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uct of the benevolence of the Roosevelt administration. This view ignores the
tumultuous rebellions of the decade, starting with the Bonus March of 1932 and
continuing into widespread strikes and protests that threatened the capitalist sys-
tem. The result of this agitation—often involving anarchists, socialists—was a
series of unprecedented reforms: social security, unemployment insurance, sub-
sidies for low-cost housing, protection for labor unions. Perhaps the most striking,
and never duplicated since that time, was the program that gave work to people
in the arts: to writers, musicians, actors and directors, painters and sculptors.

In the following pages, we attempt to present voices that challenge some of the
leading myths about this important period.

Even before the stock market crash of October 24, 1929, which sparked the Great
Depression, there were signs of cultural and social decay. One of the great chron-
iclers of the excesses of the “Roaring Twenties” was the novelist F. Scott Fitzgerald,
author of The Great ‘Gatsby. Here is part of an essay he wrote for Scribner’s
Magazine looking back at this period.

F. Scott Fitzgerald, “Echoes of the Jazz Age” (1931)'

It is too soon to write about the Jazz Age with perspective, and without being sus-
pected of premature arteriosclerosis. Many people still succumb to violent retch-
ing when they happen upon any of its characteristic words—words which have since
yielded in vividness to the coinages of the underworld. It is as dead as were the
Yellow Nineties in 1902. Yet the present writer already looks back to it with nos-
talgia. Tt bore him up, flattered him and gave him more money than he had
dreamed of, simply for telling people that he felt as they did, that something had
to be done with all the nervous energy stored up and unexpended in the War.
The ten-year period that, as if reluctant to die outmoded in its bed, leaped to a
spectacular death in October, 1929, began about the time of the May Day riots in
1919. When the police rode down the demobilized country boys gaping at the
orators in Madison Square, it was the sort of measure bound to alienate the more
intelligent young men from the prevailing order. We didn’t remember anything
about the Bill of Rights until [H. L.] Mencken began plugging it, but we did know
that such tyranny belonged in the jittery little countries of South Europe. If goose-
livered business men had this effect on the government, then maybe we had gon¢
to war for J. P. Morgan’s loans after all. But, because we were tired of Great Causes:
there was no more than a short outbreak of moral indignation. . . .
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Scarcely had the staider citizens of the republic caught their breaths when the
wildest of all generations, the generation which had been adolescent during the
confusion of the War, brusquely shouldered my contemporaries out of the way and
danced into the limelight. This was the generation whose girls dramatized them-
selves as flappers, the generation that corrupted its elders and eventually over-
reached itself less through lack of morals than through lack of taste. May one offer
in exhibit the year 1922! That was the peak of the younger generation, for though
b the Jazz Age continued, it became less and less an affair of youth.

b The sequel was like a children’s party taken over by the elders, leaving the chil-
{ dren puzzled and rather neglected and rather taken aback. By 1923 their elders,
 tired of watching the carnival with ill-concealed envy, had discovered that young
- liquor will take the place of young blood, and with a whoop the orgy began. They
‘  younger generation was starred no longer.

' A whole race going hedonistic, deciding on pleasure. The precocious intima-
b cies of the younger generation would have come about with or without prohibi-
| tion—they were implicic in the attempt to adapt English customs to American
L conditions. (Our South, for example, is tropical and early maturing—it has never
. been part of the wisdom of France and Spain to let young girls go unchaperoned
b at sixteen and seventeen.) But the general decision to be amused that began with
the cockail parties of 1921 had more complicated origins.

The word jazz in its progress toward respectability has meant first sex, then
dancing, then music. It is associated with a state of nervous stimulation, not unlike

8

that of big cities behind the lines of a war. . ..

I But it was not to be. Somebody had blundered and the most expensive orgy
 in history was over.

It ended two years ago, because the utter confidence which was its essential
rop received an enormous jolt and it didn’t take long for the flimsy structure to
ttle earthward. And after two years the Jazz Age seems as far away as the days before
e War. It was borrowed time anyhow—the whole upper tenth of a nation liv-
ing with the insouciance of grand dukes and the casualness of chorus girls. But mor-
izing is easy now and it was pleasant to be in one’s twenties in such a certain
'and unworried time. Even when you were broke you didn’t worry about money,
because it was in such profusion around you. Toward the end one had a struggle
pay onc’s share; it was almost a favor to accept hospitality that required any
aveling. Charm, notoriety, mere good manners, weighed more than money as a
8 s0cial asset. This was rather splendid but things were getting thinner and thinner
s the eternal necessary human values tried to spread over all that expansion.
riters were geniuses on the strength of one respectable book or play; just as dur-
g the War officers of four months’ experience commanded hundreds of men, so
there were now many little fish lording it over great big bowls. In the theatrical world
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extravagant productions were carried by a few second-rate stars, and so on up the
scale into politics where it was difficult to interest good men in positions of the
highest importance and responsibility, importance and responsibility far exceed-
ing that of business executives but which paid only five or six thousand a year.

Now once more the belt is tight and we summon the proper expression of hor-
ror as we look back on our wasted youth. Sometimes, though, there is a ghostly rum-
ble among the drums, an asthmatic whisper in the trombones that swings me back
into the early twenties when we drank wood alcohol and every day in every way grew
better and better, and there was the first abortive shortening of skirts, and girls all
looked alike in sweater dresses, and people you didn't want to know said “Yes, we
have no bananas” and it seemed only a question of a few years before the older
people would step aside and let the world be run by those who saw things as they
were—and it all seems so rosy and romantic to us who were young then, because
we will never feel quite so intensely about our surroundings any more.

One of best known songs of the Depression era was written by E. Y. (*Yip”)
Harburg, the son of Jewish immigrants from Russia who lived in the Lower East
Side of New York City. Working with composer Jay Gorney, Harburg wrote “Brother,
Can You Spare a Dime?” in 1932. Franklin Delano Roosevelt soon adopted it as
the theme song of his presidential campaign.

Yip Harburg, “Brother, Can You Spare a Dime”
(1932)

They used to tell me I was building a dream, and so I followed the mob,

When there was earth to plow or guns to bear, I was always there, right there on
the job.

They used to tell me I was building a dream, with peace and glory ahead.

Why should I be standing in line, just waiting for bread?

Once I built a railroad, made it run, made it race against time.

Once I built a railroad. Now it’s done. Brother, can you spare a dime?
Once I built a tower, to the sun, brick, and rivet, and lime.

Once I built a tower, now it’s done. Brother, can you spare a dime?

Once in khaki suits, gee, we looked swell,
Full of that Yankee Doodle-de-Dum.
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Half a million boots went sloggin’ through Hell,
And I was the kid with the drum.

Say, don’t you remember, they called me Al
It was Al all the time.

Say, don’t you remember, I'm your pal!
Buddy, can you spare a dime?

. Returning soldiers from World War | had been issued a “bonus” in 1924, in the
{‘form of government bonds that would be paid out in 1945. But with the onset of
k. the Depression, many veterans were hard hit. They were without jobs, and their
f;;families were going hungry. They began to organize, demanding immediate pay-
i ‘ment of the bonds. They gathered all over the country and came to Washington,
with wives and children or alone, in broken-down autos, stealing rides on freight
trains, hitchhiking. Twenty thousand came. They called themselves the “Bonus
‘Expeditionary Force” or “The Bonus Army.” They set up camp across the Potomac
River from the Capitol on Anacostia Flats. But Congress refused to act, and when
the veterans remained in their encampment, President Herbert Hoover ordered
the army to evict them. The officers in charge of the operation inciuded Douglas
MacArthur, Dwight Eisenhower, and George Patton. The veterans were attacked
with tear gas and bayonets. Their tents were burned down. Here is a first-hand
account of the Bonus Army march by Paul Anderson, a Missouri journalist who was
an organizer of the American Newspaper Guild and had come to national promi-
nence through his coverage of the East St. Louis massacre.

Paul Y. Anderson, “Tear-Gas, Bayonets, and Votes”
(August 17, 1932)

oover’s campaign for reelection was launched Thursday, July 28, at Pennsylvania
enue and Third Street, with four troops of cavalry, four companies of infantry,
{2 mounted machine-gun squadron, six whippet tanks, 300 city policemen and a
isquad of Secret Service men and Treasury agents. Among the results immediately
hieved were the following:

Two veterans of the World War shot to death; one eleven-weeks-old baby in a
ave condition from gas, shock, and exposure; one eight-year-old boy partially
blinded by gas; two policemen’s skulls fractured; one bystander shot through the
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Bhoulder; one veteran’s ear severed with a cavalry saber; one veteran stabbed in



