Activity
The Great Depression in Lyrics
Summary
The lyrics in songs can be a window into the popular culture and history of a time period. Using song lyrics from the Thirties that are dealing with the issues of the Great Depression when analyzed provide a wealth of information about the psychological impact of the Thirties, as well as the popular mindset of the time. Some songs tell it like it is, others fight the economic situation, while others choose to reflect the idea that nothing can be done so you might as well enjoy life. 
But the real world can’t be ignored, so students will use the Depression Years Diary of Mrs. Clara Ackerman to write lyrics to a song that demonstrates:
1. Understanding of the historical time period
2. Analysis of the diary entries
3. Creative use of lyrics to demonstrate a theme from the Great Depression.

Procedure
1. Divide the students into either small cooperative groups of 3-4 students. Pass out the song lyrics from the Thirties and The Depression Diary of Mrs. Clara Ackerman.
2. As a whole class listen to one of the songs and have a large-group discussion, focusing on particular words and themes. 
3. Provide students with the assignment and the Words to Use handout.
4. Provide students 15 minutes to read the diary entries and for them to fill in the groups copy of Words to Use.
5. Students should then begin working on their rap or song about the Depression in Iowa. They may use other words and details from the other resources provided in class. Each group should provide a single copy of the lyrics to the instructor. All words used from the Words to Use handout must be underlined.
6. Students then read or perform their lyrics. Non-performing members of the audience groups should then ask at least one question or make one positive comment about the lyrics. Commentary on performance quality is not allowed.
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	lyrics [image: ][image: ]
	Exceeded Expectations 

The song lyrics are outstanding. The words memorable. The song lyrics are enthusiastically received by the audience. [image: ][image: ]
	Met most Expectations 

The song lyrics are good. The words memorable. The song lyrics are positively received by the audience. [image: ][image: ]
	Met some Expectations 

The song lyrics are some what coherent. The song lyrics are well received by the audience. [image: ][image: ]
	Did not meet Expectations 

The song lyrics are not coherent. The words not memorable. 
	

	creativity [image: ][image: ]
	Exceeded Expectations 

The student composed an original song with a clear theme. [image: ][image: ]
	Met most Expectations 

The student composed an original song but there are some elements that didn’t fit a clear theme.[image: ][image: ]
	Met some Expectations 

The song composed is not very original, and there are some elements that are not productive to the theme[image: ][image: ]
	Did not meet Expectations 

The song composed is not very original. The message is not conveyed. 
	

	Information [image: ][image: ]
	Exceeded Expectations 

The writer expressed factual information in a creative manner, showing acceptable effort. The performance of the song was excellent. [image: ][image: ]
	Met most Expectations 

The writer expressed factual information in a creative manner, showing acceptable effort. The performance of the song met expectations. [image: ][image: ]
	Met some Expectations 

The writer expressed factual information in a manner that showed little effort. The performance of the song did not meet expectations. [image: ][image: ]
	Did not meet Expectations 

The writer expressed factual information in a manner that showed no effort. 
	

	Analysis [image: ][image: ]
	Exceeded Expectations 

The writer clearly organized information, used good analysis and had appropriate historical information.[image: ][image: ]
	Met most Expectations 

The writer lacked one of the following: clearly organized information, adequate analysis of the diary or lacked enough historical information.[image: ][image: ]
	Met some Expectations 

The writer lacked two of the following: 
clearly organized information, adequate analysis of the diary or lacked enough historical information.[image: ][image: ]
	Did not meet Expectations 

The song was unorganized and lacked the historical analysis that made this assignment worthwhile. 
	





















Words to Use Handout
All of the following words or fragments are found in the diary entries of Clara Ackerman. Each group must explain and use at least 12 words. Underline the words used on the lyrics that are written.
	Used
	Word/Fragment
	Context

	
	Allotment Plan
	

	
	Bank Failure
	

	
	Corn, eggs, cream and Hogs
	

	
	Crop Failure
	

	
	Al Smith
	

	
	“Dry”
	

	
	“Wet”
	

	
	Mr. Roosevelt
	

	
	Feed and Seed Loan
	

	
	“Depression” Sauce
	

	
	Doctor Bill
	

	
	Farmers’ Holiday
	

	
	Drought
	

	
	Farm Bill
	

	
	Le Mars
	

	
	Overproduction
	

	
	Underconsumption
	

	
	New Deal
	

	
	Taxes
	

	
	Foreclosure
	

	
	Herbert Hoover
	

	
	Picketers
	




"Brother, Can You Spare a Dime," lyrics by Yip Harburg, music by Jay Gorney (1931) 
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 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, I 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, up 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 Doodly Dum, 
Half a million boots went slogging 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. 
Why don't you remember, I'm your pal? Buddy, can you spare a dime? 
Once in khaki suits, gee we looked swell, 
Full of that Yankee Doodly Dum, 
Half a million boots went slogging 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?

"Life is Just a Bowl of Cherries," lyrics by Lew Brown, music by Ray Henderson (1931) 
People are queer, they're always crowing, scrambling and rushing about; 
Why don't they stop someday, address themselves this way? 
Why are we here? Where are we going? It's time that we found out. 
We're not here to stay; we're on a short holiday. 
Life is just a bowl of cherries. 
Don't take it serious; it's too mysterious. 
You work, you save, you worry so, 
But you can't take your dough when you go, go, go. 
So keep repeating it's the berries, 
The strongest oak must fall, 
The sweet things in life, to you were just loaned 
So how can you lose what you've never owned?
Life is just a bowl of cherries, 
So live and laugh at it all. 
Life is just a bowl of cherries. 
Don't take it serious; it's too mysterious. 
At eight each morning I have got a date, 
To take my plunge 'round the Empire State. 
You'll admit it's not the berries, 
In a building that's so tall; 
There's a guy in the show, the girls love to kiss; 
Get thousands a week just for crooning like this:
Life is just a bowl of . . . aw, nuts! 
So live and laugh at it all!


"We're in the Money," lyrics by Al Dubin, music by Harry Warren (1933) 
We're in the money, we're in the money; 
We've got a lot of what it takes to get along! 
We're in the money, that sky is sunny, 
Old Man Depression you are through, you done us wrong. 
We never see a headline about breadlines today. 
And when we see the landlord we can look that guy right in the eye
We're in the money, come on, my honey, 
Let's lend it, spend it, send it rolling along! 
Oh, yes we're in the money, you bet we're in the money, 
We've got a lot of what it takes to get along! 
Let's go we're in the money, Look up the skies are sunny, 
[bookmark: _GoBack]Old Man Depression you are through, you done us wrong. 
We never see a headline about breadlines today. 
And when we see the landlord we can look that guy right in the eye
We're in the money, come on, my honey, 
Let's lend it, spend it, send it rolling along!



The Depression Diary of Mrs. Clara Ackerman
1932-1933
Citation - “The Depression Diary of Mrs. Clara Ackerman,” Explorations in Iowa History Project, 2003, < http://www.uni.edu/iowahist/Social_Economic/Clara_Ackerman/clara_ackerman_diary.htm>.
Sunday, February 7, 1932
   These are the days of depression which has been coming on gradually for several years.  Some claim it has been with us only a year or two, but how well I remember the first few months after Pres. Hoover was elected with such overwhelming victory over Al Smith (Wet) that people expected such a change of prices for the better. 
   Hardly had he taken the oath of office when everywhere one would hear such remarks as these: "Well I can't see that Hoover has helped things much yet. Wonder when he will do something?" so evidently the depression was beginning and now here it is 1932, the next election just ahead, and the depression has settled slowly but surely more oppressively down upon us.  
   The past year of 1931 will go into history with memories of struggles to meet taxes and loan payments, also cash rent, with prices of farm products going lower and lower toward the close of the year. Most of us made “the grade although it is very common to read in almost every paper of some foreclosure or transfer of property one to another. Some have borrowed on life insurance policies  to meet the emergency, thinking '31 was an unusual year and looking forward to this year for a raise in prices but to our dismay we are beginning the new year with prices lower than we younger people can remember. 
   Corn is selling off the ground (damp) at 15 cents, hogs $3.25 to $4.00, cream 20 cents, eggs 10 cents in trade with no reduction in taxes or indebtedness. The prospect is pretty disheartening. There is no branch of farming or stock raising which offers any promise of profit over production cost. What shall we do? Not raise anything? 
   People are more anxious for spring to come than any year I can remember, but not because they are enthusiastic about farming, but rather to escape from their gloomy thoughts of depression out into the sunshine and newness of spring. And now that it is almost here, War clouds loom up in the horizen [sic]to take our thoughts away from one evil to a greater one. Japan is seeking territory and possessions among the Chinese. Shanghai, the international center, has been taken over by the Japs, with the U.S. soldiers guarding our own private citizens and property at that place. Other countries are doing likewise. 	Comment by John: In cases like this, where a word is clearly misspelled in the original, you should use [sic] afterward.
   There is talk now of a number of countries boycotting Japan financially if she still refuses to leave China alone. The peace conference is in session at Geneva, Switzerland, at present, trying to thresh out problems pertaining to disarmament, etc. It seems like an inopportune time for a peace conference, where on every hand we hear rumors of war.
February 13, 1932
   This surely was an eventful day. The announcement was made over the radio by Henry Field that a bill has been passed in Congress whereby the banks and farmers are to have a large appropriation of money. The money for the farmers is to be loaned to them at 5 1/2% up to the amount of $400 for feed and seed only. What a help this will be for some, especially for those who suffered a crop failure the past year. We have enough feed and can manage to buy what seed we lack. 
   Already the stock market has begun to climb, as well as the price of all commodities in the line of farm products. Well people are excited, waiting breathlessly to know if it is really true. Several cars of grain have been shipped from Shenandoah to South Dakota, which is in the drouth [sic]stricken area where the stock are dying in the fields from starvation. Last year it went to Arkansas. The money being donated by the friends of K.F.N.F. who in turn buy corn from the farmers. The freight is donated by the railroad. 	Comment by John: See comment 5 above.
   The War is still going on with intense fighting on the part of both countries. U.S. still stands by with only enough soldiers there to protect our property. Russia surprised everyone by saying she was willing to disarm completely forever--this from a country who is teaching her children "There is no God". Surely it must be the cost of war they are considering since they are so engrossed in their 5-year government money-making scheme--well anyway it behooves such countries as ours to do as much. 
   Yesterday was the World Day of Prayer. I am sure if every individual over the world, including those engaged in killing each other, would have stopped for a few minutes in prayerful thought concerning his fellow man and God, the Millenym [sic]would be here.	Comment by John: See comment 5 above.
May 15, 1932
   About the depression – well it is still with us, only more so.  For example, we sold young hogs yesterday for $2.85 and sows at $1.90 per hundred. Still they demand the same amount of interest and taxes as in the good years. How long can we hold out? Well, time will tell. 
   The daily paper tells of foreclosures every day. We are still getting 9 cents for eggs, 12 and 15 for cream, which isn’t spent for groceries except sugar, coffee, and an occasional head of lettuce. Are we tired of our own products? Yes, but are willing to keep on in order to buy the necessities we must have. 
   It is reported that Hoover has put in a wet plank in his platform for his campaign. Another disappointment. The feed and seed loan was just a little boost instead of cure. Citizens of good financial standing cannot borrow much money at the banks anymore than we “lesser” ones can without giving a mortgage. 
   I have come to depend on our Heavenly Father to bring us through from day to day and week to week and I feel if we would do that as a nation our troubles would be at an end. They are getting too great for our own strength.
June 19, 1932
   The Republican convention is over and Hoover and Curtis were nominated.  The Democrat convention comes next and other surprises await us again, I suppose. Present prices are: eggs, 8 cents; cream, 14 cents; heavy hens, 8 cents. This week it goes for music lessons again, such a sacrifice to keep that going along with other things, but a good investment nevertheless. 
   This week will be mulberry week and I expect to make a lot of “depression” sauce. Well, must see about the brooder fire and go to bed.
July 7, 1932   
   The family is in town and everything quiet so I am inclined to write even if it is 10:30 in the forenoon. In reading the last few lines written before, the Republican convention was mentioned. Well, to be fair, I must describe the Democratic convention held also in Chicago. After much discussion and bickering they nominated Franklin D. Roosevelt, fifth cousin of “Teddy” Roosevelt. Al Smith was determined to “beat” him in any way or form but failed. Garner is nominee for vice president. 
   Now the contest begins between Hoover and Roosevelt unless a third party will appear, which I think and sincerely hope comes to pass. With Hoover’s resubmission and Roosevelt decidedly “wet” we need a candidate to represent us folk who are decidedly dry. 
   Hens are worth 8 cents on the market; would like to sell enough to get some dress shoes and Frank a good shirt, as he only has had one all summer, and a pair of rayon bloomers for the girls and some little thing for Dale. Then if there should be any left, would like to make another payment on Lois’ doctor bill. I made one five dollar payment once this spring when I did some custom hatching and added enough "egg money" to that to make five dollars.  The Doctor was pleased, needless to say, and told me if everyone would pay in installments he would fare better. There still remain $15.00 to be paid on Lois' bill and $8.50 on our "flu" bill last winter. Sure hope we can clear the slate before winter.
   Hogs are coming right along until now they are $5.30 in Chicago. Folks are  almost holding their breath for fear it is only temporary. Henry Field says it is the turning point of the depression. Here's hoping he knows.
September 5
   Yes, it was temporary. Hogs are back down to between 3 and 4 dollars and so is everything else down, except fat cattle, which are around 8 cents. We have been having a farmers "strike" or holiday. Hundreds of farmers have picketed the highways emptying cream, etc., if the haulers refuse to take it back home. This went on until the law interfered and were about to send troops out. At the present, however, things are quieter and we hear they are getting ready for a new attack. Some of us farmers are at a loss to know which attitude to take, since the picketers seem to be made up partly of communists or reds. 
   Hoover came out in his acceptance speech saying the 18th amendment was a failure and he favored state control. Well, all of the drys are "up in the air" with both parties wet and no one to vote for. 
   Have a wonderful corn crop and if we were getting 50 cents per bushel we would be rich, but old corn is 20 cents with the new even less. Foreclosures appear every day and one wonders when his turn is next. Oh well, we are all well and together so things could be worse by far.
October 23, 1932
   We are picking corn.11/2 cents is the going wage. Election is two weeks off and of all the speeches on the radio, can you believe it, I have gone back to Hoover. Frank is undecided so naturally we  have plenty of arguments.
December 14, 1932
   Election is over by over a month and of all the surprises - it was one - there were 8 "parties": Republican, Democratic, Socialist, Labor, Communist, Prohibition, Farmers Holiday and the other I do not recall just now. 
   Well it was a landslide for the Democrats just like it was for the Republicans in 1928 only it is all Democrat clear down to the county officers, which proved that the people were in earnest in obtaining a "new deal". 
   Well Mr. Roosevelt has made some good sounding promises but he also advocates the legalizing of beer as a source of revenue in balancing the budget. This may be good business but to my way of thinking it isn't the proper example for a so-called Christian nation to set for the other observing countries. Congress is now in session and about every other day a beer bill is introduced but so far has been voted down, but Roosevelt proposes to call an extra session immediately after he is inaugurated to get it passed. 
   Corn is 10 cents. The only good prices now are eggs at 25 cents and cream at 20 cents. We are getting about 20 eggs per day. There has been a terrible calamity in this county in the last week. Five banks have closed: Griswold 1 - Lewis 1 - Atlantic 1, with only 3 left in the county. People have lost thousands of dollars. We only had $11.00 in this time. People are bewildered wondering, dreading what may come next. A good many are reading the book of Revelation trying to connect the prophesy with the present times. Those whose faith is well founded are feeling most secure.
December 30, 1932
   There is an agricultural "Bill" soon to be considered called the "allotment plan". A farmer signs up pledging to farm a certain number of acres, leaving the balance idle, being paid $4 per acre for the idle ground by the government. This is supposed to take care of our surplus. This is quite a problem - so much surplus -when it really is under-consumption, millions of people out of work and hungry. If there was a way to bring up prices of farm products, I believe the other problems would solve themselves.
January 8, 1933
   The Griswold Bank reopened yesterday. The Whitney Bank has about given up hopes of opening. The sheriff's sales are now being stopped by mob rule.
Sunday, January 29, 1933
   Have had a wonderful month of springlike weather, a great saving in fuel. Haven't bought any coal yet. Have had some wood and did burn a lot of corn the first part of the winter. This seems like a crime to some people, but a good many have done it. Well we didn't have the money to buy fuel and I believe that is why we were blessed with such a good crop, so we would have some extra for fuel. 
   Times indeed are hard. Farmers in great numbers are revolting and joining the "Holiday" organization, which assists people who are threatened with foreclosure. Many a farmer's stock and machinery has been saved this way. It seems hard to think that mob rule should prevail in America, and yet I do not know where it would have stopped otherwise. 
   The county farms and bread lines are taxed to capacity now. We are back on our last payment on our loan company. Am wondering how long they will "have a heart".
Sunday, February 19, 1933
   This last week we killed 2 hogs and it took so long to take care of it. Frank had to help shell corn and haul almost every day - they are getting 12 cents. We still have a large pile on the ground. We rendered 12 1/2 gallons of lard. We still have the sausage to take care of. Have it in casings and think we will try to smoke them. We want to kill a beef this week if we can sell part of it. It is almost impossible as people do not have the money. Some offer to trade their wares for it, but in most cases it is something we can do without. For instance, the movie man wanted to give us "show tickets". Imagine that when we never do go. We may get to apply some on the last of the doctor bill which has persisted in dragging along into the new year. Here's hoping there won't be any broken bones this year.
Easter Sunday, April 16, 1933
   The last I added to your pages was the fact that the banks were all closed. Well after a time the most of  them opened on the 111 plan, which means they are not allowed to loan money, but can take money on deposit. They have a certain time to arrange and work their way out of this plan to where they can operate as before, but they must be able to guarantee their deposits.  This is supposed to clear up all of the uncertainty of banking and restore confidence. This was Roosevelt's first accomplishment. The next was giving the people 3.2 per cent beer. A few states remain dry, but soon will have an election to determine their future. 
   Just now the farm bill is up before the Senate, who are trying to tear it to pieces. They feel if it does go through, it will be too late to put into use for this year's crop  that is, reducing the acreage.
Sunday, May 7, 1933
   Next Saturday the Holiday members expect to begin their national strike, all roads will be patrolled so farmers can't sell their products. At LeMars the militia was called out this week. Prices have been advancing so cannot understand why they don’t have a little patience. Cream is now 20 and 22 cents, eggs are 11 and 12 cents, corn is around 25 cents. The wet and dry battle will be fought June 20. There is so much agitation everywhere.
Sunday, May 14, 1933
   Well, the national farm strike sponsored by the Holidays set for May 13 has been postponed, for which we are all thankful. They came to that decision after Roosevelt signed the farm bill which makes it possible for the loan companies to refinance mortgages. Ours will cut interest to 4 1/2% and postpone payments on the principal for 5 years. Well, it gives us more courage to go on. We had about given up ever trying to keep up anymore. 
   Prices are going up since they have inflated the money. They claim the U.S. going off the gold standard has helped start things also. Some are afraid it isn't a good sign where prices jump to rapidly. Corn is 33 cents, hogs between $4 and $5, wheat 65 cents, cream 22 cents, and eggs 12 cents. That sounds fine but there is another side of the story. Flour and sugar and other things are going up, too, and I wonder if we can keep up.
July 14, 1933
   The reason I neglected you, old book, is because I got into a rut. You see we were going through a drouth. Everything seemed almost gone and when you see plant life dying before your eyes for lack of water it takes the heart out of you. However, it rained about 2 weeks ago and I revived with everything else. 
   Corn looks wonderful but small grain is very poor. Late garden is looking good. We didn't get hardly any peas and no beans yet. Beets and carrots are growing now. I should tell by all means how the price of grain has gone up. Sold the last half of  our  corn for 48 cents, the  first half for 38 cents. Wheat almost  reached 
$1 .00. We think it is a speculative market though and wouldn't be surprised to see the bottom drop out again. So many are buying on the board of trade. 
   I sold my hens for 7 cents per lb. Eggs were down to 6 cents but are back up to 10 cents again. Am trying to do a little sewing again. There is practically no canning now, potatoes almost zero.
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