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THE LESSONS OF

HAM AND EGGS
California’s 1938 and 1939

Pension Ballot Propositions
by Daniel J.B. Mitchell’

Then one day—just three short weeks before the (1938) California primaries—the
Pension Plan presented Frank C. Jordan, Secretary of State, with the largest list
of petitions in the history of California: 789,000 voters—25% of the registra-
tion—were demanding a chance to vote for Ham and Eggs for California. Cali-
fornia politicians sat up with a jerk. It wasn’t possible! Over three quarters of a
million voters. Who were these people?”

o were these people! They were the elderly and near elderly who

thought they would benefit from the Ham and Eggs pension plan.

Ham and Eggs was a proposal to pay Californians aged 50 and

over {(about a third of the electorate) “$30 Bvery Thursday” financed out of 2
new California currency. At first glance, the story of Ham and Eggs is one of
those truth-is-stranger-than-fiction Southern California tales. The world
has come to be unsurprised by such regional events as the 1997 mass suicide
of castrated, computer-programming “monks” seeking to join a mythical
space ship following the Hale-Bopp comet. But much of the state’s current
image comes from its reputation as a center of youth culture. In the 1930s,
however, when Ham and Eggs developed, California was a place to which one
retired. As Chart 1 shows, from the 1890s until the mid 1950s, California

1The author thanks Sanford M. Jacoby and attendees ata special seninar at the University of California Los Ange:
les School of Public Policy and Social Research for their comments. He also thanks Raymond Teichman and
Verne Newton of the Franklin Delano Roosevelt Library for their assistance in locating documents and the
U.C.LA. Academic Senate for research funding, The reseatch staff of the California State Archives was also

very helpful. .
NWinston Moore and Marian Moore, Out of the Frying Pan (Los Angeles: DeVorss & Co,, 1939, p. 77.
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funds aren’t “real,” that the surplus in those funds is being used to cover up
or pay for the federal deficit, or that private investment returns to individuals
would be higher than Social Security provides are the ingredients for tomor-
row’s complaints and conspiracy theories.
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