What Happened in the Great Depression According to Bob Nathan
Almost all commentators agree both that we do not adequately understand the reasons for the Great Depression starting in 1929 and even less the process of recovery from it.  Further, that learning policy lessons from its history is questionable since clearly no one found a magic bullet to address its challenges.
However, Robert Nathan, the founder of Nathan Associates Inc. was head of the organization that charted the process of recovery and you might be interested in the excerpts from his annual reports reported below.   The conventions for reporting national income were just evolving and some of the articles refer to slightly different figures (preliminary and final annual figures).  Further, there is at least a little spin on some of the article titles as you will note. 

1935
“In 1934, estimated income payments…totaled 49.4 billion dollars as compared with 44.4 billion dollars in 1933, a gain of 11 percent. …the 1934 total was still 37 percent below that of 1929 when national income paid out equaled 98.6 billion dollars.  ….

Real income did not vary to the extent of the dollar decline indicated…since price changes were an important part in the movements indicated….While income paid out declined 43 percent from 1929 to 1933, the Bureau of Labor Statistics indexes of the cost of living and of wholesale prices decreased 23 and 31 percent, respectively….”

Robert R. Nathan, Chief, National Income Section, Division of Economic Research

“National Income Increased Five Billion Dollars in 1934,”  Survey of Current  Business, August 1935, pp. 16-18.

1936

“Larger income…served to increase the total national income produced to 53 billion dollars in 935, 4.6 billion dollars more tha in 1934, and to increase the national income paid out 3.4 billion dollars to a toal of 53.6 billion dollars in 1935.”

Robert R. Nathan, Chief, National Income Section, Division of Economic Research

“Expansion in the National Income Continued in 1935,”  Survey of Current Business June 1936, pp. 14-19.
1937

“National Income produced increased…to 63.8 billion dollars in 1936….”

Robert R. Nathan, Chief, National Income Section, Division of Economic Research

“”National Income Gain in 1936 Largest of Recovery Period,: Survey of Current Business, June 1937, pp. 11-17.

1938


”National income produced in the United States in 1937 recorded a new high for the recovery period of 67.8 billion dollars, exceeding the level of any year since 1929……The seasonally adjusted index of monthly income payments…averaged 2 percent lower in the last 3 months of 1937 than during the first 9 months of the year.  This index further reveals a decline of 6.3 percent in income payments in the first 4 months of 1938 over the same period a year ago.”

Robert R. Nathan, Chief, National Income Section, Division of Economic Research

“National Income in 1937 Largest Since 1929,” Survey of Current Business June 1938, pp. 11-17.

1939
“In 1938 the national income in the United States…totaled 64 billion dollars….   This was almost …11% below the recovery high…reached in 1937…”
Robert R. Nathan, Chief, National Income Section, Division of Economic Research

“National Income in 1938 at 64 Billion Dollars,”  Survey of Current Business June 1939, pp. 10-15.

1940

“National Income in the United States in 1939 totaled nearly 70 billion dollars…The large rise in 1939 resulted in considerable measure from the accelerated expansion in business activity which followed the outbreak of the war in September.”

Robert R. Nathan, Chief, National Income Division,

“National Income at Nearly 70 Billion Dollars in 1939,” Survey of Current Business,” June 1940, pp. 6-11.

