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The Virginia Museum of History & Culture’s Education team thanks the many people and departments who contributed 

their time to this project.    

All objects are from the Virginia Museum of History & Culture collections, except the following: Poster, Ready to Serve, 

Works Progress Administration  and Poster, A Young Man’s Opportunity, Works Progress Administration from the Library 

of Congress.    



This packet explores Franklin Roosevelt’s New Deal legislation and its efforts to recover a nation after an 

economic collapse. Students will analyze manuscripts, political cartoons, images, and broadsides to 

understand further the impacts of the Great Depression and the solutions the New Deal provided.  

This primary source packet is designed to help familiarize students with a variety of primary source material from the 

collections of the Virginia Museum of History & Culture. The sources included will expose students to a variety of 

collection material, including documents, artwork, broadsides, letters, and photographs. When analyzing the materials, 

keep in mind the origin of the source – is it an object or a written source? Was it meant to be public or private? Who is it 

to, and who is it from? Who used it? Does it contain opinion or facts, and can you tell the difference? Is it written or 

illustrated? These questions, the material in the corresponding source packet, the contextual information and images, 

and the guidelines below will provide an avenue for integrating museum collections into the classroom.

 

The Great Depression (1929-1939) sent the United 

States into an unprecedented economic collapse. 

Businesses failed, unemployment skyrocketed, and 

prices plummeted. The president at the time, Herbert 

Hoover, was considered by many to be a weak leader 

who failed to support the American people properly. 

When he was up for reelection, Hoover lost the 

presidency to Democrat Franklin Delano Roosevelt, who 

campaigned on restoring the American Dream. 

Franklin Delano Roosevelt was elected president in 

1932, three years after the Great Depression began. 

During his first 100 days (about three and a half 

months), Roosevelt and Congress passed the New Deal. 

The New Deal created various federal programs and 

congressional acts to dig the United States out of the 

Great Depression.  

The Great Depression did not immediately devastate 

Virginia like other parts of the country. The state itself 

did not depend on one type of economy, and most 

products manufactured in Virginia were necessities such 

as food, clothing, and tobacco rather than luxury items. 

For many farmers, the Great Depression was just a 

continuation of hard times that began around 1920. 

Virginia farmers tended to fare better than farmers 

elsewhere, largely because of the prevalence of truck 

and dairy farming and the continued popularity of 

tobacco. Nonetheless, drought and the Great 

Depression in the late 1920s and early 1930s eventually 

hit Virginia farmers especially hard. By 1931, Virginia 

began to experience a higher rate of unemployment, 

federal budget cuts, and a drop in farm prices. It would 

take another world war to help them recover. 

The effects of the Great Depression resulted in FDR 

establishing the “alphabet agencies.” These agencies 

are often categorized by the three “R’s”: relief, 

recovery, and reform. Relief programs gave help to poor 

people in need of money, recovery programs were 

intended to fix the economy and put people back to 

work, and, reform programs were meant to regulate the 

economy and prevent another financial crash.  

 The New Deal is responsible for programs such as the 

Federal Emergency Relief Administration (FERA), Public 

Works Administration (PWA), the Civilian Conservation 

Corps (CCC), the Works Projects Administration (WPA), 

and many, many more. The “alphabet agencies” 

supported Americans affected by unemployment, home 

and farm foreclosures, and economic inaction.  Federal 

programs in the 1930s assisted the American people on 

their road to recovery and out of the Depression Era. 

 The Federal Emergency Relief Administration employed 

more than 40,000 Virginians in construction projects 

across the state. FERA provided farmers with loans in 

rural areas, especially in Central and Southwest Virginia. 

The Public Works Administration funded new road 

construction, schools, and infrastructures. The PWA 

employed construction workers, resulting in better 

communities, as well. Similarly, the Civilian 

Conservation Corps recruited thousands of young men 



in environmentally focused projects. Another agency, 

the Works Project Administration, promoted these 

government projects and new legislation through art. 

Roosevelt and his administration also passed a series of 

Congressional acts. One of the most notable is the 

Social Security Act of 1935. The Social Security Act 

aimed to provide general welfare for the elderly, the 

unemployed, and dependents. It established that no 

American should experience instability and provided a 

safety net. Despite obvious progress, there were people 

who doubted Roosevelt and his New Deal propositions.  

Virginia politician Harry Flood Byrd refused to spend 

Virginia money on the New Deal’s public works 

programs. Byrd’s Family and their Byrd Organization 

politically dominated and controlled Virginia for over 

forty years. During his long-standing time in politics, 

Byrd ran his administration like a business; he valued a 

small, centralized government and encouraged 

industrial development and tourism. President 

Roosevelt’s New Deal threatened Byrd’s traditional “Old 

Dominion” ideologies and fiscal “pay-as-you-go" 

approach. 

Even with the Commonwealth’s political resistance, 

Virginians took advantage of the New Deal nationwide 

agencies and acts. The Great Depression left many 

Americans hopeless. Roosevelt initiated recovery and 

the restoration of the American spirit. By the decade's 

end, the New Deal stabilized wages and costs, 

controlled agricultural production, and cut the 

unemployment rate in half. Even though the New Deal 

technically only lasted ten years, its long-term impacts 

can still be seen today. 

Broadside, Announcement of 

Harry F. Byrd for Democratic 

Nomination for Governor of 

Virginia, 1925 

Political Cartoon, The Music 

Master, by Fred O. Seibel, 1938 

Letter, Nancy Whitley Farmer* 

Broadside, To People of 

Intelligence… 1936 

Photographic Print, CCC Boys after 

Preparing Dyke, 1936 

Poster, Ready to Serve, Works 

Progress Administration** 

Poster, A Young Man’s 

Opportunity, Works Progress 

Administration** 

Text, The Tobacco Code, 1933 

Text, Which will you choose? A 

report on the labor record of the 

Democratic Association, 1944 

*All letters are transcribed as 

written. Spelling, grammar, and 

punctuation errors have been 

retained.  

**Courtesy of Library of Congress 

  



OBSERVE 

1. What do you notice first?  

2. Find something small but interesting.  

3. What do you notice that you didn't expect? What do you notice that you can't explain? 

What do you notice now that you didn't earlier?  

REFLECT 

1. Where do you think this came from?  

2. Why do you think somebody made this? What do you think was happening when this 

was made?  

3. Who do you think was the audience for this item?  

4. What tool was used to create this?  

5. Why do you think this item is important?  

6. If someone made this today, what would be different?  

7. What can you learn from examining this? 

QUESTION 

1. What do you wonder about...who? what? when? Where? Why? How? 

  



VMHC Call Number: Broadsides 1925:5 

Broadsides are printed items posted or distributed as advertisements or bulletins, 

like posters. Harry Flood Byrd and his family were politically prominent throughout 

the 20th century in the Commonwealth. He was a Virginia senator from 1915 until 

his election as governor in 1925. Byrd ran as a Democrat; he promised better 

access to education and healthcare, improved roads, and the development of 

“natural assets.” In 1927, Harry F. Byrd proposed his “pay-as-you-go" fiscal policy. 

Its purpose was to charge an extra gas tax throughout Virginia to fund new roads 

incrementally. Though only governor for one term, Byrd had a long political career. 

In 1933, Harry Byrd was elected to the United States Senate. Senator Byrd was a 

tough critic of Roosevelt’s New Deal legislation; he opposed relief programs and 

did not contribute any Virginia funds to the nationwide effort. His retirement in 

1965 marked the end of the Byrd Political Machine. 

1. What was the purpose of this text? Who was the intended audience? 

2. How does Harry F. Byrd describe his running platform? 

3. How is this similar or different than a political advertisement we would see 

today? 

4. What examples does Byrd use to prove he is qualified to be governor?  

 

 

VMHC Object Number: 1992.120.24 

Fred O. Seibel cartoon, "The Music Master," was published on September 4, 1938. President Roosevelt is shown as a 

music teacher with Republican and Democrat students playing from the same "New Deal Program" songbook. The 

Pulitzer Prize cartoonist depicts Roosevelt as a music conductor saying, “I have not the slightest objection to who plays 

what instrument as long as it’s the right music!” to a “Liberal Democrat” and a “Liberal Republican.” New Deal legislation 

proposed projects to dig all Americans out of the Great Depression, despite their political beliefs. As President, 

Roosevelt pressured both Republican and Democrat politicians to pass his agenda.  

1. What people and objects are shown? 

2. What message do you think the audience is supposed to get from this cartoon?  

What opinion is the artist expressing?  

3. Do you think this political cartoon is effective? Why or why not? 

 

 

VMHC Call Number: Mss2 F2299 a 1 

In 1988, several decades after the Great Depression, Nancy Farmer wrote a letter to a childhood neighbor, Mrs. Spencer 

Gilmore, briefly describing her family's hardships. Like many people in the 1930s, Farmer, her husband, and their four 

kids lost their home, struggled to find work, and could not always afford necessities. She explains how they rented out 

rooms in their "three-room old water flat" to boarders for three years. The extra income allowed Nancy Farmer and her 

family to afford a much larger house. Nancy still lives in the Richmond neighborhood she and Gilmore grew up in; she 

talks about people Gilmore would have known, including how an old neighbor's house turned her life around during the 

Depression.  

1. What do you think the purpose of this letter was? 



2. What is an example the author includes that shows her family’s desperation? 

3. Does the author change her tone in this letter? Why or why not? 

4. How does Nancy Farmer end this letter? What does that tell us about her life? 

 

 

VMHC Call Number: Broadsides 1936:4 

The Jeffersonian Democrats of Virginia posted this broadside publicly opposing Democrat Franklin Delano Roosevelt for 

presidential reelection and endorsing Republican nominee Alfred Landon. Before his political career, Landon made 

millions from his oil company. He supported most New Deal programs but disliked government interference in 

businesses. Both Landon and Jeffersonian Democrats believed New Deal programs overstepped into local affairs.  

Jeffersonian Democrats followed Thomas Jefferson’s political and economic ideologies. During his political career in the 

18th and 19th century, Jefferson advocated for states’ rights and a small federal government. Centuries later, Jeffersonian 

Democrats argued that the New Deal increased the power of the federal government and violated states’ rights. Though 

Alfred Landon was running on a Republican platform, many Jeffersonian Democrats favored him. However, even with 

their support, Landon lost the election. 

1. How does the wording of this broadside portray the New Deal and President Roosevelt? 

2. Do the Jeffersonian Democrats of Virginia support or oppose the New Deal? What evidence in the texts suggests 

that? 

3. Why do the authors think the word “democratic” is “mislabeling” when talking about the New Deal? 

 

 

VMHC Call Number: 1996.34.1 

The Civilian Conservation Corps trained, educated, and employed millions of young men across the United States. CCC 

workers spent six months in camps, earning one dollar a day doing conservation work. Camp Roosevelt, the first Civilian 

Conservation Corps camp, was established in Luray, Virginia at George Washington National Forest in 1933.  

This New Deal program was responsible for opening six state parks and preserving the federal projects of the 

Shenandoah National Park, the Skyline Drive, and the Blue Ridge Parkway. Even though the CCC employed over 107,210 

men in Virginia alone, it caused the displacement of over 500 Shenandoah Valley families. In the 1930s, the Federal 

government purchased or condemned privately owned land. The Civilian Conservation Corps restored natural 

landscapes in these parks at the expense of previous residents. 

1. What is the physical setting of this image? 

2. What do you think the men in this image were posing for? Why do you think that?  

3. How do their poses and expressions reflect their moods? What does that tell you about this photo? 

4. Where was this photo taken? Why do you think that? 

 

 

Courtesy of Library of Congress (LOC Call Numbers: POS - WPA - ILL .C44, no. 3 & POS - WPA - ILL .B46, no. 1) 

 

The Works Progress Administration was an arts-related New Deal program. It employed artists, held exhibitions, and 

organized community events. Before the WPA was formally organized, New York City’s mayor, Fiorello LaGuardia, 

employed New York artists to make posters promoting his favorite New Deal projects. The federal government’s 

“Federal Project Number One” absorbed the “Mayor’s Poster Project” and continued its efforts nationwide. WPA 



posters designed posters mainly for federal art, music, writers, and theater Projects. Work opportunities, health and 

public safety, and National Park Services were commonly publicized, as well. The head of the WPA Poster Division, 

Richard Floethe, stated that the division’s goal was to “preserve the skill of the unemployed artist and return artists to 

private industry... with more knowledge in their profession and greater confidence in themselves.” 

Observe & compare the two posters: 

1. How does the WPA depict a man’s work differently than the women’s poster? 

2. What kind of jobs were men most likely to have? What about women? 

3. Have you seen a poster or advertisement like this before? How is it the same or different? 

4. Why do you think this was or wasn’t effective for recruiting? 

5. Why would the government want to fund art programs? Are the arts essential to rebuild the economy? Why or 

why not? 

 

  

VMHC Call Number: HD9130.7 C61 

The National Recovery Administration (NRA) established the National Industrial Recovery Act of 1933 (NIRA). Title I of 

the National Industrial Recovery Act forced companies to write industry-wide “Codes of Fair Competition.” These codes 

initiated limited working hours, protected pay rates, enforced fixed prices, prohibited child labor, and granted the right 

of collective bargaining. The NIRA and its Codes of Fair Competition sought to regulate the economy and working 

conditions in the long-term.  

These codes were implemented following the NIRA of 1933 on August 1, 1933, and applied to the tobacco industry. The 

term “tobacco industry” was defined as any manufactured product connected with the leaf of tobacco. Under the 

Tobacco Industry Codes, employees were granted a higher wage and a 40-hour work week. The NRA fixed prices on 

tobacco products and increased employment opportunities.  

1. What is the purpose of this text? What are “codes” supposed to provide? 

2. What does this tell us about practices towards workers before these codes were created? 

3. How would these codes have improved (or worsened) the tobacco industry and its employees’ lives? 

 

 

VMHC Call Number: E806 W571 

Franklin Delano Roosevelt began his third presidential term in January 1941. When this pamphlet was created (1944), 

Roosevelt was entering his twelfth year in office and preparing to run for a fourth term (Note: Roosevelt was the only 

president to serve more than two terms before the 22nd Amendment which limited the president to only two elected 

terms.). This pamphlet highlights the twelve years of action under the Democrat president. FDR’s Administration 

initiated America’s long road to economic recovery after the Great Depression. Programs like the Civilian Conservation 

Corps (CCC), National Industrial Recovery Act (NIRA), and the Home Owners Loan Corporation (HOLC), are just a few to 

name mentioned in the pamphlet, which represents his Administration’s contributions. The authors compared FDR’s 

administration to the stagnant three Republican presidents that preceded him, Harding, Coolidge, and Hoover.  

1. Who made this source and why? 

2. What has the Democratic Administration accomplished? 

3. The creators compare Roosevelt’s presidential terms and his predecessors’ terms. What are the main 

differences they point out? 

4. Have you seen a political advertisement like this? What is the same or different? 
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