
THE DAY BEFORE Y~STERDAY 

A?" 80 vear old Yankee looks at our world in this centur:v 
~ 

n✓--.-,y I 'l2. t)~)PEACETIIVE 1·:o~un OF BUSTN"G;SS AS USUAL 

I could already read the papers when the~, first pr inted Cal­
vin Coolidge's famous utterance, "The business of the United States 
is business." 

The context of that remark has been largeJv forgotten . Pr~- -
sident Coolidge was defending his government and his {Republican) 
party for voting to keep the United States out of the league of 
Nations. Eur opean talk shops, aimed at making trie worJd a better, 
more- peacefuJ place ,,,ere not at all the business of the US. Conserv­
ative Americans scorned l•/oodrow l•'ilson 's idealism, his prating about 
"a war to end war," "making the world safe for democracy" and "t11e 
self determination of nations~" This last had alreadv spawned two 
ne,,, non-nations, Czecho-hvphen- slovakia and Jugo-hyphen-slavia. 
{~ave not the scoffers since been justified?) 

Of t~e sixteen US presidentselected between 1860 and 1g~2, 
fourteen were Republicans •~lson was the second to come from the 
Democratic party. He served from 1913 to 1921 and plaved a leading 
role at the Versailles peace conference of 1919. He earnestl v sup­
ported the League of Nations, l-,inning the admiration of ,.rar ,parv 
~uropeans, who felt that an internat jonal peace monitor was an i dP.a 
whose time had come. 

~ruth to tell, Wilson could be incrediblv naive - on one difficult 
,..,oint lie even to] d his researcl-i assistant, "Just !ind out ,.,h.at 's 
right, and I '11 fight for it!" He sa", no wrong in laving full blame 
fnr the war at the feet of the ousted German emperor and then- - based 
on t"'l-tat personal blame - breaking the back of the vounf! Weimar Re­
public bv imposing unrRvable sanctions, called "reparations'! 
Nor did he question the ri~htness of trying to collect in full t~e 
huge debts to the US incurred by its ,,,artime allies, England and FranG! 

On those points, Wilson was at one ~ith his Republican op-
ponentsBut he did not agree that the US should in all other respects 
go it alone in the postwar 1,,orld, avoiding "foreign entanglements . " 

Th~t conservative view has always been called isolationist, 
but the word poorly describes reality. Coming from the nation that 
had just emerged as the world's richest, it wAs rather the isolation 
of master from servant - the threat of sacking or punisl,ment alwavs 
assumed to be there. The time honoured policv of gunboat diplomacy 
had, aft er all, served the US well in the Philinnines and Fawaii and 
vas still working nicely in the Caribbean . ~here seemed no reason to 
alt.er i t . 
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And so, while a l-iandful of idealists gnashed their teetli. , 
the Coolidge a dministration , 1923 to 1929, wen t quietlv about it9 
business, no . bothering anyone except where it seemed worth while to 
flex a bit of muscJe in the national inter es~. 

The foregoing may well leave those born since 'World '•Tar II 
with the feeling that not much l-ias happened in the world since 
"siJ ent Cal" left office in ~ar ch, 1929 . The face of US di nJ omacy 
is Ji ttle changed, the rrarines hymn as apt as ever: "From the halls d' 
of ~ontazuma to the s hores of Tripoli, we will fi ght our nation's 
battles on the land and on the sea - - - - If the Army and the ravy 
ever get Feaven's s cene s , they wilJ find the por tals guarded by 
United States ~arines!" 

rro t Ame~ican civilians think this song rather a joke, but doni 
te]l that to the ~arines; they are deadlv serious. And the Amer-
ican eJectorate is always hapnv to see them and the other armed for­
ces in the front line of international diplomacy, that curious form 
of diplomacy kno"'n as "leading f rom strength." 

IN TBE MEANTIME -

T11e second of thes e two articl es will cover the lialf centurv 
Pkinoed over so far. Bep.;inning wi tli the gr"';:it ''/all Street cras'h 
of 1Q29, with bank failures a-plenty, it included Franklin Rossevelt's 
" ·ew Deal," World ~ar II - that so weakened the effect of Jamaica ' s 
1938 uprising - :vet another postwar neriod, with the first stirrings 
cf a new demand for racial equality, the emer~ence of Jam8ica on the 
, orl d stage, the rise and faJJ of Richard Nixon . With ~onderful 
i ronv, the er a ended ,,,i th the election of a Hollywood movie actor 
to the US uresidency in t~e fall of 1980 . 

P1~K TO BUSINESS AS USUAL . 

Whenever Ronald Reagan spoke, one always had to ask who ,,,as 
writing the movie . Any~ow, his super- s incere voic e once declared 
Calvin Coolidge to have been on e of t he gr eatest of all Amer ican 
nresidents and the one he ~ould most wish to be identified with . 

That may help t o explain i n some mea sure why t he wor ld s e ems 
to have changed so l i ttl e. ~arket driven ca~itali sm under t ~e 
protection of multi - party democracy ,.,as back in the sadrlle. 

Although even younger readers will rPcall tha in 
communist threat was as fresh and exciting a s ever , once 
"openness" po); cv 'licj, .51:a.ven way t o the takeover of B oris 
that thr ea t b\e\v a.!AiLt'f ~ 1 ike a puff of smoke f r om a blank 
Once again , t h e world is "safe fo r democracy . " 

1980 the 
Gorba chev' s 
Yelts in, 
shell . 
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F~EEDON AND AIL TUAT. 

Sir Winston Churc~ill called democr acy "The ver v wor st 
imaginable form of government excent fo r all the ot hers t ha t 
I know of. " But now , all the others ~ave been s ystematicallv 
scrubbed fro~ the f a ce of t~e ear th , and democracy itself ha s 
begun t o s..,o,,, manv di fferent f aces and forms. [_Gleaner 
writers, .i. • rr John_, Ra-ol ev, Geof Brown and 'o th. e f S' ' > have 
confron ted t his di lemn~ Some democraci es a r e s een to curb 
i ndividual f r eedoms ; some dictatorships have been known to ex­
tend them . A free and f air elect ion may even sell out a dem­
ocracy . The classic example was the (possibly free and fair) 
election of Adolf Hitler as Ger man Chancellor in 193• - later, 
he adopted the modest title of "the leadPr , " but of h i m more anon . 

'''AR AND PEACE . 

Recal ling Hitler brings us ri~ht back to the thornv 
Ques t ion of the league of FAtions and its valiant but futile 
efforts a t peacekeening . Did the A.mericans kill t he league 
bv stavinf! out, or ,,,a s it too frail to survive ·in any case? 
Aft Pr tlie ,.,orld had dri f ted hel Pl essl v into t-/orld '•far II , 
a ne••• start had to be made. What of the I eague ' s successor , 
the United Nation s? ~·'hich leaders, which fol l o,,,ers have honestlv 
w1shed the UN success and long Jife - and been willing to pay 
thei r due share of tRe pr ice? 

As we hark ba ck ~o the dav before ves t e r day, the vears 10~0 
t o 1980, we ~~al l s t J ] 1 be dogged bv t ough questions abnut 
•ar and peace, tal l hnps and a r ms sal es, freedoms and testraints, 
rebeJJion and authority, wealth and pover tv . And t r v a s wp 
may to turn our backs on i t, one ha r d fact will still ~ d..,c e 
us : ·, " ~ To this day , f a r too manv of us s t il'l lea d 
lives that are "nasty , brutisri and s\.ior t , " as Thomas Hobbs 
nut it three and a hal f centuries ago. UWI L
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T1ie Great Denressi on , 1¥orld war II , Trie United rations and all tliat 

TPE BUB.BI E BURSTS . 

On October 12 , 1929 , THE EUONOMY caught a criill that turned 
into pneumonia . At age eleven , I saw it as t'r-te economv of trie 
Sears f amily . It was , in fact , wo r ld wide - perhaps the first 
sign, as yet unrecognized , that trie entir e globe had alreadv be­
come one village . Nobody saw it as the ·immediate prelude to 
,,1orld war II - well , a few did , but I did not trien know people 
of such vision . 

'•Then Herbert Hoover took over the US presidency from Cal­
vin Coolidge on March 4 of tliat vear, rie inherited a government 
fuJl of ~ptimism and self- confidence . The stock market was 
bullish but not vet ,.-,ildly so . The "havPs" "1-iad no doubt at all 
that wealth would continue to trickle down to the "have nots" 
in ever growinR; abundance. Between, the "have less" had found 
a ne~ source of optimism in the rather recentlv invented wand of 
installment bu~ing (hire purchase) . For the first time , sales­
men , auto mechanics, plumbers, professor~, even some school teac~ ­
ers found themselves able to keep up the navrnents on a Ford , an 
electric refrigerator and a gas stove all at the same time . 

They riad never had it so good . Their paren s cnuld not . . 
have had these things on any terms, beca~~e thev hBd n~t VPt 
been invented . Fire insuran~e had just got cheaner, than;~ to 
Edison 's miraculous new i nvention , the incandescent li~ht 1ulb . 
Tlie first ones I saw were of clear ~,~ss, so vou could ~~tcli that 
magic filament doing its ,,,ork - a bout t,,,enty ,.,atts ,,,orth. 

~he great cornucopia o:f material wealth wc1"l clear v t e 
re 0 ult of what Thorstein Veblin called "the inordinate C'anc:1citv 
of the machine to produce." As machines made cheap poods, bip 
chunks of the labour force were "set free" to seek new 1ob~, 
des i gning and building new machines to make more and vet cl-\f)Rper 
goods rom razor bJades to plate glass windo,,,s. Free market 
c pital ism anneared to be a blessing with no limits . 

1•1hat hapnened - what reallv went wrong? l-Iow could one 
"Black Mondav" on '·'al l Street shake tl-\e whole svstem to its 
oundations? Business neonle " mplv could not believe it, mucli 

less understand it. It stj]l remains quite a puzzl~, especiaJlv 
,,hen one reflects that in 1929 onl v about three per cent of 
Americans could afford to i nvest in tlie stock market a t al l . 

r. 
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THE BACY S'I'REETS OF TrrE GI0BAI VIII AGE. 

'J'hrough the summer o f 1929, T,fa11 Street ,,rfmt on roaring 
like a 1ion. Vis itors to German ,, s a,., a verv different picture _ 
a nat jon drained bv nearlv a decade of some of the worst hvpP.r-
inf1 a tjon ever experienced anvwhere. Snace do es not permit a 
ful 1 accollnt of tl-ie ,,reimar Republic's formal structure . Foisted 
on a ne••• a nd inexp·erienced lzerman l eader:-sli i y, a t trie Versailles 
peace c onference, ~J t wa s a misl-i mash of i mported Anglo- American 
f nrm s and i deas supplied bv no doubt well meaning Brits and Yanks. 
The ne,,, .class of German pol i t±cal leaders pr oved to be highly i n-
teJlegent, rionest a nd dedic ::> ted. Howev er, tie t erms of th e 
treaty imposed bv the victorious allies wnre too harsh for anv­
thin g like a stable economv t o be forp:ed. . Th e GeTITJans were re­
quired to pay huge sums in so-called reparationsto the victors , in­
cludjng trie United States , ,,,hich only .i oined tl-ie 19 1-4-18 ,,,ar in tl-ie 
middle o f 1917. 

Crushing the vanouished foe wjtl-i careless rant ure is of 
course older tlian Uhristian it:v , as anv student of a ncient Athens 
and Sparta can tell. But it still curdles tlie blood to rea d trie 
terw.s of the Versailles treaty - a nd to th ink about ho~, easv it 
was in t he thirties for Hitler to infect a whole generat i on of _ 
h is co untrymen with his Ot-,n uncontrol l ed rage . fforeover, Ger­
manv's terrible jnflation meant that, no mat ter how ma nv willion 
tliey paid t o England and Francei t was virtual} v 1.rort l-iless. The 
l atter, meanwhile , were stru~gling t o pay i ns tal lments of their 
enormou s debts to the US . The AwericRns only compl ain ed that tlie 
Ger mRn reparat i ons •••ere ,,,ortli so littl e t"'a t t liev should p:et "t'iei r 
alli e s to pay up f as ter. 

1929 ,,,as alr eadv a denres f' ed year f o r tl-ii=: French and ~g-
1 ish . I t must be re21izect that triev , too, ,,,ere advanced , 'iigl-i]\, 
mecha nized industrial ~ocieties . Pa ssenger ai r travel was st i ll 
n ew; but both French a nd Britis'1 airlines '•!erP a]read:v rra Jrjng 
fl i. gr.t.s he tw~en Par is an d l ond onrnor e th..,n once a da y . as 1••el:. Rs 
a r o1md p -.p • r own countrj es . 

It was , h owever, in t ransoceanjc sea tra vel a nd cargo s'iip-
ping thRt they ha d the heanest i nvestmen t o f all . Railroads 
~ere al so vitally imnortant . bu t obviouslv )and bound . 

Britain, b ecause of its f a r f l ung empire , had fo r centuries 
led the ,,,orld in shinbuilding. From the 1850~ on, ever fastr : · Gnd 
large r s •d ps made Cl yd ebank, the Glasgo,,•-c en t P. red shipbuild ing 
capital , • the biggest single source of Engl ish 
weal th and ::i c o tt i sh employment. 
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My focus on the imnort ance of shipping is no accident as 
will be seen. By 1912, the recently reinvented Titanic, its 
sister ship, the Olympic and the even Jarger Majestic, each ap­
nroaqh ing 1 ,000 feet in length, led the r•Thi te Star I ine' s fleet 
of a dozen luxury hotels, ranging from more than 50,000 tons to 
less than 6.000. The C~nard Line's Beren~aria, Aquitania and 
Mauretania, of similar size, led a · longer list of smaller liners. 

Although passenger liners were huge employers of labour, 
they were but the icing on the cake. The British merc'1ant marine 
fleet ,.,as rivalled only by the French, Dutch and Norwegian fleets 
combined. 

Predictably, the US wanted in - and got in heavily in the 
1920 s. They got a boost in pa~senger shinning, too. by "buying" 
the worlrl's second largest, tl-ie leviathan,frorn Germany - in fact, 
they corfiscated it for a trifling forgiveness of reparations . 

The real point is that the depression ve~rs, 1920-21 -
,.,'1ich the Americans cheerily caJ led "a 11 ttle downturn" marked 
the moment when British wealtl) and world supremacy began to un­
ravel. From personal ac ~uaintance as well as book learning, I 
kno,,r of the great numbers of Glaswegians who fled to the US in 
sea rch of jobs for themselves and food for their families. 

It is obvious what hanpened wrien the very rich of Europe 
had to economize. Passenger liners, always the least profitable 
of aJl ocean going vessels, began to go westward half empty. 
Cargo shipping fared even worse, owing to the fierce competition 
among the Europeans, topped un by the increasing preference given 
bv Americans to their own ships. 

I have been trying to s"1ow why the bubble that burst on 
\1/'all Street in the autumn of 1929 wa.s f a r the biggest j n the 
bubbJe rich history of the Industrial Revolution. One must re­
sort to the image of bubble gum to imagine what a mess it made 
on the face of the global economy. 

"PROSPE11.ITY IS JUST AROUND TFE CORNER." 

Ferbert Hoover could not have been human if he never 
thought, "What have I done to deserve this?" The thought would 
not have come to him until late in 1930. The first year of the 
Great Depression was not so much worse than the nanic of 1893. 
Panics and recoveries had always occured and at fairly unnredict­
able intervals. Remedies that were thought to have worked, more 
or less, had mostly consisted of soap and water, bandages and 
time for healing. According to that plan, people should tighten 
their belts, economize, invest carefully and soon prosperity 
would c ome bouncing back. 
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11 A NE1•1 DEAL FOR ALL AMERICP.NS" 

In November, '32, the inevitable happened. American 
voters clutched at a stra,,., and elected Franklin Delano Roosevelt 
as their president - a decision they would stick by in '36, 
'40 and '44. Roosevelt 's campaign promises had been pretty 
vague. On crit:ical :inspection, the gist :is: I don't know what 
I am going to do, but I '11 do sometriing. The vagueness ,,,as at 
least partly shrewdness; for he was surel v one of the slirewdest­
of all noliticians. Fe reall" knew no more than Hoover did about 
"io,,, to make a morabund economy stand up and walk . 

. In retrospect, Roosevelt has been judged by his sunnorters 
to have had two ma~or assets: a talent, even genius, for ora­
torv and a strong conscience in the nerson of his wife, Eleanor. 
It was she ,t,Jno had run his campaign for tl-ie governorship of the 
state of New York. And in the first hundred davs of the Roose­
ve]t presidency, it was she wlio put a stamp of energv and ap­
parent effectiveness on the "New Deal," t"1ough the famous siogan 
was the work of one of the president's rnanv able sneech ~riters. 

h/er influence can be seen in the apnointment of Fr;:inces 
Pervins as Secretary_ of Labor, the first woman ever given a cab­
inet ipost. Sh e also led trie Labor Relations Board, established 
to irnplenment the ,,ragner Act, the first ever leglislation to 
regulate wages and hours. 

The National Recovery Act - first the National Industrial 
Recovery Act was derailed bv the Supreme Court in 19~5 but not 
before it had enraged the wealt~iest on~ or two nercent of the 
business class by snending more than 3 bill i on doJl ars of "our 
money" to tielp sma]ler bu sinesses , self emnmoyed and farmers 
get back on their feet. This wAs closely connected to the 
Agricultural Adjustment Agency and also included a revamning 
of Roover's Reconstnuction Finance CorporRtionto a llow loans to 
somewhat smaJler enterprises. 

One of t"1e most effective nieces of new lagislat1on , also 
verv strongly backed by ~rs. Roosevelt - and also one of the most 
offensive to t"1e ric~ - •-.ras the Civilian Conservat:ion Corns . 
It nut half a miJlion voun~ unemulo~ed to work ~~intRining for­
ests , ,,,orking on fJ.ood control a nd also build j11J . .5·h·e--/-r-e=rs /h 
J11ational and State Parks aJl over tl-i.e US. It w'J& moreover imule­
~ented with extraordinarv efficiencj and speed - interestinglv, 
a p:reat man•r of triose sl:el tersptill survive toaa,r despite great 
and not so benign neglect. Some oJ d codfl'.ers my a ge and rrore sti 11 --,,, 
J ook ::it these structures ,.,1th nostaJ gic pride. 
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I. 
WHO LET 'EM IX) IT? 

Nothing ever separated rich from poor like the New Deal. 
Altliough Hoover lived out the rest of his 90 years in comfortable 
retirement, he led the early attack on his successor. Be often 
auneared in the press with the popu]ar catch phrases, wild eved 
radicals, creel)ing socialism, grave threa t to democrac:v 2nd the 
1 ike. But, as alwa:vs, t"1ere were more poor than rich. Man:v 
of them found a ·· voice for the first time. As one gas station 
attendant said to an a1int of mine, "He's the only guy ,.,ho's done 
anything at a11· for us. 

• One thinR; that gave the two camps a ne,,r abiJ.i t:v to shout 
at eacli other directly wes radio transrrissi ('n, ,.,hich riad first 
covered a presidential election onl:v in 1928. The New Deal vears 
made for. Jively listen ing, I can tell you. 

In those davs, music and ordinary speech often came across 
as a bit scratchy. Roosevelt's voice had a booming, commanding 
but flexible quality that made it a sure winner on radio. AlJ 
his public appearances were bi"co..dco-s1 live; the airwaves never 
failed to nick UP and amplify tne excitement of the moment. 

The ni tty-gri tt,, of Ne•.•• J>eal economics wa s highl:v contro­
versial and no doubt stil 1 is. Even today, I question ,,,'1 eth er 
¥essrs. Wolfgang Grassel, Trevor Monroe and Omri Evans could 
a ~ree on a lucid anaJysis. So, one thing has not changed. 
There were then and a re now economists of t~e left and economists 
of th.e right. There mav be a few oddballs wli.o have no fixed 
prejudices; but the:v can nev 0 r get the attention of one li~tener 
in a thousand. The commonest accusation against Ne••• flea] · eco­
nnmi r. s is that of feckless borrowing. But then, as here and 
now, a feckless level of borrowing can pale into insignificance 
in a few years. The balance sheet of the New Deal cannot be 
toted up without including the more than 50 billion dollars ➔-
that had to be snent on World ~ar II. 

In summing up the New Deal, it must be said th~t it fared 
better at relieving the distress of mass unemployment than re­
storing the economy to a state of robust health. Again, the glo1- ·: 
bal village emerges as the most intransigent problem. In 19~3, 
US international trade was just over '1.alf what it had been in 
1929. Even in that :vear, as we have seen, , England, France 
and Germany were in varying states of economic distress, to say 
nothing af the rest of the big wide worldnot yet mentioned. 
Roosevelt knew as well Fl S anyone else that you have no chance of 
selling to people who have no money. He also knew that the 
other nations were trying just as hard to forge a business re~ 
cover:v. The whole villagP was hoping for the best. 
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Black Monday saw Wall Street's worst ever nose dive; but 
by the end of that week there was already a glimmer of hope. ,T0 ,,_ 
Joyfully hailed as recovery, the up,,,ard trend continued until 
most issues had recuped more than half their losses. Some in­
vestors were reassured - those ~~o felt sure that t"1eir stocks 
h a d reached untenable heights just befor the crash. The wait and 
see attitude mostly prevailed, though, so the market again faltered 
and din ned, then moved up a little . From some debated point in 
the middle of 1930, it began to sink like a ,,,aterlogged coconut, 
slowly but steadily, until by mid 1932 it had fallen to 20% of its 
1929 value. Unemployment had mP.an,.rhil e climbed from 9 million 
in e~rly 1930 to more than 25 million or 30~ of the labour force. 
That is why Grea t Denress ion st ill retains its capital letters 
in tlie Encyclopedia Britannica. 

1,JHAT TO 00? 

Hoover, like Coolidge, ,,,as not a great doer, especj al1'r 
wl-ien it came to meddling ~ in m2tters th::i t ,,,ere nroperly the 
bu siness of t ~e bu s iness community. He wou]d even nuote4BP, 
~ from Thomas Jefferson (never a lfvouri te of conservatives): "'"½t 
"Tliat government governs best that governs ]east." 

By 1931, even Roever saw that his governrrent must take some 
action. He extended and amplified the alrea~v exixting farm 
subsidv program, in the forJorn hope that large numbers of urban 
unemnloyed wnuld go back to the farm, as city d•,!ellers had ah,avs 
done in previou s denres sions. He steadfastly refused to con­
sider ab_y form of unemplovmen t insurance or any form of direct 
aid to the urban {.t.nemployed. This, he said, would be sure to 
lead to intolerable corrunti on and "'aste of public funds. He 
vetoed a biJl - strongly endorsed bv Governer FrankJin Roosevelt 
of Ntw York - to provide nubJic works nrojects. 

By the fall of 1932, 11,000 of the existing 25,000 US banks 
were insolvent. As Jamaican r 0 a ders wiJJ easiJv grasn, that did 
no good at aJl for qoover's major sop to big business, the Recon­
structj on Finance Cornor ;:i tion. Its purnose ,,,as to baiJ out and 
refinanc e tl-iosebosinesses triought to be big and strong enough t t1 
ge t th~ stoc~ market out of tl-ie doldrums and restore the magic 
1n gredt'i..ent of confidence to the •••orl d of business. Hoover's 
Ji f e 1 ong training had taught him tlia t banks that get into sol­
vencv problems have mad e their bed c~reJessJv and should be left 
to J j e in it. As far as I kn ow , he never deaJ t ,.,,i t A ti--e ::iJ igl,t 
of denosi tors. fresumabl v, tl-iev, too, made their bed wl,en t"'ev 
chose t'heir bank. Some busines s Jeaders made a real effort to 
exude J confidence. The stock market made no reply. 
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