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By far the most extraordinary economical disaster in the history
of the United States of America was the Great Depression during the
period between 1929-1941. The unemployment rate¢rose from 3 to about
25 percent. It left most Americans struggling daily just to eat and
survive. My father, Ronald Schwartz, is one of these people. He was
born on April 22, 1936, so he did not T1ive through the entire period
of the depression. He experienced the later half and the after
effects of the depression. Mr. Schwartz allowed me to interview him
to try and give us an idea and examples of what it was like to grow
up during the Great Depression.

It is hard to say exactly when and why the Great Depression
began. Most people believe that the economy slowly began to decline
sometime in the 1920's after republican president Warren G. Harding
took office. Mr. Schwartz believes that "it was because of the
leaders of the country at the time and because peop]eg money was no
good since the stock market crashed in 1929 and monetary forces hit
rock bottom. People lost everything. The nation was in a panic and
people were committing suicide because they were afraid of what was
going to happen to them".1

During the roaring 20's the American economy was soaring but by
the end of the decade the economy drastically declined. 1In 1929 the
republican president, Herbert Hoover, wanted the Americans to have a
new era of prosperity. He believed that people like big corporations
would volunteer to help relieve the struggle of the peop]g/and also

that people should have faith in self-reliance and help themselves.




Hoover believed in the trickle down theory and that the federal
government should not be involved in businesses and public interest.
During his term in office more then 15 million people were unemployed,
thousands of banks failed, and around 2 billion dollars in bank
deposits vanished.

Since Mr. Schwartz was not born until the middle of the
depression, he has a lot of memories of what his parents told him.
His father Frank Schwartz was a German descendant and was born in
1898. His mother Nellie Schwartz was born in 1901 and they were
married in 1918. They lived in the city of Gadsden, Al. for several
years and then moved to the outer skirts of the city were My father
was born. He remembers his older brothers and sisters telling him
about the 1ife in the city compared to the country. "There was
freedom in the country, but no luxuries. There were no phones, no
electricity, or running water 1ike they had it in the city."2 As
for the families income Frank Schwartz worked some with Singer Co.
repairing sewing machines. He worked odd jobs with electrical
things and he was also a gun smith. "Money was scarce so he traded
his work for food like eggs and vegetables."3 His father was also
a very well known man, he had a great personality, and most of all
he was honest. In 1924 Frank Schwartz invented "an automatic fire
alarm system that not only turns itself on, but informs the fire
department of the location of the blaze." Frank Schwartz did apply
for a patent but for some reason he never got it. The fire chief, L.B.
Rainey, of Gadsden stated that "little attention is sometimes paid
to these great inventions. The people do not appreciate what their

benefactors are doing for them but concentrate upon movies, football,
baseball, Andy Gump. politics and divorce."4




At a young age Mr. Schwartz remembers that out of eleven
children that his parents had to raise, seven of them were during
the depression. "We had a three room house so all of the children
had to sleep in shifts on bunks."5 His father had a hard time
getting every thing that they needed. His mother would make clothes
for the girls and sometimes "made shirts out of feed sacks for the
boys to wear".6 If they did get blue jeans or shoes they had to
lJast a long time. His mother had to boil there clothes in a big pot
and wash them by hand on a scrub board.. When they ran out of fire
wood which was their only source of heat they would "have to buy

coal from a coal company and it would have to be rationed so it
would last".7 Mr. Schwartz said "we made the best of being poor,
we survived. There was no conveniences, it was very hard on us, but
it must have been just terrible in the early 30's".8

Although this story fits in with most of the Americans through
out the United States during the depression, Mr. Schwartz said that
"locally most families were economically equal,but we had an advantage
because my father could do so many things that others could not do".9
There were some families that were even worse off than the Schwartz
family. The children did not have to work at a young age to help
support the family except for two of the older brothers, but it was
not necessary, it was just for extra money. They did not raise a
farm or vegetables, they basically depended on their father for every
thing. Since the family was poor/there was not much entertainment.
"We did have an old radio and got some funny programs. We also
started getting the newspaper around 1940."10 The highlight was once
in a while they would get to go to the movies which only cost about

ten cents each. There was not much that they could afford to do but




they haa fun anyway.

With the economy being so bad, to me it seems like there would
have been an increase in crime because people did not have enough
money for most things. I would have assumed that some people would
have turned to stealing and robbing. Mr. Schwartz said that "I
don't remember any crime, I only remember the threats of war and I
had a bad feeling about war. I was very upset."l1l Maybe the
thoughts of war was weighing so heavy on their minds that they did
not have time to even think about crime. They just wanted to
survive.

During the first part of the depression 1ife was extremely
difficult for most people. Mr. Schwartz remembers his mother
telling him something that happened just before he was born. "My
mother said it was just terrible. One day all she had in the
kitchen to eat was an onion so she cut it up, added water to it to
make soup, and fed the family."12 Life was very hard. TherehQ:?J
no jobs and if they did get a job they made only about three or four
dollars a week which was practically nothing. My father said "I

knew we were poor but I would not have traded it because the love of
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During the 1932 presidential election Americans were now very

my family was like gold and silver".13

concerned about the economy. The democrats nominated Franklin D.
Roosevelt as their candidate for president. "In his first hundred
days in office, Roosevelt initiated 15 pieces of legislation, aimed
at recovery and relief for the people with no jobs and no food. New
Dealers launched a massive program of federal spending on direct
relief and on public works projects designed to provide temporary

jobs for the unemployed. Although these measures looked decisive,




even revolutionary, many of the programs became mired in red tape
and thus failed to reach those most in need of their services."14
Roosevelt envisioned an active role for the federal government and
hinted that he would support the creation of a welfare state."15
With the New Deal people decided to take the chance and try letting
the government get more involved in public interest since President
Hoover had not seemed to be beneficial for the nation, so what could
they lose. If Roosevelt failed then they would not be any worse off
than they already were. The new powers that came with Roosevelt's
presidency was almost 1ike a dictatorship. "These new powers
extended not only to the fiscal functions of the government, but to
budgetary economy, control of gold, control of banking, and to
possible inflation. They extended as well to agriculture, to every
branch of industry, to public works, to the railroads, to mortgaged
homes and farms, to unemployment and to the relief of destitution."16
"The Great Depression gradually ended"16 said Mr. Schwartz " and we
were happy but still, after all we went through, happiness is

what you make of it. I Still believe that if it had not been for
President Roosevelt our country would still be going backwards because
he did so much 1ike for example: He started the W.P.A.(Workmans
Progress Association) which was federal jobs that helped put men to
work that could not find any work."17 With these new jobs the men
built new roads, bridges, and dams. They also built stadiums out of
stone. A1l of these jobs were mostly related to public works. My
grandfather, Frank Schwartz got a job with the W.P.A. as a
supervisor in charge of transportation with the Mason cement trucks.
This program seemed to help a 1ot of Americans. The New Deal changed

the minds of Americans about letting the government intervene with the




economy and public affairs. Even though President Roosevelt's New
Deal did help some people, I believe that the government has left
too much room for crooked people who do not want to work but only
wants to take advantage of the welfare programs which was designed
to be short term help for the needy but the government has Tet it
become a long term aid program. I feel that this New Deal did help
the depression but I also feel that World War II played a great part
in helping the American economy. The war started in 1939 but the
united States of America was not involved until the end of 1941 when
they declared war on Japan. Roosevelt wanted to come to the aid of
Great Britain and France so "he pledged to convert the United States
into an "arsenal of democracy"18 When World War II began our country
had a great demand for weapons and millions of people were needed
because "manufacturing plants that had run at half-capacity during
the depression were now needed to operate overtime to assemble war
material”.19 This greatly helped the economy by the enormous
increase of jobs, and it helped the transition of money from the
government to fall into the hands of the American people because
during the depression the people might have been poor but the
government was not. There was no way for the people to get their
hands on the governments money because Hoover felt that the government
should stay out of the public interest and that the people should be
more self-reliance. This is why I believe that World War II had the
most impact on helping the United States recover from the Great
Depression. So after World War II most people believed the Great
Depression to be over.

I believe that because of what all that my father, Ronald

Schwartz, experienced while growing up during the hard times of the




depression is what has made him the Toving, most unselfish, and
honest person that he is. I am thankful that at least the Great
Depression had some good effects in the out come of people's lives
like my father. My father said to me, "I don't know how we made it
but I believe we got through it because my mother and father were
strong, brave, loving and most of all we worked together. That is

what it took to get through the hard times."20
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Family Group Sheet

Husbhand: Frank Schwartz

Born: Jamaary 17; 1398 in: Sarregucimenes, France
Married: June 16, 1918 in; Gadsden courthouse (Mr. Loveman)
Died: April 1980 in: Gadsden, Alabama
Father: Nicholas Schwartz.
Mother: Regina
Wife: Nellie May Smith
Born: Deceinber 25, 1901 in: Gadsden, Alabama

Father: McDonald Smith
Mother: Lucy Richardson

CHILDREN

Name: Frank Schwartz, Jr.
Born: March §, 1920

Name: Gloria Ellen Schwartz
Bom: May 24, 1922

Name: Susan Schwartz
Born: April 16, 1924

Name: Louic James Schwartz
Born: July 21, 1925

Name: Jack Schwartz
Born: July 28, 1928

Name: Rosemary Schwartz
Born: September 15, 1930

Name: Howard Smith Schwartz
Born: April 5, 1934

Name: Ronald Sherman Schwartz
Bom; April 22, 1936 in; Gadsden, Alabama
Married: February 24, 1957 in' Trenton, Georgia
Spouse: Rebecca Ruth Brock
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9 Name: Don Greenville Smith
M Born: January 29, 1938

10 Name: Julia Elinor Schwartz
F Barn: Sepiember 14, 1939

11 Name: Margaret Lynn Schwartz
F Born: Scptember 15, 1941

Prepared By:




