
Module 4: The vacillating Giant

Talk Title Time Period Date of Talk
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27 The Roaring Twenties 1921-1929 November 18th

28 Great Depression and New Deal 1929-1941 December 2nd
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American History 

Talk 27: Roaring Twenties (1921-1929)

1



The Roaring Twenties

Rule of the Republicans

The Consumer Society

Race, gangsters and speculation

Wall Street Crash 



American History



President Harding



Harding Presidency

Rated as most inept US President ever….an unfair assessment 

Verdict based on private life “ thank God I’m man, if not I should be 

forever pregnant”…release of letters after death

Progressive record internationally

Widespread domestic corruption…and lots of philandering



Harding: US and the pot war world 

 Peace….everywhere

Bi-Lateral Peace Treaties/ rejection of Treaty of Versailles

Observer but not member of League of Nations

Ends intervention in Russian Civil War

US army leaves Cuba, compensation paid to Colombia for Panama

 Dawes Plan…reduces German reparation payments and reschedules

Washington Disarmament Conference 1921: end arms race

Agreed battleship ratios (5:5:3 deal…US & UK equal, Japan 3/5 ratio)

 Major achievement….US response to famine in Russia



Russian chaos

Widespread war across

Eastern Europe

..collapse railroads

..mass armies

Bolshevik policies

..abolishment of money

…crop seizures

..”war communism”

..Food as weapon

..Red Terror. Killings by 

quota

Famine breaks out 1921



Russian Famine 1921-1922

 News suppressed 

 Bolsheviks embarrassed/dogmatic

West. Blames “communists”

Norwegian Fridtjof Nansen..explorer/ humanitarian

And trusted.collects reports/ photos

…widespread cannibalism (20% survivors) 

…"it was dangerous for children to  go out after 

dark since there were known to  be bands of

cannibals and traders who killed them to eat or 

sell their tender flesh." 

Parents and children (food)

Lenin appeals for help …from anyone 

..abandons demand to control distribution



American Relief Association
Herbert Hoover Commerce Secretary

.. Led Belgian Relief effort

…humanitarian and businessman

…offers aid to Russia 1919 if  US retains control

..save lives, even if it means saving communism

ARA response to Lenin appeal

…300 employees, 120,000 Russians

…fleet of 237 ships to Russia

…10 million fed for two years 

…US approves $20 million

Lenin adopts “New Economic Policy” 1924

…Ends “war communism”

…crops restored

First world Famine Relief…hugely successful

Hoover a hero, intervention ‘forgotten’



Harding administration: domestic agenda

Economic

Increase in tariffs to protect industry

Reduce income tax for rich….blocks “bonus” for veterans

Post war recession continues…unemployment 11%

Release of political prisoners from war (Eugene Debs) 

 Immigration restrictions based on “national origin”:  3% population @ 1910 rule

Quotas set favouring  Northern Europe/ German/ Irish

Eliminate immigration from China and Japan

Harding administration remembered only for scandals



Scandals

 Teapot Dome

Federal (Indian) land opened for oil drilling. New company

Licenses awarded without bidding …payments to Secretary of the Interior 

$100K bribe to secretary 

Company founder, sales agent kill each other, secretary jailed

 Veterans Affairs

Appointee secures $200 million ($2Bn today) kickback from hospitals medicine

Secretary commits suicide on investigation….after shooting accuser!

 Affairs:  7 simultaneous mistresses while in white house



Harding…..end game

1929/20 economic depression 11% unemployment

Rumours of scandal

Embarks on “Voyage of Discovery” across USA 1923

Refresh….prepare for 1924 election /meet the people

escape mistresses 

Wife Florence joins him

Harding dies of heart attack on train

…in arms of wife….romantic, tragic, surprising



“Silent Cal”…(President 1923-1928)
 Dour, smart, quiet, methodical

Middle class background 

Massachusetts lawyer 
politician

Mayor of Boston. Crushing 
Boston Police Strike

 Governor of Massachusetts

 Nominated VP with Harding

 Assumes Presidency on Harding 
death 

 Retains Cabinet

 Allows prosecutions to 
continue

Minimal government, debt 
reduction

 Non interference states

Calvin Coolidge 1872-1933



Coolidge as President: 1921-1924

Focus on business

Economy recovers from post war recession….new industries, rise in 
wages, world trade

Reduce taxes, increases tariffs, deregulates banks/ reduces debt

Disinterested in international affairs

Offers to join world court….but only if verdict don’t effect USA

Supports disarmament….ineffectual follow on from Washington 
Treaty

Applies “Roosevelt Corollary”…temporarily occupies Nicaragua, 
Dominica Haiti “proper government”

“



Coolidge Quotes

“After all, the chief business of the American people is business. They

 are profoundly concerned with  producing, buying, selling, investing and

 prospering in the world.”

“I think the American people want a solemn ass as a President,…and I 

think I  will go along with them”

Man of few words….or none at all



Election of 1924: The last "Progressive” Republican

Robert La Folette (1855-1925)
Son of farmer , scholarship

Lawyer, District Attorney, State Senator

Republican Governor of Wisconsin

Populist and reformer

..Primary elections/female suffrage

..opposes monopolies

…price controls of railroads

…opposes WW1….idea of bankers

…breaks with Roosevelt…too radical

Loses nomination to Coolidge and 

creates “Progressive Parry

 opposes WW1 entry

…opposes League of nations

…against imperialism/ Pro Bolsheviks

…till actually visits USSR ….changes view

…civil rights/ public ownership

    



Election of 1924

Republicans re-elect Coolidge

….no comments

Economy booming

Republican landslide (386 electors 54%)

Dems split…”Solid South” 136 vs 28%

Progressives ’13 (Wisconsin) 17%...disappear’



Coolidge 2nd Term 1924-1928 by tragedy

Wants….quiet life

Loses youngest son

John to sepsis

….tennis match

Clinically depressed

1926….withdraws to 

White House

Delegates power to

Andrew Mellon .finance

Herbert Hoover: business

Coolidge and family 1918



Financial Management  of Roaring Twenties

Andrew Mellon 1855 -1937) 

Scientific taxation

…rejects “redistribution of taxes

...lower taxes increase revenue

...eliminate “gift tax”, reduce “estate tax”

...’trickle down economics”

…reduces marginal tax 70% - 26%

Minimize government

…reduce regulations, relax bank reserves

Farming crisis….over production/ falling prices

…farmers increase production

…increase intensive ploughing,

…prices continue to fall, demand subsidies

Coolidge “farming always a bad business.” 



Herbert Hoover: American Hero

Herbert Hoover (1874-1961)
Quaker family Father blacksmith

….fails all exams except math

… graduates from Stanford as geology

Business career

…Cashes in on knowledge…globally

…Business consultant mining industry

“twenty million people are starving. Whatever t

heir politics, they shall be fed”

Humanist 

….Rescues 100,000 stranded Americans

…Creates Belgian relief agency

…Post war organises Russian famine relieve

Director of Commerce 1921-1928

Ultra Conservative writer vs Socialism



Great Mississippi Flood of 1927
500 killed, 250,000 lose home

600,000 displace, 20BN damage

…80% displaced black

Coolidge….no response

Congress demands action

….Coolidge signs relief bill

…Herbert Hoover “Mr Fixit”

Mass flood mitigation effort

….no cash relief

… engineering works vs flood

…use of forced labour

fuels more immigration north

…Hoover National hero



Election of 1928

 Coolidge refuses 3rd term

 Hoover nominated on first ballot….hero of capitalism

“given the chance to go forward with the policies of the last eight years, we 

shall soon with the help of God, be in sight of the day when poverty will be 

banished from this nation".

 Democrats

Appeal to immigrants from Ireland

Assume progressive ideas of La Folette

Rising tide of reaction vs Prohibition

Opposed to rising power of (anti Catholic)  KKK

Elect Al Smith first Catholic candidate 



Republican: well organised…appeal to prosperity 



1928  Republican Landslide
Republicans chose “Hero” …Hoover

Democrats Al Smith..first

Catholic candidate anti Prohibition,

Prosperity wins

Anti Catholic campaign

Klu Klux Klan…north and west

Republicans set to rule the 

Land for next decade

….what could possibly go wrong?

Republicans 444 electors ..58%

Democrats 87 electors 41%

Prohibition 0, 1% 

….Smith takes South   



American History 

Talk 27: Roaring Twenties (1921-1929)

Part Two

1



Roaring Twenties



Economy booms

Economic Growth

1921 0%

1922 6%

1923 13%

1924 4%

1925 2%

1926 6%

1927 1%

1928 1%

1929 6%

Stocks rise 400% 
Economy grows 50%

..everyone more wealthy

(except farmers



New products & services…consumer society

…US takes off vs UK (except radios!)

1920 1930

Houses with electricity
USA 60% 90%

UK 30% 50%

Houses with indoor 

plumbing

USA 45% 50%

UK 20% 50%

Radios/1000 people
US 60 400

UK 5 600

Telephones/1000
US 600 800

UK 300 500

New jobs created faster than old jobs destroyed



Wages rising faster than prices

US wages highest in world (40% above those in UK)

Skilled Factory worker annual wages

1920 $1,500….£17,325 (2024)

1928 $2,200 …..$23,000 (2024)

Wages increase 40% , prices 10%

Affordable rising house prices 4 bedroom home, New York City

1920…$8,000 -$12,000

1928…$12,000 - $18,000

High payments…..Interest rates at 6%, 10 year terms



What made the US different: the automobile

Henry Ford: mass production

& standardisation

1920 1930

US 86 200

UK 22 35

Cars per 1000 people

Model & 1908-1927

…15 million made, 10,000 day

Price reduced 75% over 9 years

 ………$750 in 1920 (£25,000 today) 

 ………$275 1929 (£7,000)



Model T driver controls

…14 -20 hp 

…top speed 40 mph, Two gears, 
3 pedals. Release, accelerator break



Automobile and Social Change

 Increases wealth due to velocity of expenditure/ mobility

Urban spread….commuting possible, separation of communities

New jobs 1,000,000’s new well paid jobs replace blacksmiths, coach 

   handlers, stable hands,  refuse removers

 Improved health  (London 300K horses 3 thousand tons manure per 
day)

 Industrialised dating….absence of chaperones. Social barriers

 Increased crime…improved mobility, exits, arrivals



The new look….casual elegance and comfort



Consumer advertising….accessible fashion



Colour, style, freedom



California look 1920



Men's fashions, smart, dark, comfort



The casual look



The football player look



Children's clothes. New range



Girls too!



Mass advertising everything, everywhere



Cocktails after work? At the private club



Celebrity culture: Joan Crawford dancing queen



Twenties woman in world dominated by men



Lilian Ghosh Rudolph Valentino

Silent movie stars



Silent movie stars
Mary Pickford

Charlie Chaplin



Jazz group Chicago 1925



Musical Interlude



Putting on the Ritz (Irving (Isiah) Berlin 1928)

wonderful time

If you're blue

Have you seen the well to do

Up on Lenox Avenue

On that famous thoroughfare

With their noses in the air?

High hats and Arrow collars

White spats and fifteen dollars

Spending every dime

For a wonderful time

If you're blue, and you don't know where to go to

Why don't you go where Harlem flits?

Puttin' on the Ritz



Spangled gowns upon the bevy of high browns

From down the levy, all misfits

Putting' on the Ritz

That's where each and every lulu-belle goes

Every Thursday evening with her swell beaus

Rubbin' elbows

Come with me and we'll attend their jubilee

And see them spend their last two bits

Puttin' on the Ritz

`



Have you seen the well to do

Up on Lenox Avenue

On that famous thoroughfare

With their nose in the air?

High hats and Arrow collars

White spats and fifteen dollars

Spending every dime

For a wonderful time

If you're blue, and you don't know where to go to

Why don't you go where Harlem flits?

Puttin' on the Ritz
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Race, gangsters and speculation



Race conflict 1920’s

“Scientific racist theory” 1890’s 

Progressivism and “White Nationalism”

The Great Migration

Mass marketing and “the Lost Cause”



The “Lost Cause” Myth

Civil War as taught 1870- 1980’s a “war between the states”

….not a war about slavery

….Reconstruction an abomination

….The South as victim…perpetuator 

….Confederates “heroes” fighting for their rights

….Northern victory ‘corrected” by “Jim Crow” laws

View unchanged till1990-s….but resurrected by MAGA 



Hollywood Blockbuster 1915 film

…..seen by millions…becomes “history”

…Woodrow Wilson in White House

…most popular and dangerous film in US history



Birth of Nation: KKK capture Black rapist



KKK rescue virtuous Southern women



Confederate Propaganda

Front page of “The Klansman”

..saving the virtue of southern women
Deifying the Confederate leaders



Memorials movement

….United Daughters of the Confederacy 

memorials movement (1915-1920)



Stone Mountain monument

..started 1915…completed 1972



Generals heroes….not traitors



Klu Klux Klan Version 1.0 (1866-1870)

Post Civil war Terrorist group resisting Northern occupation & 

reconstruction War

 Murders  (white) “Northern Freedman’s Bureau” employees 

…blacks intimidated, seldom murdered

Local to South…no national organisation …mimic “Knights of 

Malta”…50, 000 member…secret men's groups

Suppressed by President Grant 1870



KKK version 2.0 (1915-1940’s)

National Organisation led by Protestant Minister (Reverend Simmons)

Scientific Racism based

Fuelled by “Great migration” of blacks from South  

Social movement with 3-5 million members mid 1920’s

Adopt costumes shown on “Birth of a Nation”… made up rituals

Targets both Catholic and Blacks…intimidates former, lynches latter

Peak member 1925…scandals (sex & booze)…rapid decline, but 

remains threat 

 



…a family affair



Anti Catholic propaganda



March on Washington 1925 



Women to the fore ! ….Washington 

1925



Tulsa 1921
City of 100,000 including

….10,000 blacks

….Segregated since 1890’s

Long established Black 
population

…….migration post civil war

Tensions rise

….Black soldiers return from war

….business down turn

…3,000 KKK members 1921

Tulsa



Tulsa Greenwood community

…prior to 1921



Tulsa riot of 1921 (massacre”

Segregated neighbourhood/ no “coloured” facilities

Lift incident…riot….newspaper headlines 

White militia attempt lynching…..black veterans to defence

Governor calls in militia, use of aircraft to bomb (?)

At least 300- killed (50 White)  800 wounded (10,000 blacks homeless)

………………….assets stolen)

Omitted from US history books till 2000’s



Green wood after ‘massacre”





Race riots/ lynching occur across during 1920’s
….public affairs, media covered, most in North



Favorable news coverage



Gangsterism ….problems of prohibition



Prohibition
 18th Amendment ratified January 16th 1919: alcohol banned  January 1st, 1920

 Political view “"there is as much chance of repealing the Eighteenth 
Amendment as there is for a humming-bird to fly to the planet Mars with 
the Washington Monument tied to its tail."[69]

 Religious view: Billy Sunday: “The slums will soon be only a memory. We will 
turn our prisons into factories and our jails into storehouses and corncribs. 
Men will walk upright now, women will smile, and the children will laugh. 
Hell will be forever for rent.”

 Initial response

Enthusiastic endorsement/ rise of private clubs “Speakeasies”

Affluent resort to stockpiles, build cellars, secure “medical exemption”

Wealthy Travel to Canada and Cuba ….the poor to Mexico

Enter the criminals

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Washington_Monument
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Prohibition_in_the_United_States#cite_note-69


Supporting Prohibition …The “wets” & KKK



Enforcement enthusiastic….at first



Restaurants comply…..at first



Prohibition impact (1) 

Economic

250,000 jobs lost, Restaurants closed…uneconomic

Loss of taxable income (New York lose 75% of State Revenue

“Shadow economy” worth $15BN develops per year (20% of economy)

$300 million spent on enforcement, 3,000 agents, birth of FBI

Health

50% reduction in alcohol consumption …rising to 30% by late 20’s

Shift to spirits /hard liquor…easier to transport

Disastrous experiment to “de-nature” liquor….10,000 poisoned by Govt programme to 

contaminate stocks



Hiding the booze
(illegal to sell and deliver….not to drink!)





Speakeasies….10,000 in New York by 1926

……collapse of enforcement



Political/ Social Impact

Conflict Religious, rural, populates vs urban, immigrant communities

 Social division

No/light enforcement for wealth

Discrimination vs poor/minorities

Crime 

Rise of  wealthy and politically powerful crime lords ( Al Capone 

$1BN+ per year in earnings

“State capture” by crime lords of cities: Chicago, Detroit, Pittsburgh



Invitation to Crime

Italian immigrant community

Closely linked, secret societies

Marginal jobs, self help, brothel, gambling, narcotics

Self enforced, disciplined, 

Prohibition opportunity

Cash business

Public complicit/ political influence

Logistics, smuggling Canada, Cuba



Alphonse Gabriel Capone
 Born New York, Italian Immigrants

 

 Gang member, bodyguard, moves 
to Chicago to work for …bouncer 
at brothel, promoted by boss

 Organises distribution of spirits 
from Canada, bootlegging’

 Responsible for deaths of more 
than 100 ,rivals across Chicago, 
personally batters to death 5 
captured rivals

 Jailed for tax evasion, never found 
guilty of murder ….dies of syphilis 
on release from prison due to 
income tax evasion

E

Al Capone 1899-1947 



A family man



And  celebrity…..at World Series Baseball game

There was also a dark side



The rewards of crime (Capone’s Florida retreat)



Removal of former boss ..Frankie Vale 1928)



And rivals …the truce meeting that 

wasn’t…St Valentines Day Massacre 1928



Al Capone quotes

 You accomplish more with a smile, a handshake, and a gun than you do with just a 

smile and a handshake.

 I'm a kind person, I'm kind to everyone, but if you are unkind to me, then kindness 

is not what you'll remember me for

 Some call it bootlegging. Some call it racketeering. I call it a business.



Mobsters …Lucky Luciano. Legs Ed Diamond, Fatty Walsh, 

…’celebrities” ……..glamorous, lethal, and ruthless



Prohibition and Crime

USA UK

1900 1.2 1.0

1920 5.0 1.3

1930 9.0 1.2

2023 6.0 1.1

Homicides per 100,000 

Some context…Prohibition…..no ‘civilians or families ” killed

During 2023 : .Jamaica …53/100,000,  …. Mexico 26/100,000

“Shadow economy” grows to $15n per year, 20% of entire economy

Crime organisations “take over” several city governments (Chicago, Pittsburgh)

…contaminate unions, docks, trucking industries
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Gangsterism ….problems of prohibition



Prohibition
 18th Amendment ratified January 16th 1919: alcohol banned  January 1st, 1920

 Political view “"there is as much chance of repealing the Eighteenth 
Amendment as there is for a humming-bird to fly to the planet Mars with 
the Washington Monument tied to its tail."[69]

 Religious view: Billy Sunday: “The slums will soon be only a memory. We will 
turn our prisons into factories and our jails into storehouses and corncribs. 
Men will walk upright now, women will smile, and the children will laugh. 
Hell will be forever for rent.”

 Initial response

Enthusiastic endorsement/ rise of private clubs “Speakeasies”

Affluent resort to stockpiles, build cellars, secure “medical exemption”

Wealthy Travel to Canada and Cuba ….the poor to Mexico

Enter the criminals

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Washington_Monument
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Prohibition_in_the_United_States#cite_note-69


Supporting Prohibition …The “wets” & KKK



Enforcement enthusiastic….at first



Restaurants comply…..at first



Prohibition impact (1) 

Economic

250,000 jobs lost, Restaurants closed…uneconomic

Loss of taxable income (New York lose 75% of State Revenue

“Shadow economy” worth $15BN develops per year (20% of economy)

$300 million spent on enforcement, 3,000 agents, birth of FBI

Health

50% reduction in alcohol consumption …rising to 30% by late 20’s

Shift to spirits /hard liquor…easier to transport

Disastrous experiment to “de-nature” liquor….10,000 poisoned by Govt programme to 

contaminate stocks



Hiding the booze
(illegal to sell and deliver….not to drink!)





Speakeasies….10,000 in New York by 1926

……collapse of enforcement



Political/ Social Impact

Conflict Religious, rural, populates vs urban, immigrant communities

 Social division

No/light enforcement for wealth

Discrimination vs poor/minorities

Crime 

Rise of  wealthy and politically powerful crime lords ( Al Capone 

$1BN+ per year in earnings

“State capture” by crime lords of cities: Chicago, Detroit, Pittsburgh



Invitation to Crime

Italian immigrant community

Closely linked, secret societies

Marginal jobs, self help, brothel, gambling, narcotics

Self enforced, disciplined, 

Prohibition opportunity

Cash business

Public complicit/ political influence

Logistics, smuggling Canada, Cuba



Alphonse Gabriel Capone
 Born New York, Italian Immigrants

 

 Gang member, bodyguard, moves 
to Chicago to work for …bouncer 
at brothel, promoted by boss

 Organises distribution of spirits 
from Canada, bootlegging’

 Responsible for deaths of more 
than 100 ,rivals across Chicago, 
personally batters to death 5 
captured rivals

 Jailed for tax evasion, never found 
guilty of murder ….dies of syphilis 
on release from prison due to 
income tax evasion

E

Al Capone 1899-1947 



A family man



And  celebrity…..at World Series Baseball game

There was also a dark side



The rewards of crime (Capone’s Florida retreat)



Removal of former boss ..Frankie Vale 1928)



And rivals …the truce meeting that 

wasn’t…St Valentines Day Massacre 1928



Al Capone quotes

 You accomplish more with a smile, a handshake, and a gun than you do with just a 

smile and a handshake.

 I'm a kind person, I'm kind to everyone, but if you are unkind to me, then kindness 

is not what you'll remember me for

 Some call it bootlegging. Some call it racketeering. I call it a business.



Mobsters …Lucky Luciano. Legs Ed Diamond, Fatty Walsh, 

…’celebrities” ……..glamorous, lethal, and ruthless



Prohibition and Crime

USA UK

1900 1.2 1.0

1920 5.0 1.3

1930 9.0 1.2

2023 6.0 1.1

Homicides per 100,000 

Some context…Prohibition…..no ‘civilians or families ” killed

During 2023 : .Jamaica …53/100,000,  …. Mexico 26/100,000

“Shadow economy” grows to $15n per year, 20% of entire economy

Crime organisations “take over” several city governments (Chicago, Pittsburgh)

…contaminate unions, docks, trucking industries



Meanwhile the economy booms



The Consumer Society

…”Buy now pay later” culture emerges

 New Media

Radio

Bill boards…..response to cars

Movies

Consumer catalogues

 New Financing methods

Ford Weekly payment scheme….abandoned

General Motors Instalment plan….GM lends money to buy car

 Introduction of instalment plan financing (Household Finance Corporation

States relax limits on interest charged by credit companies

New phenomena : 75% purchases for durable goods on Instalment plans by 

1929…no insurance, unemployment…all okay as long as pay continues



Consumer economy booms







New financial products









Boom in professional sports



This is a time of heroes



Charles Lindbergh (1902-1974)

….first solo flight across the Atlantic



George Herman (Babe) Ruth (1895-1948)

…baseball player, superstar & highest paid athlete 



Richard Byrd (1888-1957(

…first to fly over north and south poles



Amelia Earhart (1897-1938?)

…first woman to fly across Atlantic



The new President Hoover: all American hero self  

 made man, industrialist, humanitarian. 

“Ours is a land rich in resources; stimulating 

in its glorious beauty; filled with millions of 

happy homes; blessed with comfort and 

opportunity. In no nation are the institutions 

of progress more advanced. In no nation 

are the fruits of accomplishment more 

secure. In no nation is the government 

more worthy of respect. No country is more 

loved by its people. I have an abiding faith 

in their capacity, integrity and high purpose. 

I have no fears for the future of our country. 

It is bright with hope.”



What could possible go wrong?

….see next talk : Great Depression & New Deal
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