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Anything truly unusual happening on Main Street? 
  

Here’s a question which is always useful: “Is there anything truly unusual happening on Main Street?”  
  
Now, there is always a collection of odd things happening in the real world of business and consumer 
life.  They make life interesting, but although the media is inclined to report them as earth-shaking events 
. . . they usually aren’t.  The “Great Trade War” between America and China during the Trump years was 
a pretty good example.  When China canceled its US soybean imports—with remarks about wrecking 
American farming and the President’s chance of reelection—we were treated to many headlines of doom 
over stories about soybeans rotting in silos and farmers wondering how to save themselves.  Looking back 
at the record, of course, it turned out that U.S. soybean production and revenues hardly took a dent . . . 
because when China decided to buy from Brazil, Brazil’s customers suddenly had to buy from 
America.  Exactly the same thing has been happening more recently with China’s “Great Trade War” with 
Australia.  China canceled copper imports from Australia, buying copper elsewhere . . . so “elsewhere’s” 
copper customers picked up the phone and bought from Australia.  No change in copper income to 
Australia—but some scary headlines in Melbourne.  
  
We might call such items the “odd things” which crop up all the time.  But now and then, 
something really unusual goes on in Main Street USA or World. “Lockdown!” took the gold, silver and 
bronze medals for “really unusual,” and Main Street Everywhere didn’t treat it as “odd but interesting,” 
but instead treated it as “incredible and deadly.”  That was the right attitude, and Main Street handled 
“Lockdown!” with its usual ingenuity and determination.  
  
Outlook’s candidate for “truly unusual” these days isn’t as bad as “Lockdown!” but it’s a good deal more 
serious than “odd.”  Here are the pictures:  first, the economists’ dull chart, then the real-world photos 
which give life to the chart. 
  

 
  



 
  



 
  

“Supply Chain Bottlenecks!” have been the direct result of “Lockdowns!” for 2 reasons: 
  

1. “Lockdowns!” disrupted all activity on Main Street—and that’s a volume of activity which is as 
hard for us to imagine as the volume of stars in a galaxy.  

  
2. Then, being something completely new, “Lockdowns!” puzzled Main Street about exactly how the 

recovery would proceed.  Main Street couldn’t be sure what to resume making first, and how 
much to make. 
  

But Main Street made its best guesses, and went at it.  An incredible rebound in economic activity, jobs 
and income was the result . . . but so were the “Supply Chain Bottlenecks!” pictured up there.  And there 
has been one more result:  hiking prices is back in style, having bowed off the main stage for the past 10 
or 15 years, more or less.   The inevitable and perfectly sensible way, on Main Street, of handling scarce 
supplies of things is to raise their prices, so Main Street can figure out who really wants which things, the 
sooner the better.  
  
That’s mostly a good thing:  rising prices and temporarily higher profits attracts more suppliers on Main 
Street, no matter which “thing” we’re talking about, and thereby brings on the “cure” for those rising 
prices, eventually.  At Outlook we mention, now and then, how “the cure for low prices is low prices,” but 
the rest of that ancient farmer saying is the opposite:  “and the cure for high prices is high prices.”  The 
saying works in both directions, no matter what . . . sometime.  



  
The difference today, though, is that the Federal Reserve has printed a 33% increase in the supply of 
money since last year.  That money-supply rocket is almost as “truly unusual” as “Lockdowns!” was truly 
unusual.  At Outlook we’re as nearly certain as we can be that its ultimate meaning will be more 
inflation:  the “cure for high prices is high prices” will not work nearly as well as it should, in triggering 
falling prices eventually.  The rocket-like price hikes we’ve been seeing on Main Street—housing being 
Exhibit One—will ebb and flow as always, but it is very hard to see the complete reversal toward “low 
prices” which would follow, without that 33% tidal wave of new money.  
  
It all means trouble on Main Street eventually, but not for a good while.  It won’t stop Main Street from 
continuing its miraculous recovery from “Lockdowns!” for another year, or two or three.  There is just too 
much determination and vitality on our Street, combined with an awful lot of financial strength.  Main 
Street will keep building . . . and commodity and heavy-industrial companies like Freeport, Conoco, 
Caterpillar and the like will do very well.  When the 33% Day of Reckoning shows up, those companies will 
slow down, taking some dents but trudging on.  They are exactly the kind of companies we must own, 
when we know there is Trouble around the corner after the next couple of corners, or so—but before that 
we’d like to earn the reward from having faith in such companies. 
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The remarks above aren’t a general recommendation to buy or sell particular securities.  Such decisions should 
only be made in the context of an investor’s own circumstances.  Stocks and bonds carry the risk of loss.  
 


