Glass-Steagall Act helped banks by making it easier for them to borrow from the federal re-

serve. 

All this is usually either not mentioned at all, or dismissed as ‘too little, too late’.   In fact, it was exactly what the ‘New Deal’ was 

later to copy. 

 

2.  Not all industries or places suffered: 

●   The Depression was worst in farming, and in the old industries (80% of steel workers were unemployed in Toledo.   'New' indus-

tries (such as films, electronics and airplanes) continued to expand and pay high wages. 

●   Many people who managed to keep their jobs were BETTER off, because prices were much lower.    

●   Certain areas of the economy thrived.   The Empire State Building was finished in 1931, and the San Francisco Golden Gate Bridge was 

started in 1932  

 





Was the boom good for everyone? 

‘We in America today are nearer to the financial triumph over poverty than ever before in the history of our 

land. The poor man is vanishing from us. Under the Republican system, our industrial output has increased as 

never before, and our wages have grown steadily in buying power.’ 

 Herbert Hoover, speaking in 1928 

During his election campaign, Republicans promised 'a chicken in every pot and a car in every backyard'. 

Farmers 
Farmers were producing too many crops and couldn't sell them. So pric-
es fell and farmers had to borrow money from the banks to be able to 
survive. More and more of them got into debt until they eventually had to 
sell their farms and leave. Many left to go wandering around America 
looking for any kind of work – at the time, these wanderers were known 
as 'hobos'. By 1928 half of all USA farmers were living in poverty. Since 
prices were so low, 600,000 farmers lost their farms in 1924 alone.  
 
Black people 
Black people suffered economically, especially in the southern states, 

where segregation was in effect. The ancestors of the black people in the 

south had been slaves. The majority worked on small farms owned by 

white landlords. The black people were labourers or sharecroppers and 
they lived in immense poverty. 
 
The segregation that was happening in the southern states (Alabama, 
Louisiana and Mississippi) made the situation of black people even 
worse. White and black people lived separately – they had different edu-
cation, transport and housing facilities. They were not allowed to use the 
same toilets and water wells. Anyone who tried to improve the rights of 
African Americans were challenged and threatened by the Ku Klux Klan. 
As a result, thousands of black people moved to northern cities like New 
York, Detroit and Chicago to look for work, but when they got there they 

had to live in ghettoes. 
 

Immigrants 
Many immigrants had not been educated and 
were willing to work in any kind of job for very 
low wages. Because of this, they endured 
more and more prejudice. 

 
Old traditional industries 
The traditional industries failed to respond to 
the new mass production methods of the 
1920s, unlike the Ford company that was 
making a good profit and could pay impres-
sive wages. Also, following a reduction in the 

powers of Labour Unions (Trade Unions), the 

workers were not in a position to be able to 
claim better wages and working conditions in 
the old industries. 
 

Coal - Coal prices fell and thousands had to be 
made redundant because the industry was pro-
ducing too much coal and not enough people and 
countries wanted to buy it. 
Ship building - Another major industry that had 
to make thousands redundant due to a reduction 
in the demand for new ships. 
Cotton Textiles - New synthetic fibres were being 
developed, such as rayon. This became a very 
popular substitute to cotton. It was possible to 
produce rayon in factories where fewer workers 
were needed. 
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