Resources on Businessmen’s Experiences

During the Great Depression

I was in business for myself, selling clothing on credit, house to house.  And collecting by the week.  Up to that time, people were buying very good and paying very good.  But they start to speculate, and I felt it.  My business was dropping from the beginning of 1928… It was the time I would collect four, five hundred dollars a week.  After that, I couldn’t collect fifteen, ten dollars a week.  I was going around trying to collect enough money to keep my family going.  It was impossible.  Very few people could pay you…. We tried to struggle along living day by day.  Then I couldn’t pay the rent… I didn’t have a nickel in my pocket.  Finally people started to talk me into going into the relief… I was so downcasted that I couldn’t think  of anything.  Where can I go?  What to face?  Age that I can’t get no job.  I have no trade, except selling is my trade, that’s all… I didn’t want to go on relief.  Believe me, when I was forced to go to the office of the relief, the tears were running out of my eyes.  I couldn’t bear myself to take money from anybody for nothing.  If it wasn’t for those kids—I tell you the truth—many a time it came to my mind to go commit suicide.  Than go ask for relief.

—Ben Isaacs in Hard Times
We’re about down and out and the only good thing about it that I see is that there’s not much farther down we can go.

—unemployed man, 1935, in Down and Out in the Great Depression:

Letters from the Forgotten Man
I am in need of relief.  And I am willing to work but I don’t seem able to get food, work or encouragement of any kind... I was never a beggar and I want to know exactly why men past 50 years cannot get help.

—letter to Senator McNary from Mr. A.K., 1935, in Down and Out

in the Great Depression: Letters from the Forgotten Man
I am now at the point of despration.  But as I have 19 grandchildren all under 14 years of age 9 of whom are boys, to do anything desperette now they would never live down the disgrace.  I was always a hard worker saved money invested in the auto business and lost.  Am 55 years old…I would not wish at the cost of my life that any one should know I wrote you this letter [seeking a loan]…All I want is a chance.

—letter to F.D.R. from anonymous writer, 1934, in Down and Out 
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