Tacitus Annals (Book VI, Ch. 16-17): The financial crisis under Tiberius (33 AD)
[16.1] Meanwhile, a powerful host of accusers fell upon those who committed usury by multiplying their capital through loans, contrary to a law passed by Dictator Caesar, which regulated the terms of lending and the holding of property within Italy—a law long since disregarded, because private gain is preferred to the public good.
[16.2] The curse of usury, indeed, was an ancient evil in the state, and a frequent cause of sedition and discord; and it was therefore restricted even in an older time, when the habits of the people were less corrupt.
[16.3] First, the Twelve Tables forbade any interest higher than ten percent per annum, whereas before it had been fixed at the arbitrary will of the wealthy.
[16.4] Afterwards, a tribune's law reduced it to half that amount, and finally, loans at interest were forbidden entirely.
[16.5] Numerous decrees of the people were enacted to meet the evasions which were continually being devised, but no sooner were they suppressed than they broke out again under new forms.
[16.6] On this occasion, Gracchus the Praetor, to whose court the matter had been referred, felt forced by the numbers implicated to refer it to the Senate.
[16.7] The Senators were alarmed, as not a single one of them was free from guilt in the matter.
[16.8] They therefore begged for the Emperor's indulgence, which was granted; and a space of eighteen months was allowed, within which everyone was to settle his private accounts in accordance with the requirements of the law.
Book VI, Chapter 17
[17.1] Hence came a great scarcity of money.
[17.2] For not only were all debts called in at once, but after so many convictions and sales of confiscated property, the cash that was realized was locked up in the imperial treasury or the public exchequer.
[17.3] Upon this, the Senate had decreed that every creditor should invest two-thirds of his capital in land in Italy, and that the debtors should pay back at once two-thirds of their debt.
[17.4] The creditors, however, demanded payment of the whole, nor was it consistent with the self-respect of the debtors to break their faith.
[17.5] Thus at first there was much running to and fro, and many entreaties; then the Praetor's court was filled with legal actions.
[17.6] The very measure devised as a remedy—the forced buying and selling of land—produced the opposite result, because the creditors had held back all their cash to buy land.
[17.7] As land was thrown onto the market in large quantities, prices fell; the more heavily a man was in debt, the harder it was for him to sell, and many were completely ruined.
[17.8] The destruction of private fortunes brought down with it both rank and reputation, until Tiberius came to the rescue.
[17.9] He distributed one hundred million sesterces among various banking houses, giving the facility of borrowing for three years without interest, provided the debtor gave security to the State in land to double the value of the loan.
[17.10] Credit was thus restored, and by degrees private lenders were also found.
[17.11] But the purchase of land was not carried out according to the strict terms of the Senate's decree; for, as usually happens in such matters, strictness at the beginning gave way to laxity in the end.
