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Summary of Book: 

The Great Crash of 1929 examines the causes, effects, aftermath and long-term consequences 
of America’s infamous financial meltdown, showing how rampant speculation and blind 
optimism sustained a market mania, and led to its terrible downward spiral. Galbraith also 
describes the people and the corporations at the heart of the financial community, and how 
they were affected by the disaster. 

With its depiction of the ‘gold-rush fantasy’ ingrained in America’s psychology, this 
penetrating study of human greed and folly contains lessons that are still vital today and are 
now more relevant than ever. 

 

The Author: John Kenneth Galbraith 

John K. Galbraith was born October 15, 1908 in Iona Station Ontario Canada and died April 
29, 2006 in Cambridge Masachuses USA. He was one of the twentieth century’s most 
influential economists. He taught at Harvard University for many years and was also active in 
politics, serving as an adviser to Franklin D. Roosevelt, Harry S. Truman, John F. Kennedy 
and Lyndon B. Johnson.  In addition John Galbraith served as United States Ambassador to 
India under Kennedy.  

My opinion of the Book 

In my opinion the Great Crash of 1929 is a well written and documented account of how 
people can be so blinded by their desire to get rich as quickly as possible that they ignore the 
warning signs of possible trouble ahead. Rather than focus totally on the day of the stock 
market crash itself, the author takes the reader on a journey describing the American economy 
before, during and after the event itself. When asked why he chose to address that particular 
problem or subject, John Galbraith said he ‘chose to write a book on the dramatic days that 
ushered in the depression’. He succeeded I believe in achieving this aim. 

When I started reading this book I was expecting to find the reasons for the stock market 
crash laid out before me. That I could open a page and be able to see that this individual, or 
group of people, did x and this in turn caused y to happen. I suppose I was expecting fingers 
to be pointed and blame apportioned. However whilst the author does write about certain 
individuals and what they did, he explains that the crash came about as a result of a 
combination of events and not by and one in particular which is what I was expecting. 

Similarities with the present Irish economy 

In the context of the Irish economy of today, there are a number of similarities of events that 
took place in America, between 1927 and 1929, and in Ireland between 1997 and 2008. 
Whereas in America in 1929 it was the stock market crash that caused the collapse of the 



economy and the subsequent depression, here in Ireland it was the collapse of the property 
market. The busting of the property market bubble here in Ireland led to the collapse of the 
Banking sector which has effectively sent the country in to recession. In fact in an even more 
ominous way John Galbraith does mention that a period of wealth through speculation of 
another form such as land may lie ahead. 

In the book John K. Galbraith illustrates certain events, the actions of people and the lack of 
action of others that brought about the collapse of the American stock market in 1929. Those 
are: 

• High employment and production 
• Poor property planning 
• Speculation by people in order to get rich quick 
• Deregulated financial services 
• Trading on margin 
• Brokers loans 
• Lack of action by people in powers 
• Collapse forecasted 
• Organized support 
• Embezzlement and fraud 

 

High employment and Production 

In the years between 1925 and 1929, the American economy was growing. Employment and 
production levels were increasing. Ireland experienced annual GDP growth of around 8% in 
the 7 years from 1994 to 2000. The unemployment rate in the same period fell consistently, 
dipping below 4% in the year 2000. 

 

 

Poor property planning 

In Florida in the mid 1920’s a property boom took place. During this period houses were built 
on any piece of land regardless of its suitability. Beaches, bogs, swamps and common 
scrubland were deemed suitable for development. As a result property prices increased almost 
daily. In addition to building on land totally unsuitable, the threat of damage from tropical 
storms and hurricanes. During the property boom here in Ireland, land prices rose 
dramatically as developers scrambled to acquire any that was available. Such was the demand 
here that the suitability of land for property development was ignored. The result was the 
building of houses and apartments on or adjacent to flood plains. The harsh weather and 
floods of 2009 lead to many properties being flooded. As in the property boom in Florida, 
housing estates began to appear all over Ireland. New estates began to appear in almost every 



city, town and small village in the country. However the demand for houses in Ireland was 
never going to meet the supply of newly built properties, just like it didn’t in Florida. 

Speculation by people in order to get rich quick  

Peoples desire to get rich quickly from the minimum of effort was just as apparent in the 
Ireland of the Celtic tiger era as it was in America in the 1920’s. Just as people speculated to 
accumulate back then, so did the people of Ireland in the late 1990’s / early 2000’s. In 
America people speculated and invested in property (Florida) and stocks and shares (Wall 
Street) in an effort to make money. Whilst some may have looked upon it as a means of 
obtaining financial security, others had the idea of becoming very rich very quickly. Property 
speculation was the means by which Irish people intended to become wealthy.  

Deregulated Financial Services 

In 1925 the Federal Reserve of America reduced the rediscount rate of the New York Federal 
Reserve Bank from 4% to 3.5%. This reduction resulted in increased borrowings by 
Americans which was subsequently invested in stocks and shares, thus increasing the demand 
on Wall Street. The Second Banking directive and legislation which was approved by the EC 
Council of Ministers in 1988 deregulated cross-border banking and liberalized capital flows 
within the Euro zone. This allowed Irish banks access to funds from other EU countries at 
lower interest rates. In addition the Irish banking sector was now open to foreign banks from 
other EU member states. The arrival of foreign banks such as Bank of Scotland, forced Irish 
banks to lower mortgage rates in order to become more competitive. The net result as in 
America was money was now available for Irish people to invest in property. 

Trading on Margin 

A common practice amongst buyers and sellers of stocks and shares on the stock market in 
the 1920’s, was that of dealing or trading on margin. When purchasing stocks and shares, an 
investor would only pay a small portion of the purchase price (the margin) with the remainder 
provided by the broker. The stocks and shares would then be held by the broker and not the 
investor as security. This form of transaction would ordinarily work perfectly so long as the 
value of the security continued to increase i.e. the price of the stocks and shares continued to 
rise. Similarly banks and building societies provide mortgages for people wishing to purchase 
a house. Prior to the housing boom in Ireland the amount of a mortgage provided would range 
from 80 to 90% of the purchase price. However at the height of the recent property boom the 
level of mortgages provided had risen to 100% by some financial institutions. Once again as 
in the case of the stock market, this was dependent on the value of the property continuing to 
rise.  

Brokers Loans 

In America in the 1920’s the loans to purchase stocks and shares were being provided by 
brokers. In 1926 the value of these loans stood at $2.5 billion. By the end of 1928, this figure 
had risen to $6 billion. The focus of the banking sector in Ireland towards property based 



lending increased dramatically between the late 1990’s and the mid 2000’s. In 2008, the loan 
book of the Irish banking system stood at €390 billion. Of this figure the amount of property 
based lending was roughly €240 billion or over 61% of the total.  

Lack of action by people in power 

In an economy as in life in general, the temptation amongst people when things are going 
good is to leave well enough alone. As the old saying goes ‘if it’s not broken why fix it’. 
When an economy is booming, there is the in-built risk of overheating and the eventual bust 
that will follow. In America the task of dealing with an overheating economy lay with the 
President of the United States, the Secretary of the Treasury, the Federal Reserve Board in 
Washington and the Governor and Directors of the Federal Reserve Bank of New York. No 
action was taken by either party. Likewise the responsibility for dealing with the same 
possibility in Ireland lay with a certain few. Instead of the afore mentioned, in Ireland we 
have the Taoiseach, Minister for Finance, the Central Bank of Ireland and the Financial 
regulator. As with their American counterparts, the powers that be deemed it unnecessary to 
intervene in the property boom here.  

People who forecast the bust ignored 

Whilst the powers that be decided not to intervene both times, the inevitable downfall was 
being forecast by people. In America Roger Babson was one such man, he stated that ‘sooner 
or later a crash is coming, and it may be terrific’. On the other hand Irving Fisher a professor 
of economics at Yale University totally disagreed with Roger Babson. Two weeks before the 
stock market crash, Mr Fisher stated that “In a few months, I expect to see the stock market 
much higher than today”. In Ireland in December 2006, Morgan Kelly, a professor of 
economics at UCD forecast that property prices in Ireland would drop from anywhere 
between 40 to 50%. This was dismissed by the Irish Government, and Mr Kelly and others 
like him were labelled doom merchants. On the 4th of July 2007, the then Taoiseach at the 
time, Mr Bertie Ahern gave his views on people who criticised the economy. He stated 
“Sitting on sidelines, cribbing and moaning is a lost opportunity. I don’t know how people 
who engage in that don’t commit suicide”.     

Organized support 

At the height of the stock market crash in America in 1929, the chairmen of the top banks met 
in an effort to try and help. Following a meeting they decided to support the stock market by 
providing funds to purchase shares. This they thought would restore confidence in the market 
and for a time it did with prices rising. However it only proved to be a stop gap solution and 
failed to prevent the inevitable. This became known as the ‘Organized support’. In Ireland, 
following the busting of the property bubble, the banks were now in serious trouble. With the 
economy heading in to recession and the possible collapse of the banking sector, the 
Government decided to act. Our Governments response or ‘organized support’ to the crisis 
was to set about bailing out the banks. 



Embezzlement and Fraud 

Following the collapse of the American stock market in 1929, the actions of certain 
individuals prior to the crash were deemed to be fraudulent and were only now been realised. 
In order to fund their dealings on the stock market, bank employees were found to have used 
bank funds illegally. In Ireland today the actions of certain bank officials are now under 
investigation. However there is one difference between the actions of bank employees in 
America then and Ireland today. The perpetrators in America were found to be front line staff, 
cashiers with access to the cash. Whereas here in Ireland it was the men at the top, the 
chairmen and directors who were found to at fault.   

Things to inform the current Government or its policy makers 

History has proven that every bubble will inevitably burst. How a Government or its policy 
makers deal with this eventuality is the key to the economy’s stability. As in America in 1929, 
the warning signs were here that the bubble was going to burst. But as back then, our 
Government, the Central Bank of Ireland and the Financial Regulator chose to do nothing. So 
going forward lessons need to be learned and policies put in place in order to try and prevent 
such a catastrophe from happening again. The need for tighter financial regulation was never 
as important as it is today. Tighter regulation is the future for banking. The American 
economy was heading into recession in 1929 before the stock market crash. But it did 
however make it a lot harder.  
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“The Great Crash 1929” by John Kenneth Galbraith, is a truly amazing account of the 

financial disaster which shook the United States of America. This book was written by the 

Canadian born economist John Kenneth Galbraith in 1954. In this book the author explains 

the build up to the stock market crash, a detailed account of the actual crash and the events 

which followed there after. This book is a testimony to JK Galbraith’s belief that the crash 

occurred due to the speculation that surrounded the stock market at that time. His beliefs are 

based on the fact that people around that time wanted to get rich fast and all rationalisation 

was thrown out the window upon doing so. The author’s objective when writing the book was 

the hope that through his descriptive account of the 1929 stock market crash that it would 

somehow protect future generations from the same faith. However his aim was not achieved 

as even the most well educated economists of our time could not predict the 2008 Irish 

recession occurring. 

The story begins with the author giving a quick insight into the year of 1929 which he refers 

to as “A Year to Remember”.  This basically creates the scene for the rest of the book. JK 

Galbraith shows in the first opening paragraphs of the book that he will clearly explain to the 

reader the events which took place over the years surrounding the crash but imposes very 

little judgement on the affair. We the reader, begin by finding ourselves in Florida in 1925, 

the year of the property boom. I instantly thought of Ireland when I found myself reading this. 

Galbraith explains perfectly how, like Irish people today, American’s of this time wanted to 

make a quick ‘buck’. All reasonable thought seemed to disappear and people began to buy 

more and more property at increasing prices believing they would get rich fast in the state 

referred to as the “Rivera of America” (Galbraith 1954, p.35). However this was short lived 

and by 1926 demand for property fell and so too did prices and consequently the speculative 

bubble burst. Speculation must have been in something the American people were drinking, 

consequently the Irish people were drinking not to long ago, because this earlier warning did 

not quench their thirst in the pursuit of fortune. Stocks were the next big thing on people’s 

minds. The roots for the stock market crash were planted in 1927. Unknown to the Federal 

Reserve a cut in the rediscount rate from 4% to 3.5% had a major contribution to that of the 

crash. This cut meant that large amounts of Government securities were purchased and the 

individuals who sold them more importantly now had money to spare. These extra funds that 

were made available were either invested in stocks or more crucially were accessible to 

finance the purchases of stocks by others. The easy accessibility to secure credit from banks 

created a platform for the stock market to thrive. Many people during this time were living 



outside their means and the readily availability of credit allowed this to be the case. This is 

identical to the Irish people of the 2008 crash. This concreted the fact that the market had just 

become a speculators playground. The belief that stocks were a sound investment did not help 

matters. It was not just that of ordinary people who invested heavily in stocks but also many 

businesses engaged in this frenzy as they saw it to be more profitable opportunity than 

investing in their own business. The market obliged to these prefabricated ideas and between 

1925 and early in 1929 stocks grew at an increasing rate with the exception of a few months. 

Like everything in life a good spell must be followed by a bad one, as I know all too well. The 

stock market was no exception however who could predict when this downturn would be, 

certainly not the Irish government. Many people of this time knew a downturn was on the 

horizon but did not want to concede to this idea. They were making money off the situation at 

the moment so why forecast a time when money would be lost. Galbraith reinforces this belief 

and comments that, “A bubble can easily be punctured. But to incise it with a needle so that it 

subsides gradually is a task of no small delicacy” (Galbraith 1954, p.52). Although there were 

many ideas thrown out by people to reduce speculation at that time, none were introduced and 

speculation remained a major problem. By 1929 individuals believed that stocks would 

somehow dry up but companies had a cunning new plan, ‘securities’. Companies engaged in 

mergers, not for the most obvious reason of reducing competition but to create as many 

securities as possible among participating firms. These securities were then sold to the public 

which allowed further expansion of firms and so the cycle continued. This also allowed the 

holders of these investment trusts to spread their risks over a number of different companies.  

The so called ‘void’ that would appear in the stock market had just been filled by yet again 

more speculation. By the early 1929 all was not well inside the speculative bubble. Although 

the values of stocks were still seeing a steady increase people were beginning to doubt its 

durability. Galbraith tells how Paul M. Warburg and Irving Fisher who called on a stronger 

Federal Reserve policy to control the “unrestrained speculation” (Galbraith 1954, p.97) which 

had developed. They believed by failing to do so would lead to a depression like that of the 

early 1920’s. Their ideas were ignored and the American people continued to live in a fantasy 

land. By the summer of 1929, the market dominated the lives of every American. Everyone 

wanted to get rich fast and were using the market to do so. However by early September there 

was a shift in the market. Stocks began to fall in price, by large amounts, which was a 

worrying trend. Roger Babson believed “Sooner or later a crash is coming, and it maybe 

terrific” (Galbraith 1954, p.108). However a few days later stocks began to pick up value 

again and all was well, or so everyone thought.  



It was late October when the crash occurred and nobody could have foreseen its catastrophic 

effects.  Early October saw some bad days which were then followed closely by good days. 

Rumours began to float around that the end of the good times were now, however newspapers 

reassured that a recovery would be quick and over the next few days stock prices would rise. 

For some part this was true but bad days became more regular. The 29th of October was when 

the crash finally hit and this became known as black Tuesday. As soon as the market opened 

on this day trading was huge, most of the stock prices had fallen in value and it became clear 

that it was the beginning of the end. Newspapers still professed their confidence in an increase 

in stock prices but this never came. People tried desperately to off load their stocks before 

further devaluation set in. Aggregate demand began to diminish and so this lead to 

unemployment and the depression that was once unthinkable had begun to sink in. Many 

people are lead to believe that stock market crash of 1929 lead to a large increase in the 

number of suicides in America around this time but Galbraith (1954) explains that this is the 

stuff of urban legends. The actual level for suicide rates during the ‘Great Crash’ is less than 

other years around that time. In the weeks following the crash, news broke that banks 

employee’s had been making away with funds for speculation and when stocks crashed 

defaulting on these loans was common practice. Galbraith believed there were five major 

factors which contributed to the crash of 1929. These included “The bad distribution of 

income” (Galbraith 1954, p.194), “The bad corporate structure” (Galbraith 1954, p.195), “The 

bad banking structure” (Galbraith 1954, p.196), “The dubious state of the foreign balance” 

(Galbraith 1954, p.197) and “The poor state of economic intelligence” (Galbraith 1954, 

p.199). I agree completely with these factors and believe that many of these explanations can 

also be used to describe the reasons the Irish recession is upon us.  

The Florida property bubble examined descriptively by the author in the book is similar to 

that of the Irish economy between 2000 and 2006. The Irish population were heavily involved 

in the property market also. These circumstances arose from the prosperity the country was 

experiencing at the time. A high standard of education, low corporation tax and capital 

investment was encouraging the development of new investment in the form of foreign direct 

investment. This in turn led to the creation of new jobs. Inward migration became a common 

trend and so the demand for housing grew. This was similar to that of Florida. When Ireland 

joined the euro in 2002 the interest rates of the European monetary policy was lower than that 

of the current Irish interest rate. Subsequently this meant that the value of property increased 

meaning the population had to borrow more to obtain property. The availability of credit 



meant that large numbers of mortgages were obtained during this time causing house prices to 

continually rise. Nevertheless just like Florida’s boom there also came a bust. The Irish 

population failed to learn from past mistakes and we are paying greatly today. The property 

bumble collapsed as banks began tightening the availability of credit. Once this occurred 

people were no longer able to get funds to purchase property. The construction industry 

collapsed as a result and many people lost their job. 

The availability of credit is a crucial element to Galbraith explanation of the great crash. It is 

because of the readiness of credit institutions to lend individuals money, regardless if they 

meet the requirements of the loan, why both the Irish economy today and the people of 1929 

lost so greatly. Like in 1929, banking regulations were loose and so money was loaned out to 

people who could not necessarily pay it back. When the recession hit in late 2008 and 

unemployment began to increase people who had taken out these loans were unable to pay 

them back. The population demanded less goods as less money was circulating in the 

economy and so contributed to further unemployment. This was a vicious circle which looks 

set to continue unless the Irish government decide that they are going to do something about 

it.  

I feel there are many ideas the Irish government can take from John Kenneth Galbraith’s 

superbly descriptive novel, ‘The Great Crash 1929’. From my reading of the book I 

discovered that when everything is going good in an economy all is well with the citizens. 

Despite this it will take a brave and clever individual to predict what may cause this trend to 

change and when it will happen. If the Irish government took this idea into account, future 

downturns in the economy may be reduced as a result. Money could be invested into research 

and development to better equip the government to predict an economic deterioration and to 

have precautions in place to minimize the effect if it does happen to occur. It has been said 

numerous times but tighter regulations should be put in place to ensure credit institutions are 

monitored very closely and rules and regulations are followed religiously. If the Irish 

economy enforces these two policies I do believe we as a country would be in a much more 

stable condition. 

I felt that the author John Kenneth Galbraith was extremely effective in describing the events 

which surround the crash of 1929. He completely changed my view on what I believed the 

crash was all about. I feel now that I am better able to understand the current economic 

recession however I do feel angered by the fact that although the authors aim of the book was 



to prevent future events like this occurring, our generation ignored his generous act. I can 

only hope that the burst we are now experiencing will live on longer in the minds of future 

generations. 

Reference list: 
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The	  book	  which	  I	  chose	  to	  do	  my	  book	  review	  on	  is	  called	  ‘The	  Grapes	  of	  Wrath’	  by	  John	  Steinbeck.	  	  

Set	   in	  dusty	  Oklahoma	  and	  moving	  to	  the	  miserable	  migrant	   life	  of	  California	   it	  tells	  the	  tale	  of	  the	  

Joad	  family	  during	  the	  Great	  Depression.	  	  Tom	  Joad,	  son	  of	  Pa	  and	  Ma	  Joad	  arrives	  home	  from	  prison	  

alongside	  the	  preacher,	  Casy	  just	  in	  time	  before	  the	  family	  sets	  for	  California.	  	  This	  seems	  to	  connect	  

the	   family	   together	   as	   they	   are	   all	   reunited	  now;	  Grandparents,	   parents,	   brothers,	   sisters,	   in-‐laws,	  

friends	  and	  an	  unborn	  baby.	  	  They	  hit	  the	  road	  with	  little	  money	  but	  plenty	  determination.	  

	  

The	   first	   tragedy	   hit	   bringing	   death,	   birth	   and	   family	   closer.	   	   The	   dog	   got	   knocked	   down	  

which	   Rose	   of	   Sharon	   feared	  would	   affect	   her	   unborn	   baby	   and	   then	   Grampa	   died	   just	   after	   the	  

Joad’s	  met	   the	  Wilsons	   and	   adopted	   them.	   	   The	   family	   further	   disintegrated	   along	  Highway	   66	   as	  

Sarah	  Wilson	  was	  dying	  of	  cancer	  and	  then	  Granma	  also	  passed	  away.	  	  Noah,	  Tom’s	  brother	  also	  left	  

which	   left	  Ma	   Joad	  with	  no	  other	   choice	  but	   to	  double	  her	   strength	   in	  determination	   to	   keep	  her	  

family	   together.	   	  They	  continued	  along	   the	  despairing	   road	   in	   realisation	   that	   little	  work	   lay	  ahead	  

despite	  their	  original	  belief	  which	  dampened	  all	   the	  hopes	  for	  a	  happy	   life	   in	  California.	   	  When	  the	  

Joads	   got	  wind	   of	   jobs	   35miles	   down	   the	   road	   they	   quickly	   rushed	   to	   the	   next	   camp	  where	  more	  

despair	  lay	  ahead	  as	  low	  wages	  grant	  the	  family	  a	  hard	  days	  work	  and	  only	  a	  dollar	  collectively.	  	  Tom	  

broke	  his	  parole	  by	  killing	  a	  policeman	  so	  the	  remains	  of	  the	  family,	  with	  Tom	  in	  hiding,	  moved	  to	  a	  

new	   job	  of	  picking	  cotton.	   	  As	   the	  Joads	  and	  the	  other	   ‘Okies’	   faced	  winter,	  wind,	   rain	  and	  mud	   in	  

California	  both	  homeless	  and	  poor	  they	  face	  another	  loss	  as	  Rose	  of	  Sharon	  loses	  the	  baby	  but	  when	  

they	  find	  a	  dry	  barn	  she	  is	  able	  to	  give	  the	  gift	  of	  life	  to	  a	  dying	  man	  in	  there	  through	  her	  breast	  milk.	  	  

This	  brings	  the	  story	  to	  a	  close	  in	  that	  the	  migrants	  were	  one	  big	  community	  who	  ended	  up	  working	  

together	  to	  help	  each	  other.	  

	  

The	  author,	   John	  Steinbeck	  was	  born	   in	  Salinas,	  California	   in	  1902	  to	  John	  Ernest	  and	  Olive	  

Hamilton	  Steinbeck.	   	   In	  1919	  Steinbeck	  went	  to	  Stanford	  University	  where	  he	  enrolled	   in	   literature	  

and	  courses	  until	  he	  left	  for	  New	  York	  in	  1925	  without	  a	  degree.	  	  There	  he	  worked	  as	  a	  labourer	  and	  

a	   journalist	   while	   also	   working	   on	   his	   first	   novel.	   	   In	   the	   1930’s	   Steinbeck	   created	   three	   more	  

powerful	  novels	  focusing	  on	  the	  Californian	  labour	  class,	  one	  which	  was	  to	  be	  considered	  his	  finest	  

yet	   -‐‘The	  Grapes	   of	  Wrath’.	   	   In	   the	   early	   1940’s	   he	   became	   a	   filmmaker	   and	   a	   student	   of	  marine	  

biology.	  	  He	  spent	  the	  last	  years	  of	  his	  life	  with	  his	  third	  wife	  in	  New	  York	  City	  and	  Sag	  Harbour.	  	  He	  

continued	  writing	  many	  more	  books	  and	   in	  1962	  he	  was	  honoured	  with	  a	  Nobel	  Prize.	   	  He	  died	   in	  

New	  York	  City	  in	  1968	  aged	  sixty-‐six.	  



	  

In	  relation	  to	  the	  book	  achieving	   its	  aims,	   I	  definitely	  believe	  this.	   	   In	  the	  blurb	  we	  are	  told	  

“Out	  of	  their	  suffering	  Steinbeck	  created	  a	  drama	  that	  is	  utterly	  human	  but	  truly	  epic	  in	  its	  scale	  and	  

scope;	  an	  astonishing	  and	  moving	  tribute	  to	  the	  endurance	  and	  dignity	  of	  the	  human	  spirit.”	  	  This	  is	  

the	  description	  of	   the	  book	   I	  was	  given	  at	   the	  start	  and	   it	   certainly	   followed	   through	  as	   I	   read	   the	  

heartbreaking	  tale	  of	  daily	  life	  where	  humans	  were	  being	  starved	  to	  death	  in	  this	  particular	  American	  

society.	  	  It	  showed	  the	  endurance	  they	  went	  through	  for	  the	  necessities	  like	  getting	  food	  (Steinbeck	  

1939,	  page	  185-‐186)	  where	  Mae	  the	  waitress	  hassles	  the	  family	  that	  comes	  in	  to	  the	  diner	  looking	  to	  

buy	   bread	   and	   not	   sandwiches.	   	   The	   book	   also	   achieved	   its	   aim	   in	   signifying	   something	   that’s	  

becoming	  more	  common	  also	  in	  Ireland	  today;	  the	  dignity	  of	  the	  human	  spirit.	  	  We	  saw	  the	  migrant	  

community	  coming	  together	  to	  form	  one	  big	  family.	   	   In	  order	  to	  survive	  everyone	  needed	  to	  share	  

which	   was	   demonstrated	   by	   the	  Wilson’s	   and	   the	  Wainright’s	   collaborating	   with	   the	   Joad’s.	   	   The	  

individual	  became	  submerged	  into	  a	  larger	  concept,	  as	  in	  the	  book	  the	  intimate	  Joad	  family	  became	  

smaller	  but	   their	  world	  migrant	   family	  became	  much	   larger.	   	  During	  the	  Great	  Depression	  this	  was	  

one	  of	  the	  major	  contributions	  to	  the	  survival	  of	  the	  migrant	  community.	  	  	   	  

	  

I	  think	  the	  book	  is	  well	  written	  as	   it	  can	  capture	  the	  audience	  well.	   	  After	  reading	  the	  book	  

myself	  and	  discussing	   it	  with	  my	  friends	  we	  all	  agreed	  with	  this	  statement	  as	  we	  felt	  as	  we	  neared	  

the	  end	  of	  each	  chapter	  we	  were	  eager	  to	  start	  the	  next.	   	   I	  think	  Steinbeck	  managed	  to	  do	  that	  by	  

having	   the	   Joads	   hopes	   diminishing	   quickly.	   	  When	   they	   left	   Oklahoma	   they	   were	   certain	   of	   jobs	  

picking	   grapes	   and	   fruit	   in	   California	   but	   as	   time	   went	   by	   and	   Highway	   66	   became	   shorter	   their	  

grapes	   of	   hope	   were	   quickly	   turning	   into	   grapes	   of	   wrath!	   	   As	   the	   Joads	   and	   the	   other	   migrants	  

experienced	   constant	   downfall,	   I	   was	   kept	   interested	   to	   know	  what	   the	   next	   step	   in	   their	   broken	  

dreams	  would	  be	  or	  would	  they	  eventually	  find	  happiness	  in	  a	  city	  they	  were	  looked	  down	  upon	  as	  

‘Okies’.	  	  	  

	  

Steinbeck	  also	  uses	  the	  language	  of	  the	  time	  when	  engaging	  in	  conversation	  within	  the	  book	  

which	  I	  think	  also	  signifies	  another	  element	  of	  a	  well	  written	  book.	  	  This	  showed	  the	  element	  of	  the	  

‘common	  man’	  with	  which	  Steinbeck	  dealt	  throughout	  the	  book.	  	  It	  allowed	  us	  to	  get	  an	  insight	  into	  

the	   life	  of	   the	   Joads	  and	   the	  other	  migrants	   trying	   to	   live	  during	   the	  Great	  Depression.	   	   The	  Great	  

Depression	  described	  within	  the	  book	  relates	   to	   Ireland	  today	  as	   the	  Joads	  and	  the	  other	  migrants	  

were	  unemployed	  and	   struggled	   to	   find	  any	   job	  or	  merely	   any	  money	   to	   survive.	   	   This	   is	   a	   similar	  



situation	   to	   Ireland	   today	   as	   the	   unemployment	   level	   is	   higher	   than	   ever	   at	   13.7%	   (CAO	   2010,	  

‘Seasonally	   Adjusted	   Standardised	   Unemployment	   Rates’	   [online],	   available:	  

http://www.cso.ie/statistics/sasunemprates.htm[]accessed	   30th	   October	   2010).	   	   Many	   people	  

struggle	  to	  find	  employment	  which	  results	  in	  no	  income	  and	  a	  struggling	  lifestyle	  with	  many	  homes	  

and	   cars	   being	   repossessed	   as	   repayments	   can’t	   be	  made.	   	   This	   was	   similar	   to	   the	   Joads	   as	   they	  

couldn’t	   afford	   to	   make	   the	   repayments	   to	   the	   banks	   on	   their	   land	   and	   hence	   the	   banks	   were	  

employing	  people	  to	  plough	  up	  the	  land	  and	  any	  houses	  in	  there	  path	  using	  tractors.	  	  	  

	  

	   Poverty	   is	  also	  evident	  within	   the	  book	  and	   in	   Ireland	   today.	   	   In	   the	  book	  we	  can	   see	   that	  

survival	  is	  key	  but	  also	  a	  constant	  struggle	  as	  even	  food	  is	  only	  found	  on	  a	  daily	  basis.	  	  “He	  reached	  

down,	  picked	  up	  his	  sack	  and	  emptied	  it	  on	  the	  porch.	  	  Two	  cottontails	  and	  a	  jackrabbit	  fell	  out	  and	  

rolled	  over	  limply,	  soft	  and	  furry”	  (Steinbeck	  1939,	  page56)	  Poverty	  is	  also	  prevalent	  in	  Ireland	  as	  we	  

see	   the	   Irish	  people	   struggling	   to	   survive.	   	   Little	   help	   is	   available	   to	   the	  poorest	   of	   people	  both	   in	  

California	  and	  in	  Ireland.	  The	  Great	  Depression	  was	  caused	  by	  the	  banks	  back	  in	  the	  1930’s	  and	  again	  

in	  Ireland	  today,	  the	  recession	  that	  we	  are	  in	  now	  was	  started	  because	  of	  the	  banks	  but	  also	  because	  

the	  price	  of	  oil	  soared	  through	  the	  roof.	   	  The	  Government	  provides	  a	  social	  welfare	  payment	  but	   it	  

isn’t	   sufficient	   to	  meet	   the	  needs	  of	   the	  poorest	  people.	   	  As	   is	   the	  case	   in	   the	  book,	   the	  richest	  of	  

people	  are	  well	  looked	  after	  through	  little	  taxation	  and	  the	  poor	  people	  get	  given	  little	  help	  with	  high	  

taxes	  and	  plenty	  cuts.	  	  It	  also	  shows	  the	  inequality	  divide	  that	  still	  exists	  today	  that	  did	  seventy	  one	  

years	  ago	  in	  1939.	  	  	  

	  

	   The	   fact	   that	   the	   Joads	   along	   with	   thousands	   of	   others	   from	   Oklahoma	   fled	   to	   California	  

shows	   how	   quick	   people	   were	   to	   immigrate.	   	   Nothing	   much	   has	   changed	   since,	   as	   thousands	   of	  

young	  people	  still	   flee	  Ireland	  looking	  for	  the	  grapes	  of	  hope	  that	  the	  Joads	  once	  looked	  for.	  There	  

are	   little	   jobs	   available	   in	   Ireland	   today	   for	   any	   one	   let	   alone	   the	   newly	   qualified	   and	   educated	  

workforce	  or	  those	  with	  no	  qualifications.	  	  Ireland’s	  future	  workforces	  are	  quickly	  leaving	  for	  Canada,	  

Australia	  and	  England	  where	  the	  grass	   looks	  greener.	   	   Ironically,	  to	  stay	   in	  Australia	  as	  part	  of	  your	  

visa	   fruit	   picking	   needs	   to	   be	  done.	   	   In	   the	   Irish	   economy	   today,	  many	  of	   the	   younger	   people	   are	  

immigrating	   which	   means	   the	   Irish	   economy’s	   spending	   is	   lower	   which	   will	   keep	   decreasing	  

aggregate	  demand.	  	  	  	  

	   	  



	   I	   think	   this	  book	  as	  a	  whole	  brings	  back	   the	   togetherness	  and	   the	   importance	  of	   the	  basic	  

family	  unit	  and	  the	  larger	  concept	  of	  the	  world	  family.	  	  It	  shows	  the	  influence	  of	  the	  family	  on	  each	  

other	  as	  we	  saw	  in	  the	  book	  where	  Al	  was	  happy	  to	  have	  Tom	  back	  to	  help	  him	  guide	  the	  whole	  Joad	  

family	  to	  California.	  Overall	  this	  book	  gave	  me	  an	  insight	  into	  California	  and	  dust	  bowl	  Oklahoma	  and	  

also	  the	  economy	  in	  Ireland	  today	  which	  allowed	  me	  to	  draw	  the	  similarities	  of	  immigration,	  poverty	  

and	  the	   lack	  of	  help	  available.	   	  Steinbeck	  used	  different	   techniques	   to	  capture	   the	  reader	  and	   I	  do	  

believe	  that	  after	  reading	  this	  book	  this	  could	  certainly	  be	  ‘his	  finest	  yet’	  as	  I	  thoroughly	  enjoyed	  it.	  	  	  

 


