
Branch 1 
 

Laura Branch 

HIS 202(W) USA, Africa and the World II 

Dr. Underwood 

April 18, 2012 

The Lives of Youth during the Great Depression 

The Great Depression was an economic downfall in North America, as well as the world, 

that occurred during the 1930s. A major reason for the cause of the Great Depression in America 

was the stock market collapse in New York. The Great Depression effected many people in 

different ways. This paper will analyze the effects it had on the youth of the 1930s. It will 

explain how they were able to survive this decade long depression. This paper also will study the 

various things that these young people had to do in order to maintain a sustainable life for their 

families, for example, get jobs themselves, stop receiving any schooling they had been getting, 

and sometimes leaving home to try and find their own way to survive. Despite the effects it had 

on every age group, this paper will be studying the effects on children and will prove that the 

Great Depression had the worst outcome and lasting impression on the youth of its time. 

The stock market crash of 1929 played an immense part in the outcome of the economy 

following its spread of downfall in this country. 
1
Explanations for this tragedy were beginning to 

show themselves in the earlier months of 1928 as well, by the death of the Federal Reserve Bank 

president, Benjamin Strong and the subsequent control of policy attributed to, Adolf Miller, of 
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the Federal Reserve board. These influential happenings that were predicted became ideas to 

why the stock market fell and eventually were the ideas that led to the reality of such, in October 

of 1929. Also by these predictions, many people were set on the belief that the stock market’s 

crash and the Depression was one main event, but this is not true. They are separate although, 

they are linked. This being because one led to the other, the stock market plummeting took the 

country into a state of decline, this is when we see the occurring of its effects on the country such 

as the farming and rural areas suffering because of crop prices increasing and people not being 

able to provide sufficiently, in means of food, for their families. This also is when the biggest 

problem of this time took place; job loss began affecting families’ lives negatively. 

“Unemployment jumped from less than 3 million in 1929 to 4 million in 1930, 8 million in 1931, 

and 12 1/2 million in 1932. In that year, a quarter of the nation's families did not have a single 

employed wage earner.”
2
 If the family had no one who was employed they had no way in which 

to acquire the necessities they needed in order to maintain healthy lives. 

There was a point during the Great Depression when young people started to write letters 

to First Lady, Eleanor Roosevelt, in hopes to gain her help and/ or sympathy. Although there was 

not much she could do for all of them, she bring to attention what was going on in the world 

outside of the president’s quarters “Dear Mrs. Roosevelt, I am writing to you for some of your 

soiled dresses if you have any.”
3
 This was the first sentence in a letter written by a young girl 

who was only in the seventh grade. Her family was destitute and not able to neither buy nor 

make her any new clothing, this prevented her from being able to go out and pursue her 
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education, as well as the fact that because money was not available by her parents she wasn’t 

able to purchase the books necessary for her schooling. This young lady amongst many other 

young people around the nation were not able to receive adequate education because now there 

was not so much a necessity for school but there was a greater outcry for housing and food. 

Children around the nation began writing letters in which they were asking, some may even say 

begging, the First Lady to help them out in any way possible, because now they were using any 

and every source they saw available in hopes of striking a heart willing to give them assistance 

with the things they needed. 

 The times of the Great Depression were enjoyable for no one residing within its 

influence, there was racism still evident in the nation, people were being laid off from their jobs 

left and right and this furthermore pushed youth to depart from parental guidance in a search for 

better treatment and living conditions. African Americans as well as whites were being laid off 

from their jobs and many young people had to leave home and fend for themselves after their 

parents, expressed that they were no longer able to do so. In the article, “What was Life like 

during the Great Depression,” there are many different testimonies from young men who, by the 

time of this article, have become older men and are telling how things were “back in the day” in 

the times of struggle. One young man, Arvel Pearson had to begin working in an Arkansas strip 

mine as a water boy, at the age of nine, in order to maintain basic necessities for himself. 

Although he had been there about eighteen months, in 1929, when the mine closed he had to give 

up the position he had and go on to find a new way to attain things he needed such as food, a 

place to lie his head for rest and a change of clothing. But these things definitely did not come 

easily, or hastily. “I thought the Depression was going to go on forever. For six or seven years, it 

didn’t look as though things were getting better. The people in Washington D.C. said they were, 
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but ask the man on the road? He was hungry and his clothes were ragged and he didn’t have a 

job. He didn’t think things were picking up.”
4
 This young man was appalled that the government 

would take a stance and tell the American people that the Depression was over when he knew 

first hand that it was not because he was living in the midst of its worst forms. 

 Clarence Lee was another man who tells his story about the troubles the Great Depression 

had made for him and his family. Lee was born in 1913, in Louisiana as the son of a 

sharecropper. As time went on and hard times came, his father expressed that he would no longer 

be able to care for him and told him, “Go fend for yourself.” He tells how he understood why his 

father went about this in the manner he did but he was angry with him at the time, because he 

was only sixteen years old when he had to go out and find his own means for living. For 18 

months, Lee hoboed throughout Louisiana and rode freight trains up and down the state in what 

started as a search for food to keep him from starving. In 1931, he found work on a dairy farm at 

the pay of 10 cents an hour. With his earnings he was eventually able to buy his parents out of 

sharecropping for an amount he remembers precisely as $111.40. Although his story did end 

relatively positive he is still awe stricken at the things he had to endure in order to attain the little 

money that he eventually was offered through his working on the farm. He stated that, “When I 

was riding the freight trains I didn't feel like an American citizen, I felt like an outcast.”
5
 Despite 

the fact that everyone was going through basically the same struggle, racism and segregation was 

still relevant during the years of the Great Depression. Confused does not begin to explain ones 

feelings toward this situation. It was looked at as, if we are going through the same struggles and 
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we both have the same material values, which equals up to nothing, how could you still treat 

another person as if they are less because of their skin color. Class was still being determined 

during this decade of Depression and it did not assist the problems of the 1930s in any positive 

ways. This means that whites were still seen as the superior race in America even though in 

reality, they were going through the same struggles caused by the Depression as blacks. 

 Many children left the homes provided to them because they felt as if they were a burden 

to their families and that it would be better for them to leave so that the weight would not be so 

heavy upon their parents. “At the height of the Great Depression, two hundred and fifty thousand 

teenage hoboes were roaming America.”
6
 As these young people were wandering the nation in 

search of a better life for themselves they were judged in many ways by different people. Some 

saw these young men and women as pioneers and experimentalists, for their bravery to leave 

what they knew as a safe haven for the world outside of that, which was characterized as cold, 

lonely and scary to put it lightly. On the other hand, some characterized them as rebels in the 

negative sense and branded them in the same category as dangerous young Fascists in Germany. 

These characterizations were automatically dismissed as too much, because traveling the streets 

in search of something more fitting than what they were faced with at home was not their fault. It 

was not the fault of these youth that their families were too poor to provide for them any longer. 

It was presumed by a greater population of the nation that the youth during the time of the Great 

Depression would be a more effective and powerful generation because of their ability and their 

mindset to go out into the world and find a higher quality living style for them and their own 

                                                           
6 Uys, Errol Lincoln. “Riding the Rails” New York: Routledge, 2009. 

http://www.erroluys.com/WhatLifeWasLikeintheGreatDepression.htm (accessed March 24, 2012)  

 



Branch 6 
 

future families. This indicates that the struggles that young people of the 1930s did not weaken 

them but in actuality it made them stronger individuals. 

 The Great Depression may have affected all age groups but it is known to have had a 

greater effect on the adolescence that had to endure it. These youth went through many storms. 

Most of them were forced out of their homes, pressing them toward growing up and taking on 

adult situations and problems before they were prepared. They were also starved, they went 

without homes, financial stability and even changes of clothes. The fault behind these 

devastating happenings was that of the stock market crash of 1929. This affected the entire 

world, although the research in this paper shows how its aftermath’s toll took place on those 

youth residing in the United States of America. These children did not deserve what they were 

forced into, that being struggle, poverty and damnation, in great numbers. But the greatest thing 

to come out of these problems during the Great Depression was the fact that it made each one of 

them stronger in many ways. They were judged negatively for wandering the roads, as young 

evil plotting people, which wasn’t the case with most of them at all. These young people had just 

suffered great losses, that being through finances, family, as well as support, and had to find a 

way or make one in order to survive. They had to do this in a nation that could not give any 

assistance, to the children nor the adults, even if they wanted to. The nation suffered devastating 

outcomes during this decade long period of downfall, but it is shown that the youth of the 1930s 

did not give up because favor was not in their court; instead, they took the circumstances they 

were given, and went out to discover a more fitting life for themselves. Those who did not agree 

with the actions of these people called them rebellious, but those who knew that they would do 

what they had to when they had to, referred to them as audacious or bold. The latter being the 
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correct title given to them, as they were nothing less than chivalrous young men and women for 

enduring what they had to go through. 
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