True Stories of the Great Depression

Directions: The below stories are REAL diary entries written by people during the Great Depression.  Please read them carefully and answer the questions that follow.  

Part I: The Dust Bowl

As you know from our class discussion, the Great Depression was not the only problem people had to deal with in the 1930’s.  People living in of the Great Plains—where we live—endured the worst drought in the history of the United States. Crops failed and livestock died. Huge dust storms turned day into night, covering the area in clouds of dirt, soot, and dust. 

The below diary entries were written by a woman named Ann Marie Low, a person who lived in southeastern North Dakota. She was born in 1912, and she diaries from 1927 to 1937. The diary describes the daily struggle with the dust storms that invaded North Dakota, and it demonstrates the hard work that was the lot of women on the farm. 

April 25, 1934 Wednesday
Last weekend was the worst dust storm we ever had. We’ve been having quite a bit of blowing dirt every day since the drought started, not only here, but all over the Great Plains. Many days this spring the air is just full of dirt coming…for hundreds of miles. It sifts into everything. After we wash the dishes and put them away, so much dust sifts into the cupboards we must wash them again before the next meal. Clothes in the closets are covered with dust.  Last weekend no one was taking an automobile out for fear of ruining the motor. I drove my friend’s car to Frank’s place to return something. To find my way I had to drive right besides the fence posts so I could see where I was going.  Newspapers say the deaths of many babies and old people are attributed to breathing in so much dirt.

May 7, 1934 Monday
The dirt is still blowing. Last weekend Bud (my friend’s brother) and I helped with the cattle and had fun gathering weeds. Weeds give us greens for salad long before anything in the garden is ready…  Still no job. I’m trying to persuade Dad that I should apply for a teaching job at Rural School #3 out here where we go to school. I don’t see a chance of getting a job in high school when so many experienced teachers are out of work.   He argues that the pay is only $60.00 a month out here, while even in a grade school in time I might get $75.00 someplace else. Extra expenses in town would probably eat up that extra $15.00, though. Miss Eston, the practice teaching supervisor, told me her salary has been cut to $75.00 after all the years she has been teaching in Jamestown. She wants to get married. School boards will not hire married women teachers in these hard times because they have husbands to support them. Her fiancé is the sole support of his widowed mother and can’t support a wife, too. So she is just stuck in her job, hoping she won’t get another salary cut because she can scarcely love on what she makes and dress the way she is expected to.

 May 21, 1934, Monday
Ethel has been having stomach trouble. Dad has been taking her to doctors through suspecting her trouble is the fact that she often goes on a diet that may affect her health. The local doctor said he might be chronic appendicitis, so Mama took Ethel by train to Valley City last week to have a surgeon there remove her appendix. On Saturday Dad, Bud, and I planted an acre of potatoes. There was so much dirt in the air I couldn’t see Bud only a few feet in front of me. Even the air in the house was just a haze. In the evening the wind died down, and Cap came to take me to the movie. We joked about how hard it is to get cleaned up enough to go anywhere.  The newspapers report that on May 10 there was such a strong wind that experts in Chicago estimated 12,000,000 tons of Plains soil was dumped on the city. By the next day the sun was obscured in Washington D.C., and ships 300 miles out at sea reported dust settling on their decks.  Sunday the dust wasn’t so bad. Dad and I drove cattle to the big pasture. Then I churned butter and baked ham, bread, and cookies for the men, as no telling when mama will be back.

May 30, 1934, Wednesday
Ethel got along fine, so mama left her at the hospital and came to Jamestown by train Friday. Dad took us both home.  The mess was incredible! Dirt had blown into the house all week and lay inches deep on everything. Every towel and curtain was just black. There wasn’t a clean dish or cooking utensil. There was no food. Oh, there were eggs and milk and one loaf left of the bread I baked the weekend before. I looked in the cooler box down the well (our refrigerator) and found a little ham and eggs for the men’s supper because that was all we could fix in a hurry. It turned out they had been living on ham and eggs for two days.  Mama was very tired.  I insisted she go to bed and that I’d do all the dishes.  It took until 10 o’clock to wash all the dirty dishes. That’s not wiping them—just washing them. The cupboards had to be washed to have a clean place to put them. 

Saturday was a busy day. Before starting breakfast I had to sweep and wash all the dirt off the kitchen and dining room floors, wash the stove, pancake griddle, and dining room table and chairs. There was cooking, baking, and churning to be done for those hungry men. Dad is 6 feet 4 inches tall, with a big frame. Bud is 6 feet 3 inches and almost as big boned as Dad. We say feeding him is like filling a silo.  Mama couldn’t make bread until I carried water to wash the bread mixer. I couldn’t churn until the churn was washed and scalded. We just couldn’t do anything until something was washed first. Every room had to have dirt almost shoveled out of it before we could wash floors and furniture.  We had no time to wash clothes, but it was necessary. I had to wash out the boiler, washtubs, and the washing machine before we could use them. Then every towel, curtain, piece of bedding, and garment had to be taken outdoors to have as much dust as possible shaken out before washing. 

Part II: Being Without Money in the Great Depression

The below letter was written by a woman named Ann Rivington.  Like the diary entries your read above, it’s entirely true, and it gives a great idea of problems people had to deal with during the Great Depression.  Read carefully, and try to imagine what it would be like to be in this woman’s shoes.  

The Letter

Two years ago I was living in comfort. My husband had a good job in a well-known orchestra, and I was teaching a large and promising class of students who wanted to learn how to play the piano. When my husband’s orchestra was fired, however, we started in a rapid downhill path. My husband was unable to find another job, and my class gradually dwindled away. We were forced to live on the little money we’d saved, but soon that money was all used up.  

In the early summer of 1933 I was eight months pregnant and we had just spent our last twelve dollars on one month’s rent for an apartment. We couldn’t believe that such a cheap apartment really existed, but we soon found out why it was so little money. It lacked the most elementary comforts, and it was infested with mice and bedbugs. Quite often the ceilings leaked, too.

What were we supposed to do for food now that our money was all spent on rent?  We tried to borrow more but no one would give us any. My husband also kept looking for work, but there was no work, and he kept blaming himself because he was unable to find it.  At last, we filled out an application to the Emergency Home Relief Bureau—a government agency that loans money to people who can’t find jobs. 

We filled out the application with great care, and after we turned it in, we were told that an investigator would come to our house the next day to talk to us.  (We were told that we would only get the money after we talked to this man—that he would decide if we got the loan or not.)  So the next day we waited and waited, but the investigator never showed up.  Soon, two days went by.  Then, on the fourth day, which was a Saturday, my husband went to the office building where we turned in our application to find out what was taking so long, but the office was closed until Monday, so we had to wait.  

On Sunday morning a bill collector came to our apartment.  He told use we needed to pay our grocery bill because it was getting too big.  We had no money to pay him, though, so we weren’t allowed to get any more groceries.  Instead, we had to cut down to eating only one meal a day and toast.  When Monday finally came—the day that the investigator’s office opened again—the investigator still hadn’t shown up to talk to us, so on Tuesday my husband went to the office building again. This time he came home with an interesting story.   

“They told me the investigator was here Friday and we weren’t home,” he said.  “I got angry and told them somebody was lying.”  

Finally Wednesday came, and in the afternoon the investigator finally arrived at our apartment. He questioned us closely for more than half an hour—making sure we were doing everything we could do get jobs and make money—asking us about our personal lives and relatives.  We answered his questions happily, though, and as it turned out, we were given a check for $8.50 to cover two weeks of food. 

Later that evening we went to the grocery store to pay our bill and buy some much-needed food.  I really wanted to have some fresh fruit because it had been such a long time since I’d had any, so I went up to the grocery store manager to ask how much they cost.

“How much are the grapes?” I said. 

“No grapes,” he replied. “No grapes for you.”  

“But why not Pete?” I asked.  

“Grapes are a luxury. You get beans, potatoes, and onions. Poor people can’t eat grapes,” he said

I was bewildered, but Pete meant what he said. He showed me a letter he received from the relief bureau—the people who loaned us the $8.50.  The letter listed things we were and were not allowed to use our money to buy. For example, we could only have dried fruit; we could not have any meat except salt pork, unsliced bacon, pig’s liver, and other entrails; we were allowed rice, beans, potatoes, bread, and onions, but not any other vegetables; and we were only allowed to buy a small amount of milk and eggs. 



Part III: The Kids

The below letter was written by a child to the First Lady.  (For those of you who don’t know, the First Lady is the wife of the President of the United States.)  

The Letter

Dear Mrs. Roosevelt: 

I am writing you a little letter this morning. Are you glad it is spring now? I am—mainly because so many poor people can now grow more food to eat. Do you know what I am writing this letter for? My mother said you are like a godmother to the world, and I thought maybe you had some old clothes I could have. You know, Mother is a good sewer, and all the little girls are getting Easter dresses.  I thought that you had some, and I was hoping I could have one, too. You know, Papa could wear Mr. Roosevelt’s shirts and clothes.

SHOW WHAT YOU KNOW

Directions: Please answer the below questions using complete sentences.  If you need to, go back to the stories to help you out.  

1. What are FIVE hardships people had to deal with that you read about in the above stories?  (If you don’t know what hardship means, then look it up in the dictionary. ( )

2. According to the letter by Ann Rivington, why were they (she and her husband) not allowed to buy grapes from the grocery store?

3. Why do you think the government only allowed people to buy certain items from the store?

4. Do you think this is fair?  Why or why not?

5. According to the diary entries written by Ann Marie Low, why were the Dust Bowl storms so dangerous?  Give a few examples to support your answer.  

TURN TO THE NEXT PAGE, PLEASE.

6. What were SIX common chores a person might have to do on a farm during the 1930’s?  Look at Ann Marie Low’s diary entries for help if you need it.

7. Besides causing people to have less money, what kinds of effects do you think the Great Depression and the Dust Bowl had on families?  Why do you think so?

8. What are FIVE new things you learned from today’s reading that you didn’t know before class started?

9. Why do you think the little girl who wrote to the First Lady believed Eleanor Roosevelt would give her a new dress?

10. Do you think Mrs. Roosevelt gave this girl a new dress?  Why or why not?  

