
The Great Anniversary 
 
It’s a time of unimaginable economic strife.  Unemployment has hit double digits.  
Investors have lost faith in the stock market sending it into rapid declines.  Aristocrats are 
losing their fortunes.  Average citizens are losing their homes.  Banks are shuttering left 
and right.  Although the scenario sounds much like the current recession, it’s the 1930s 
and The Great Depression is in full force. 
 While my colleague Tom Brigandi discusses the ominous anniversary of the 
Lehman Brothers collapse in the article above this one, another dark benchmark in 
American history remains somewhat elusive.  October 29th marked the eightieth 
anniversary of Black Tuesday, otherwise known as The Great Stock Market Crash of 
1929.  The day is largely seen as the official start of The Great Depression. 
 Looking back on the anniversary of the worst stock market crash in United States 
history, PBS recently aired a five-part mini-series covering the seminal events of the 
period during The Great Depression.  The first part, entitled “The Crash of 1929,” covers 
the stark fall of the stock market, which followed a period of extreme excess and 
optimism.  The events leading up to The Great Depression are often compared and 
contrasted with to the events that have created the current downturn with extreme vigor.  
While many of the technical aspects may differ on some level, the overall moral hazard 
associated with boom period resonates as we still dig ourselves from a financial trench. 
 The documentary begins appropriately enough with a rapidly inflating balloon 
with the year 1928 printed on it, which then pops as it swells to full capacity.  This not so 
subtle symbol speaks to what we now call a “bubble economy.” Wall Street firms, who 
sold stock on margin, forged the bubble.  To buy stock on margin meant that you could 
buy $1,000 worth the stock for $100.  In reality, this concept is much more simple than 
the financial instruments like Credit Default Swaps and short-selling that caused today’s 
recession.  But the overall premise is that banks made investments with money they 
didn’t really have.  When the stocks shot down on October 29th, 1929, the floor gave 
way. 
    The first part of the American Experience five-part mini-series chronicles the 
delusional sense of never-ending prosperity and severe reckoning that followed through 
interviews.  The entire series, entitled 1930s, is available online at 
pbs.org/wgbh/americanexperience/.  


