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TODAYS STATISTICS

Unemployment (%)

1929
3.2%

1930
8.7%

1931
15.9%

1932
23.6%

1933
24.9%

1934
21.7%

1935
20.1%

1936
16.9%

1937
14.3%

1938
19.0%

1939
17.2%

1940
14.6%

1941
9.9%

1942
4.7%

1943
1.9%

Unemployment During the Depression, http://www.greatdepression.bravepages.com/, visited 2 October 2002

Commercial Bank Suspensions, Total Failures

1926
976

1927
669

1928
498

1929
659

1930
1,350

1931
2,293

1932
1,453

KEY ECONOMIC INDICATORS: 

Gross National Product (Billions $US)

1929
104.4

1930
91.1

1931
76.3

1932
58.5

Wages (Billions $US)

1929
51.1

1930
46.8

1931
39.7

1932
31.1

Investment as % of GNP

1929
15.2%

1930
11.2%

1931
7.1%

1932
1.5%

Sobel, R., The Great Bull Market, Norton, NY, 1968, p102, 106, 111

Creation of Federal Regulatory Bodies, USA

Before 1900
5

1900-09

11

1910-19

4

1920-29

2

1930-39

11

1940-49

2


1950-59

2

1960-69

6

1970-79

20

Gilder Lehrman History On-Line, http://www.gliah.uh.edu/historyonline/us34.cfm, visited 2 October 2002

Bureau of Census, Historical Statistics of the US: Colonial Times to 1957, Washington D.C., 1960, p658, 660

NEWS

28 OCTOBER 1929

STOCK PRICES SLUMP $14,000,000,000 IN NATION-WIDE STAMPEDE TO UNLOAD; BANKERS TO SUPPORT MARKET TODAY

By THE NEW YORK TIMES

The second hurricane of liquidation within four days hit the stock market yesterday. It came suddenly, and violently, after holders of stocks had been lulled into a sense of security by the rallies of Friday and Saturday. It was a country-wide collapse of open-market security values in which the declines established and the actual losses taken in dollars and cents were probably the most disastrous and far-reaching in the history of the Stock Exchange. 

That the storm has now blown itself out, that there will be organized support to put an end to a reaction which has ripped billions of dollars from market values, appeared certain last night from statements by leading bankers. 

Although total estimates of the losses on securities are difficult to make, because of the large number of them not listed on any exchange, it was calculated last night that the total shrinkage in American securities on all exchanges yesterday had aggregated some $14,000,000,000, with a decline of about $10,000,000,000 in New York Stock Exchange securities. The figure is necessarily a rough one, but nevertheless gives an idea of the dollars and cents recessions in one of the most extraordinary declines in the history of American markets. 

It was not so much the little trader or speculator who was struck by yesterday's cyclone; it was the rich men of the country, the institutions which have purchased common stocks, the investment trusts and investors of all kinds. The little speculators were mostly blown out of their accounts by the long decline from early September. Thousands of them went headlong out of the market on Thursday. It was the big man, however, whose holdings were endangered yesterday and who threw his holdings into the Stock Exchange for just what they would bring, when hysteria finally seized him. 

Market Leaders Hard Hit 

Shares of the best known American industrial and railroad corporations smashed through their old lows of Thursday, and most of them to the lowest level for many years, as wave after wave of liquidation swept the market during its day of utter confusion and rout. As bid after bid was filled for stocks and more and more offered, stocks of the best grade dropped almost perpendicularly, with 2, 3, 5 and even 10 points between sales under probably the most demoralized conditions of trading in the history of the Stock Exchange and the Curb. 

United States Steel declined 17 1/2, General Electric lost 47 1/,; United States Industrial Alcohol, 39 1/2; Standard Gas, 40 1/2; Columbia Gas, 22; Air Reduction, 48 7/8; Allied Chemical & Dye, 36; Baltimore & Ohio, 13 3/8; A.M. Byers Company, 30 3/4; Chesapeake & Ohio, 23 1/2; New York Central, 22 5/8; Peoples Gas, 40 1/2; Westinghouse Electric, 34 1/4; Western Union, 39 1/2; and Worthington Pump, 29. 

These are the blue chips of the market, seasoned stocks based on the country's leading industries, and which have lead the way up the ladder of fluctuations over many months of the now thoroughly defunct bull market. They, and many others, are the issues in which speculation has been most rampant. But stocks of all kinds were affected by the market's second debacle. The good went down with the bad and levels undreamed of in Wall Street a month or so ago were crashed through before the resistless assault of a headlong and in many cases senseless wave of liquidation. 

Causes of Crash Varied 

Yesterday's far-reaching decline in stocks may be ascribed mainly to a general loss of confidence in the market and the inability of any man or group to stem such a torrent of selling, which came from all parts of the world. European selling forming a very material percentage of the stocks forced on the market. But there were thousands of ramifications to the market and many factors, too, which served to add their quota of pressure. 

Among these may be enumerated: Belated liquidation from Thursday's crash, when the market did not rally promptly from the decline. 

The cleaning out of several stale pools, whose holdings, in some cases large, went into the market for what they would bring. 

The immediate drying up of buying power on the part of the general public, already badly hit in the smash of Thursday. 

Bear selling for the decline of an adroit and unspectacular fashion. 

The mob psychology which impels holders of stocks in all parts of the country to try to sell them all at once when the market shows signs of giving way. 

Margin calls which went out of Wall Street by the thousands and which mainly were answered by orders to sell at the market. 

The catching of stop-loss orders, many of them put in months ago. 

Day's Sales 9,212,800 Shares 

The statistical record of yesterday's tremendous day furnished proof that in many respects it did not equal last Thursday's trading, although the declines were larger. Trading on the Stock Exchange aggregated 9,212,800 shares, as compared with 12,894,650 on Thursday. On the Curb Market sales were 4,152,900 shares, as compared with 6,837,415 in last week's violent decline. 

Once again the lateness of the tickers added to the confusion and as a guide to the trading were well-nigh worthless. At ten-minute intervals the floor prices were flashed on the bond tickers; and the Dow, Jones news tickers and the New York News Bureau tickers furnished running flows of quotations as they were received from the floor of the Exchanges. It was only by these methods of expediency that Wall Street was able to keep up with the market at all, and in most brokerage houses all attempts to keep their quotation boards up to date were abandoned. It just could not be done. 

Pool's Purpose Misunderstood 

One of the difficulties that beset the market was the popular misconception that the banking pool, organized by J. P. Morgan & Co., the First National Bank, the National City Bank, the Guaranty Trust Company, the Equitable Trust Company, and the Chase National Bank would throw funds into the market to save it. What the bankers had set out to do, with their consortium, was merely to supply bids where no bids existed and to plug up the "air hole" which the market had developed on Thursday. They had no idea of putting the market up, or saving any one's profits. Rather the general plan was to provide a degree of stabilization on which further liquidation could take place, if it proved necessary. 

The rally of Friday and the steadiness of the market, which returned to normal on Saturday, could be attributed partly to this misconception, partly to a temporary restoration of confidence by the public generally. The long Sunday holiday gave traders the opportunity to think over their own particular problems. Those who still had profits in the market could visualize them slipping away; those who had losses feared that they might be extended still further. There was that very large definite quota, too, who had received margin calls over the week's end and who had decided to get out of the market completely. 

Opening Weak and Nervous 

At any rate, stocks opened weak, nervous and unsettled. Steel, at 202 1/4 was off 1 /1/4. International Telephone and Telegraph at 100 was off 3, General Electric at 290 was off 7 1/2, and there were similar reactions from Saturday's closing figures. 

The opening quotations were a surprise and a shock to Wall Street and to the country, which watched its tickers at 10 o'clock with feverish anxiety. It had been generally believed that some sort of organized support had been arranged over Sunday and that the market, at least, would be a steady one. Most persons believed that the storm of liquidation had blown itself out and that while the market might not advance, still it would not decline very far and that the orderly readjustments started on Friday and Saturday could be completed. 

But these reckonings had been made without taking into consideration the deep-seated fear of a smashing and declining market by the thousands of holders of stocks at home and abroad. They had been through a tempestuous and nerve-wracking week and the answer to the opening quotations was a veritable flood of selling which swept the market from its feet. 

Steel Leads in Decline 

Steel pounded down through 200, and 5 to 10 point declines all over the list had been established by 10:30 o' clock. By 11 o' clock the market was in the identical state of demoralization that characterized it on Thursday when the bottom dropped out. Each set of figures brought news of a lower level of prices, and stocks were going down 5 to 10 points in an hour, with support evidently of a very chary character and without power to stem the torrent of liquidation which again was flowing over the country's Exchanges. 

From nervous irregularity at the opening, the tone became weak and it continued increasingly weak right through to the close, with nervousness and hysteria becoming more emphasized during the final hour of trading when almost 3,000,000 shares were dealt in on the Stock Exchange. 

It was in this final hour that the greatest damage was done. Terror reigned on the Stock Exchange, on the Curb and in the brokerage offices. A curious hush fell over customers' rooms in strange contrast to the pushing, whirling, shouting mob of brokers on the floor of the Exchanges who strove with might and main to execute their orders. Few men or women spoke. Most of them merely watched with fascinated eyes the jumping hieroglyphics. Most of them had been sold out. But they held to their chairs and watched the quotations as if hypnotized. 

Rush of Sales Increases 

The mounting volume and the declining quotations synchronized with each other during the entire day. Sales to 10:30 on the Stock Exchange were 815,600 shares; by 12 o'clock they had mounted to 3,135,200; by 1:30 to 5,547,900; by 2:10 to 6,328,500, with the total finally footing up to 9,212,800. 

The statistical record of the day's debacle, as measured by the averages compiled by The New York Times, which have been maintained since 1911, reflected the greatest decline in history, and the industrial averages and the combined, that is, twenty-five representative railroad and twenty-five representative industrial shares, sold down to new low points for the year. Little more than two months ago all of them established new highs. Figured by these measures, the rails declined 9.31, and the industrials 49.12, the combined dropping 29.22. The industrials reached a high of 469.49 on Sept. 19. Yesterday they dropped to 314.95, a decline of 154.54. The combined average of fifty stocks sold at their high for all time on Sept. 19 was 311.90. The decline since that date, to yesterday's low of 222.57, has been 89.33 points. 

Wild Rumors Current 

One of the features of the day's trading was the large number of rumors afloat. These involved houses as well as individuals, but none of them was believed to be true. Thus far, the financial district has got through the most disastrous break in its history in exceptionally good fashion. As on Thursday, there were many reports of suicides in Wall Street, none of which was true. There was no mistaking the gravity of the situation which has developed, however, or the attitude with which leading bankers and brokers view it. 

There was but one brief respite during the day. At 1:10 P.M. the news tickers reported that Charles E. Mitchell had just entered the Morgan offices. Wall Street jumped to the conclusion that another banking conference was on, and stocks steadied momentarily. Steel common was then selling on the floor of the Exchange at 193 1/2. A Morgan broker on the floor of the Stock Exchange started bidding for Steel, and the market leader immediately rallied to 198. But the rally was short-lived. Ten minutes later Steel was back to 190 and stocks started once more on the violent smash that did not stop until the bell halted trading

30 OCTOBER 1929

STOCKS COLLAPSE IN 16,410,030-SHARE DAY, BUT RALLY AT CLOSE CHEERS BROKERS; BANKERS OPTIMISTIC, TO CONTINUE AID

By THE NEW YORK TIMES

“Stock prices virtually collapsed yesterday, swept downward with gigantic losses in the most disastrous trading day in the stock market's history. Billions of dollars in open market values were wiped out as prices crumbled under the pressure of liquidation of securities which had to be sold at any price. 

There was an impressive rally just at the close, which brought many leading stocks back from 4 to 14 points from their lowest points of the day. 

Trading on the New York Stock Exchange aggregated 16,410,030 shares; on the Curb, 7,096,300 shares were dealt in. Both totals far exceeded any previous day's dealings. 

From every point of view, in the extent of losses sustained, in total turnover, in the number of speculators wiped out, the day was the most disastrous in Wall Street's history. Hysteria swept the country and stocks went overboard for just what they would bring at forced sale. 

Efforts to estimate yesterday's market losses in dollars are futile because of the vast number of securities quoted over the counter and on out-of-town exchanges on which no calculations are possible. However, it was estimated that 880 issues, on the New York Stock Exchange, lost between $8,000,000,000 and $9,000,000,000 yesterday. Added to that loss is to be reckoned the depreciation on issues on the Curb Market, in the over the counter market and on other exchanges. 

Two Extra Dividends Declared 

There were two cheerful notes, however, which sounded through the pall of gloom which overhung the financial centres of the country. One was the brisk rally of stocks at the close, on tremendous buying by those who believe that prices have sunk too low. The other was that the liquidation has been so violent, as well as widespread, that many bankers, brokers and industrial leaders expressed the belief last night that it now has run its course. 

A further note of optimism in the soundness of fundamentals was sounded by the directors of the United States Steel Corporation and the American Can Company, each of which declared an extra dividend of $1 a share at their late afternoon meetings. 

Banking support, which would have been impressive and successful under ordinary circumstances, was swept violently aside, as block after block of stock, tremendous in proportions, deluged the market. Bid prices placed by bankers, industrial leaders and brokers trying to halt the decline were crashed through violently, their orders were filled, and quotations plunged downward in a day of disorganization, confusion and financial impotence. 

Change Is Expected Today 

That there will be a change today seemed likely from statements made last night by financial and business leaders. Organized support will be accorded to the market from the start, it is believed, but those who are staking their all on the country's leading securities are placing a great deal of confidence, too, in the expectation that there will be an overnight change in sentiment; that the counsel of cool heads will prevail and that the mob psychology which has been so largely responsible for the market's debacle will be broken. 

The fact that the leading stocks were able to rally in the final fifteen minutes of trading yesterday was considered a good omen, especially as the weakest period of the day had developed just prior to that time and the minimum prices for the day had then been established. It was a quick run-up which followed the announcement that the American Can directors had declared an extra dividend of $1. The advances in leading stocks in this last fifteen minutes represented a measurable snapback from the lows. American Can gained 10; United States Steel common, 7 /2, General Electric, 12; New York Central, 14 1/2, Anaconda Copper, 9 1/2; Chrysler Motors 5 1/4; Montgomery Ward, 4 1/4 and Johns Manville, 8. Even with these recoveries the losses of these particular stocks, and practically all others, were staggering. 

Yesterday's market crash was one which largely affected rich men, institutions, investment trusts and others who participate in the stock market on a broad and intelligent scale. It was not the margin traders who were caught in the rush to sell, but the rich men of the country who are able to swing blocks of 5,000, 10,000 up to 100,000 shares of high-priced stocks. They went overboard with no more consideration than the little trader who was swept out on the first day of the market's upheaval, whose prices, even at their lowest of last Thursday, now look high in comparison. 

The market on the rampage is no respecter of persons. It washed fortune after fortune away yesterday and financially crippled thousands of individuals in all parts of the world. It was not until after the market had closed that the financial district began to realize that a good-sized rally had taken place and that there was a stopping place on the downgrade for good stocks. 

Third Day of Collapse 

The market has now passed through three days of collapse, and so violent has it been that most authorities believe that the end is not far away. It started last Thursday, when 12,800,000 shares were dealt in on the Exchange, and holders of stocks commenced to learn just what a decline in the market means. This was followed by a moderate rally on Friday and entirely normal conditions on Saturday, with fluctuations on a comparatively narrow scale and with the efforts of the leading bankers to stabilize the market evidently successful. But the storm broke anew on Monday, with prices slaughtered in every direction, to be followed by yesterday's tremendous trading of 16,410,030 shares. 

Sentiment had been generally unsettled since the first of September. Market prices had then reached peak levels, and, try as they would, pool operators and other friends of the market could not get them higher. It was a gradual downward sag, gaining momentum as it went on, then to break out into an open market smash in which the good, the bad, and indifferent stocks went down alike. Thousands of traders were able to weather the first storm and answered their margin calls; thousands fell by the wayside Monday and again yesterday, unable to meet the demands of their brokers that their accounts be protected. 

There was no quibbling at all between customer and broker yesterday. In any case where margin became thin a peremptory call went out. If there was no immediate answer the stock was sold out "at the market" for just what it would bring. Thousands, sold out on the decline and amid the confusion, found themselves in debt to their brokers last night. 

Three Factors in Market 

Three factors stood out most prominently last night after the market's close. They were: 

Wall Street has been able to weather the storm with but a single Curb failure, small in size, and no member of the New York Stock Exchange has announced himself unable to meet commitments. 

The smashing decline has brought stocks down to a level where, in the opinion of leading bankers and industrialists, they are a buy on their merits and prospects, and brokers have so advised their customers. 

The very violence of the liquidation, which has cleaned up many hundreds of sore spots which honeycombed the market, and the expected ability of the market to right itself, since millions of shares of stock have passed to strong hands from weak ones. 

Bids Provided Where Needed 

One of the factors which Wall Street failed to take into consideration throughout the entire debacle was that the banking consortium has no idea of putting stocks up or to save any individuals from loss, but that its sole purpose was to alleviate the wave of financial hysteria sweeping the country and provide bids, at some price, where needed. It was pointed out in many quarters that no broad liquidating movement in the stock market has ever been stopped by so-called good buying. This is helpful, of course, but it never stops an avalanche of liquidation, as was this one. 

There is only one factor, it was pointed out, which can and always does stop a down swing--that is, the actual cessation of forced liquidation. It is usually the case, too, that when the last of the forced selling has been completed the stock market always faces a wide-open gap in which there are practically no offerings of securities at all. When that point is reached, buying springs up from everywhere and always accounts for a sharp, almost perpendicular recovery in the best stocks. The opinion was widely expressed in Wall Street last night that that point has been reached, or at least very nearly reached. 

Huge Blocks Offered at Opening 

The opening bell on the Stock Exchange released such a flood of selling as has never before been witnessed in this country. The failure of the market to rally consistently on the previous day, the tremendous shrinkage of open market values and the wave of hysteria which appeared to sweep the country brought an avalanche of stock to the market to be sold at whatever price it would bring. 

From the very first quotation until thirty minutes after 10 o'clock it was evident that the day's market would be an unprecedented one. In that first thirty-minutes of trading stocks were poured out in 5,000, 10,000, 20,000 and 50,000 share blocks at tremendous sacrifices as compared with the previous closing. The declines ranged from a point or so to as much sa 29 1/2 points, and the reports of opening prices brought selling into the market in confused volume that has never before been equaled. 

In this first half hour of trading on the Stock Exchange a total of 3,250,800 shares were dealt in. The volume of the first twenty-six blocks of stock dealt in at the opening totaled more than 630,000 shares. 

There was simply no near-by demand for even the country's leading industrial and railroad shares, and many millions of dollars in values were lost in the first quotations tapped out. All considerations other than to get rid of the stock at any price were brushed aside. 

Brokerage Offices Crowded 

Wall Street was a street of vanished hopes, of curiously silent apprehension and of a sort of paralyzed hypnosis yesterday. Men and women crowded the brokerage offices, even those who have been long since wiped out, and followed the figures on the tape. Little groups gathered here and there to discuss the fall in prices in hushed and awed tones. They were participating in the making of financial history. It was the consensus of bankers and brokers alike that no such scenes ever again will be witnessed by this generation. To most of those who have been in the market it is all the more awe-inspiring because their financial history is limited to bull markets. 

The machinery of the New York Stock Exchange and the Curb market were unable to handle the tremendous volume of trading which went over them. Early in the day they kept up well, because most of the trading was in big blocks, but as the day progressed the tickers fell further and further behind, and as on the previous big days of this week and last it was only by printing late quotations of stocks on the bond tickers and by the 10-minute flashes on stock prices put out by Dow, Jones & Co. and the Wall Street News Bureau that the financial district could get any idea of what was happening in the wild mob of brokers on the Exchange and the Curb. 

Peaks Reached in September 

The bull market, the most extensive in the history of the country, started in the Coolidge Administration and reached its height with a tremendous burst of speculation in the public utility issues, the flames of speculation being fed by mergers, new groupings, combinations and good earnings. 

The highest prices were reached in early September. At that time the market had a quick break and an equally rapid recovery. Then started a slow sag. Two developments, not considered important at the time, served to start the ball rolling downhill. The first of these was the refusal of the Massachusetts Public Service Commission to permit the Boston Edison Company to split its shares; the second was the collapse of a pool in International Combustion Engineering shares on the Stock Exchange, an over-exploited industrial which had been pushed across 100 by a pool and which crashed when the corporation passed its dividend. 

In the meanwhile, the Hatry failure abroad had diverted a tremendous volume of selling to the United States, and under these influences the market continued to sag until it literally crumpled of its own weight

NEWS IN BRIEF

STALIN ENFORCES "FORCED” COLLECTIVIZATION—Stalin, the autocratic ruler of the USSR, began a policy of "forced collectivization" of farms. Small farmers were forced off their land and onto collectives. Those who refused were killed. It is estimated that 20,000,000 died, and Soviet agriculture never recovered. However, Russian industrial production accelerated tremendously.

RIOTING IN PALESTINE—(8/31/29) In 1929, the first large-scale attacks by Arabs on Jews took place in Palestine. The attacks were initially sparked by a dispute on prayer at the Wailing Wall. The riots spread to Hebron, where 29 Jews were killed. All told, 67 were killed, and Palestine spiraled into violence.

HAWLEY-SMOOT TARIFF—(6/17/30) This tariff called for raising the rate of tariff to as high as 49%. Its supporters felt this would help fight the Depression. In fact, it helped to ensure the length and depth of the Depression.

FLASH BULB INTRODUCED—The  General Electric Company introduced the flash bulb for taking photos. This allowed for photographs to be taken in low light. The flash bulb replaced the powder flash.

NAZIS WIN 107 SEATS IN PARLIAMENT –(9/14/30) The Nazi Party won 107 seats in the election for the German Reichstag. The party became the second largest in Germany.

GANDHI LEADS REVOLT IN INDIA–(4/14/31) In January 1930, Spanish dictator Primo de Riverra, who had been supported by the Spanish King, resigned. Agitation then increased for the restoration of the Constitution. In April 1931, King Alfonso left Spain without abdicating. In June, elections were held which gave the Republican-Socialist majority a commanding victory. A new constitution was adopted that provided for universal suffrage and complete separation of Church and State.

History Central, http://www.multieducator.com/dates/1928.html#Anchor-11481, visited 2 October 2002

Norton, NY, 1968, p128.

BORN TODAY

Grace Kelly was born in November 1929. She would go on to be a glamourous star of the silver screen, leave Hollywood, and marry into royalty, and become Princess Grace of Morocco. 
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Grace Kelly, http://www.geocities.com/Hollywood/Studio/8255/gallery/portraits4/p4pic10.html, visited 2 October 2002

LITERATURE & ESSAYS

THE ROAD TO WIGAN PIER (1935)

By George Orwell

Excerpt Chapter Six

In Wigan the competition among unemployed people for the waste coal has become so fierce that it has led to an extraordinary custom called 'scrambling for the coal', which is well worth seeing. Indeed I rather wonder that it has never been filmed. An unemployed miner took me to see it one afternoon. We got to the place, a mountain range of ancient slag-heaps with a railway running through the valley below. A couple of hundred ragged men, each with a sack and coal-hammer strapped under his coat-tails, were waiting on the 'broo'. When the dirt comes up-from the pit it is loaded on to trucks and an engine runs these to the top of another slag-heap a quarter of a mile away and there leaves them. The process of 'scrambling for the coal' consists in getting on to the train while it is moving; any truck which you have succeeded in boarding while it is in motion counts as 'your' truck. Presently the train hove in sight. With a wild yell a hundred men dashed down the slope to catch her as she rounded the bend. Even at the bend the train was making twenty miles an hour. The men hurled themselves upon it, caught hold of the rings at the rear of the trucks and hoisted themselves up by way of the bumpers, five or ten of them on each truck. The

driver took no notice, He drove up to the top of the slag-heap, uncoupled the trucks, and ran the engine back to the pit, presently returning with a fresh string of trucks. There was the same wild rush of ragged figures as before. In the end only about fifty men had failed to get on to either

train.

We walked up to the top of the slag-heap. The men were shovelling the dirt out of the trucks, while down below their wives and children were kneeling, swiftly scrabbling with their hands in the damp dirt and picking out lumps of coal the size of an egg or smaller. You would see a woman pounce on a tiny fragment of stuff, wipe it on her apron, scrutinize it to

make sure it was coal, and pop it jealously into her sack. Of course, when you are boarding a truck you don't know beforehand what is in it; it may be actual 'dirt' from the roads or it may merely be shale from the roofing. If it is a shale truck there will be no coal in it, but there occurs among the shale another inflammable rock called cannel, which looks very like

ordinary shale but is slightly darker and is known by splitting in parallel lines, like slate. It makes tolerable fuel, not good enough to be commercially valuable, but good enough to be eagerly sought after by the

unemployed. The miners on the shale trucks were picking out the cannel and splitting it up with their hammers. Down at the bottom of the 'broo' the people who had failed to get on to either train were gleaning the tiny

chips of coal that came rolling down from above--fragments no bigger than a hazel-nut, these, but the people were glad enough to get them.

We stayed there till the train was empty. In a couple of hours the

people had picked the dirt over to the last grain. They slung their sacks over shoulder or bicycle, and started on the two-mile trudge back to Wigan. Most of the families had gathered about half a hundredweight of coal or

carmel, so that between them they must have stolen five or ten tons of fuel. This business of robbing the dirt trains takes place every day in Wigan, at any rate in winter, and at more collieries than one. It is of course extremely dangerous. No one was hurt the afternoon I was there, but a man had had both his legs cut off a few weeks earlier, and another man lost several fingers a week later. Technically it is stealing but, as everybody knows, if the coal were not stolen it would simply be wasted. Now and again, for form's sake, the colliery companies prosecute somebody for coal-picking, and in that morning's issue of the local paper there was a paragraph saying that two men had been fined ten shillings. But no notice

is taken of the prosecutions--in fact, one of the men named in the paper was there that afternoon--and the coal-pickers subscribe among themselves

to pay the fines. The thing is taken for granted. Everyone knows that the unemployed have got to get fuel somehow. So every afternoon several hundred

men risk their necks and several hundred women scrabble in the mud for hours--and all for half a hundredweight of inferior fuel, value ninepence.

That scene stays in my mind as one of my pictures of Lancashire: the dumpy, shawled women, with their sacking aprons and their heavy black

clogs, kneeling in the cindery mud and the bitter wind, searching eagerly for tiny chips of coal. They are glad enough to do it. In winter they are

desperate for fuel; it is more important almost than food. Meanwhile all round, as far as the eye can see, are the slag-heaps and hoisting gear of

collieries, and not one of those collieries can sell all the coal it is

capable of producing. This ought to appeal to Major Douglas.

WHEN THE WORLD SCREAMED

By Sir Arthur Conan Doyle (1859-1930)

Excerpt, http://etext.library.adelaide.edu.au/pgaus/0100031.txt, visited 2 October 2002

What we had seen was indeed alarming. The whole lower shaft, it would seem, had shared in the increased activity which we had observed below, and the walls were throbbing and pulsing in sympathy. This movement had reacted upon the holes in which the beams rested, and it was clear that a very little further retraction--a matter of inches

--the beams would fall. If they did so then the sharp end of my rod would, of course, penetrate the earth quite independently of the electric release. Before that happened it was vital that Malone and I should be out of the shaft. To be eight miles down in the earth with the chance any instant of some extraordinary convulsion taking place was a terrible prospect. We fled wildly for the surface.

Shall either of us ever forget that nightmare journey? The lifts

whizzed and buzzed and yet the minutes seemed to be hours. As we reached each stage we sprang out, jumped into the next lift, touched the release and flew onwards. Through the steel latticed roof we could see far away the little circle of light which marked the mouth of the

shaft. Now it grew wider and wider, until it came full circle and our glad eyes rested upon the brickwork of the opening. Up we shot, and up --and then at last in a glad moment of joy and thankfulness we sprang out of our prison and had our feet upon the green sward once more. But

it was touch and go. We had not gone thirty paces from the shaft when far down in the depths my iron dart shot into the nerve ganglion of old Mother Earth and the great moment had arrived.

What was it happened? Neither Malone nor I was in a position to say, for both of us were swept off our feet as by a cyclone and swirled along the grass, revolving round and round like two curling stones upon an ice rink. At the same time our ears were assailed by the most

horrible yell that ever yet was heard. Who is there of all the

hundreds who have attempted it who has ever yet described adequately that terrible cry? It was a howl in which pain, anger, menace, and the outraged majesty of Nature all blended into one hideous shriek. For a

full minute it lasted, a thousand sirens in one, paralysing all the

great multitude with its fierce insistence, and floating away through the still summer air until it went echoing along the whole South Coast and even reached our French neighbours across the Channel. No sound in history has ever equalled the cry of the injured Earth.

Dazed and deafened, Malone and I were aware of the shock and of the sound, but it is from the narrative of others that we learned the other details of that extraordinary scene.

The first emergence from the bowels of the earth consisted of the lift cages. The other machinery being against the walls escaped the blast, but the solid floors of the cages took the full force of the upward current. When several separate pellets are placed in a blow-pipe they still shoot forth in their order and separately from each other. So

the fourteen lift cages appeared one after the other in the air, each soaring after the other, and describing a glorious parabola which landed one of them in the sea near Worthing pier, and a second one in a field not far from Chichester. Spectators have averred that of all the strange sights that they had ever seen nothing could exceed that

of the fourteen lift cages sailing serenely through the blue heavens. 

Then came the geyser. It was an enormous spout of vile treacly

substance of the consistence of tar, which shot up into the air to a height which has been computed at two thousand feet. An inquisitive aeroplane, which had been hovering over the scene, was picked off as by an Archie and made a forced landing, man and machine buried in filth. This horrible stuff, which had a most penetrating and nauseous odour, may have represented the life blood of the planet, or it may

be, as Professor Driesinger and the Berlin School maintain, that it is a protective secretion, analogous to that of the skunk, which Nature has provided in order to defend Mother Earth from intrusive Challengers. If that were so the prime offender, seated on his throne upon the hillock, escaped untarnished, while the unfortunate Press

were so soaked and saturated, being in the direct line of fire, that none of them was capable of entering decent society for many weeks. This gush of putridity was blown southwards by the breeze, and descended upon the unhappy crowd who had waited so long and so patiently upon the crest of the Downs to see what would happen. There were no casualties. No home was left desolate, but many were made

odoriferous, and still carry within their walls some souvenir of that great occasion.

And then came the closing of the pit. As Nature slowly closes a wound from below upwards, so does the Earth with extreme rapidity mend any rent which is made in its vital substance. There was a prolonged high-pitched crash as the sides of the shaft came together, the sound,

reverberating from the depths and then rising higher and higher until with a deafening bang the brick circle at the orifice flattened out and clashed together, while a tremor like a small earthquake shook down the spoil banks and piled a pyramid fifty feet high of debris and broken iron over the spot where the hole had been. Professor Challenger's experiment was not only finished, it was buried from

human sight for ever. If it were not for the obelisk which has now been erected by the Royal Society it is doubtful if our descendants would ever know the exact site of that remarkable occurrence. 

And then came the grand finale. For a long period after these

successive phenomena there was a hush and a tense stillness as folk reassembled their wits and tried to realize exactly what had occurred and how it had come about. And then suddenly the mighty achievement, the huge sweep of the conception, the genius and wonder of the

execution, broke upon their minds. With one impulse they turned upon Challenger. From every part of the field there came the cries of admiration, and from his hillock he could look down upon the lake of upturned faces broken only by the rise and fall of the waving handkerchiefs. As I look back I see him best as I saw him then. He rose from his chair, his eyes half closed, a smile of conscious merit upon his face, his left hand upon his hip, his right buried in the breast of his frock-coat. Surely that picture will be fixed for ever, for I heard the cameras clicking round me like crickets in a field.

The June sun shone golden upon him as he turned gravely bowing to each quarter of the compass. Challenger the super scientist, Challenger the arch-pioneer, Challenger the first man of all men whom Mother Earth had been compelled to recognize.

Only a word by way of epilogue. It is of course well known that the effect of the experiment was a world-wide one. It is true that nowhere did the injured planet emit such a howl as at the actual point of penetration, but she showed that she was indeed one entity by her conduct elsewhere. Through every vent and every volcano she voiced her  indignation. Hecla bellowed until the Icelanders feared a cataclysm. Vesuvius blew its head off. Etna spewed up a quantity of lava, and a

suit of half-a-million lira damages has been decided against Challenger in the Italian Courts for the destruction of vineyards. Even in Mexico and in the belt of Central America there were signs of intense Plutonic indignation, and the howls of Stromboli filled the

whole Eastern Mediterranean. It has been the common ambition of mankind to set the whole world talking. To set the whole world screaming was the privilege of Challenger alone.

