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CHAPTER I: A BRIEF HISTORY OF THE CIVILIAN 

CONSERVATION CORPS 

ORIGINS 

Celebrations throughout the country in 1983 commemorated the 50th 

anniversary of the establishment of the Civil ian Conservation Corps in 

1933. In cities and national parks, speakers gave talks on the local and 

national history of the CCC. Former members of the CCC and interested 

individuals founded organizations dedicated to honoring its work and 

ideals. The CCC, which existed for nine years and three months, has 

remained one of the most popular of President Franklin Delano Roosevelt's 
i 

New Deal programs. 

The intellectual origins of the program predate 1933 by more than 80 

years and come from another continent. In 1850 the Scottish essayist 

Thomas Carlyle wrote that unemployed men should be organized into 

regiments to drain bogs and work in wilderness areas for the betterment 
2 

of society. Then in 1910 Harvard philosopher William James published an 

essay entit led "The Moral Equivalent of War," in which he wrote: 

Now--and this is my idea--there were, instead of military 
conscription a conscription of the whole youthful population to 
form for a certain number of years a part of the army enlisted 
against Nature, the injustice would tend to be evened out, and 
numerous other goods to the commonwealth would follow. The 
mil i tary ideals of hardihood and discipline would be wrought 
into the growing f ibre of the people; no one would remain blind 

1. Conrad L. Wirth and James F. Kieley, " I t 's 50 Years Since CCC Went 
into Act ion , " Courier, The National Park Service Newsletter, 48(Apri l 
1983):3. A number of histories have been wri t ten about the CCC or 
aspects of the program. The best single volume to date is John A. 
Salmond's The Civilian Conservation Corps, 1933-1942: A New Deal Case 
Study (Durham, N.C. : Duke University Press, 1967). For a view of the 
CCC from inside the National Park Service, see Conrad L. Wirth's Parks, 
Politics and the People (Norman: University of Oklahoma Press, 1980). 
Additional works of interest can be found in the bibliography of this 
report . 

2. American Council on Education, Youth jn the CCC (Washington, 
D.C. : GPO, 1942), p. 15. 
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as the luxurious classes now are b l ind , to man's relations to the 
globe he lives on, and to the permanently sour and hard 
foundations of his higher l i fe. To coal and iron mines, f re ight 
t ra ins , to f ishing fleets in December, to dishwashing, 
clothes-washing, and window-washing, to road-building and 
tunnel-making, to foundries and stoke-holes, and to the frames 
of skyscrapers, would our gilded youths be drafted off , 
according to their choice, to get the childishness knocked out 
of them, and to come back into society with healthier 
sympathies and soberer ideas. They would have paid their 
blood-tax, done their own part in the immemorial human warfare 
against nature; they would tread the earth more proudly, the 
women would value them more h igh ly , they would be better 
fathers and teachers of the following generation. 

In 1915 conservationist George H. Maxwell proposed that young men be 

enrolled into a national construction corps to help in forests and plains 

conservation work, to f ight forest f i res and floods, and to reclaim swamp 
4 

and desert lands. 

Probably the greatest single impetus for implementing these ideas was the 

Great Depression, when unemployment rose from a l i t t le over 3 percent of 

the civil ian work force ( in 1929) to over 25 percent ( in 1933). 

Unemployment among the nation's youth rose even faster than general 

unemployment. Not only were many young people unemployed, but 
5 

approximately 30 percent of those working had only part-t ime jobs. The 

administration of Herbert C. Hoover responded to the worsening economic 

3. John J . McDermott, e d . , The Writings of William James: A 
Comprehensive Edition (New York: Random House, 1967), p. 6cT9~! 

4. Salmond, pp. 4-5; and Ar thur C. Ringland, "The Patriotism of 
Peace," American Forests 40(January 1934):3-4. 

5. Daniel Aaron, Richard Hofstadter, and William Miller, The United 
States: The History of a Republic, 2d ed. rev. (Englewood Cl i f fs , New 
Jersey: Prentice-Hall, IncTj TS67), pp. 706, 712, 713; and Milton 
Derber, "The New Deal and Labor," in The New Deal: The National 
Level, ed. John Braeman, Robert H. Bremner, and David Brody 
(Columbus: Ohio State University Press, 1975), vo l . 1 , p. 123. 
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crisis by providing additional appropriations for construction of roads and 

trai ls in national parks and monuments and other public works, but these 

relief efforts failed to halt the economic slide of the nation. 

In 1932 Republican President Herbert Hoover was opposed in his 

reelection bid by Democratic nominee Franklin Delano Roosevelt. As a 

young man, Roosevelt had served as chairman of the Committee on 

Forests, Fish and Game in the New York state legislature. In that 

position he was able to spearhead the passage of the f i r s t New York 

legislation on supervised fores t ry . Roosevelt was elected governor of 

New York in 1928, and in 1929 he got the state legislature to pass laws to 

aid in county and state reforestation. In 1930 the legislature approved a 

plan to purchase abandoned or submarginal farm lands for reforestation. 

In 1931 the state government set up a temporary emergency relief 

administration, which hired the unemployed to work in reforestation 

projects clearing underbrush, f ight ing f i res , controll ing insects, 

construct ing roads and t ra i ls , improving forest ponds and lakes, and 

developing recreation faci l i t ies. 

At the same time that Roosevelt had been establishing 

conservation/reforestation programs in New York , other states, including 

6. U.S. Congress, House, Emergency Construction of Public Works, 
Report 2104, 71st Cong. , 3rd sess., 1930, pp. 3-4. 

7. John T . Gibbs, "Tree Planting Aids Unemployed," American Forests 
39(Apri l 1933):195, 160, 161, 173; "Roosevelt and Forestry," American 
Forests 38(December 1932):633; Salmond, p. 8. For more detailed 
information on the Great Depression and Franklin Roosevelt, see Ar thur 
Meier Schlesinger, J r . , The Age of Roosevelt, vo l . 1 , The Crisis of the 
Old Order, 1919-1933 (Boston: Houghton Mi f f l in , 195777 vo l . 2, The 
Coming of the New Deal (Boston: Houghton Mi f f l in , 1959), and vo l . 3, 
The Politics of Upheaval (Boston: Houghton Mi f f l in , 1960). Other works 
of interest are Frank Bur t Freidel's Franklin D. Roosevelt, 3 vols. 
(Boston: Litt le Brown Co. , 1952-195671 Rexford Gay Tugwel l , The 
Democratic Roosevelt: A Biography of Franklin Delano Roosevelt (Garden 
Ci ty , New Jersey: Doubleday Co. , 1957); and James MacGregor Burns, 
Roosevelt: The Lion and the Fox (New York: Harcourt Brace Co. , 
1956). 
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California, Washington, Vi rg in ia, Wisconsin, Pennsylvania, Michigan, and 

Indiana, were hir ing or planning for the unemployed to do conservation 

work. The state of California, by 1932, had established 25 camps of 200 

men each to work in forests and watershed areas to fell snags, clear 

roadsides, construct f i rebreaks, and control insects. Governor Gifford 

Pinchot of Pennsylvania set up labor camps for young men to work on 

road construction and conservation work. A number of the governor's 

cr i t ics in the state legislature argued that this type of relief program was 

more costly than giving the money direct ly to needy recipients. Governor 

Pinchot reluctantly concurred that i t was beyond the financial capability 

of the state and requested that the Reconstruction Finance Corporation (a 

Hoover administration loan agency established to promote fiscal stabi l i ty 

for the country) lend funds to Pennsylvania for this relief ef for t . The 

Hoover administration loaned money to the state on the condition that the 

conservation funds would be self- l iquidating loans to be paid back in ful l 
o 

to the federal government. 

These various programs to have the unemployed do needed conservation 

work set the stage for Franklin D. Roosevelt's acceptance speech for the 

Democratic nomination for president on July 2, 1932. In the speech 

Roosevelt said, "Let us use common sense and business sense, and, just 

as one example, we know that a very hopeful and immediate means of 

rel ief, both for the unemployed and for agr icu l ture, will come from a wide 

plan of the convert ing of many millions of acres of marginal and unused 
9 land into timber land through reforestat ion." 

8. "Forestry as Relief Aid to Unemployed Takes Limelight," American 
Forests 38(August 1932):469, 550; Richard C. Keller, "Pennsylvania's 
Litt le New Deal," in The New Deal: The State Level, ed. Braeman, 
Bremner, and Brody, vo l . 2, p. 53; Basil Rauch, The History of the New 
Deal, 1933-1938 (New York : Creative Age Press, Inc . , 19447, p. 71 ; 
"Forest Protection in the Emergency Relief Ac t , " American Forests 38 
(September 1932):516; and Salmond, p. 5. 

9. "Forestry as Relief A i d , " American Forests 38(August 1932):468. 
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At this time Roosevelt probably had no definite plans on how to implement 

such a program. During the presidential campaign, he corresponded with 

Gifford Pinchot and other interested conservationists and gave speeches 

in Atlanta and Boston calling for forest work for the unemployed. 

In August 1932 the Society of American Foresters advocated a program for 

the employment of men in national and state forests and national parks to 

do work on erosion, watershed protect ion, road and t ra i l construct ion, 
10 and f i re protection projects. Roosevelt commented on this program: 

The excellent program adopted this year by the Society of 
American Foresters needs to be transplanted into more effective 
coordinated action by individual forest owners, the several 
States and the Nation. We need also, as I have said on other 
occasions, a soil survey of the entire Nation and a national 
land-use program. This has an important bearing on 
reforestation, which must be joint ly a State and Federal 
concern, but with more effective encouragement, 1 from the 
Federal government than it has received in the past. 

Af ter the presidential election in November, in which Roosevelt carried all 

but six states, he asked Secretary of Agriculture-designate Henry A. 

Wallace and Special Assistant to the President-elect Rexford G. Tugwell to 

approach Chief Forester Robert Y. Stuart with a request to develop a 

plan for the employment of 25,000 men in federally owned forests. While 

Stuart 's plan was never implemented, Roosevelt used portions of it in 

formulating the CCC. In January 1933 the number of men that Roosevelt 

requested to be employed in forest ry work increased from 25,000 to 

250,000 men. 1 2 

In December 1932 the Mississippi Forestry Association submitted a work 

plan to the Federal Finance Corporation that called for the federal 

10. Salmond, pp. 8, 9; and "Forestry as Relief A i d , " American Forests 
38(August 1932):662. 

11. Roosevelt to Freeman, September 6, 1932, Record Group 35, National 
Archives (hereafter cited as RG, NA) . 

12. Salmond, pp. 8-9. 
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government to acquire 1 million acres of deforested lands in each of 13 

southern states. The U.S. Army would recru i t , equip, and administer 

40,000 men to construct roads, th in and plant t rees, and promote good 

forest ry practices, and the tax money on these lands for f ive years would 

be paid to the local d istr ic ts who would pay for the work. The men 

chosen would be between 18 and 30 years of age, and they would receive 

$1 a day plus subsistence. The f i r s t phase of this work was expected to 

last for two years and consist of constructing roads, t ra i ls , and 

f irebreaks on these lands. After this was accomplished, good forestry 

practices and management would be introduced in these areas. This 

program would help preserve game and f ish habitat, replenish depleted 

forest lands, and prevent f looding. Another proposal, described in 

American Forests (a magazine published by the American Forestry 

Association and widely read by conservationists), was to employ 35,000 

men on a 10-year program to increase the recreational value of state 
13 forest lands and apply f i re prevention techniques. 

In January 1933 Hoover's Secretary of Agr icul ture Ar thur M. Hyde 

submitted a report to New York Senator Robert W. Wagner that proposed 

a month's work for 2 million men in forest areas of the country and 

temporary employment of another million men in national parks and on 

Indian reservations. Also in January Republican Senator James Couzens 

from Michigan introduced a bill that would authorize the Army to house, 

feed, and clothe unemployed youths between the ages of 17 and 24 at 

mil i tary posts. The measure was bi t ter ly opposed by the military 

authorities and quickly dropped. It d i d , however, serve to warn the 

mil i tary that i t might play a role in fu ture programs for relief for the 
14 unemployed. 

13. "A Forest Work Plan to Relieve Unemployment," American 
Forests 38(December 1932):662; A . B . Recknagel, "Woodland Work for the 
Unemployed," American Forests 38(September 1932):494; and Wir th, 
Parks, Politics and the People, p. 73. 

14. "A Month's Work for Two Million Men," American Forests 39 
(February 1933):88-89. 

6 



ESTABLISHMENT 

Franklin Delano Roosevelt took the oath of office as the 32nd president of 

the United States on March 4, 1933. He brought to that office a desire 

to conserve both the natural and human resources of the nation. In his 

inaugural address he only indirect ly referred to the planned conservation 

program, but on March 9 he called a conference with the secretaries of 

agr icu l ture, in ter ior , and war, the director of the budget, the Army's 

judge advocate general, and the solicitor for the Department of the 

Interior to discuss the program's outl ine. The president wanted the 

Army to recrui t 500,000 men and run the conditioning camps for them; 

the men were then to be t ransferred to work camps, where the 

Departments of Agr icu l ture and Interior would oversee the actual work 

projects and camps. He asked that a draf t bil l be submitted to him for 

consideration by that evening. Edward Finney, the solicitor for the 

Department of the Inter ior , and Colonel Kyle Rucken, the Army's judge 

advocate general, worked all day and brought him an outline by 9:00 

p.m. This unemployment relief bill called for the employment of men on 

public works projects and conservation tasks. On March 13, 1933, this 

bill was introduced in Congress, but i t was immediately withdrawn 
15 because of opposition and the need for modifications. 

Stil l determined to establish a conservation work program for unemployed 

youth , Roosevelt directed the secretaries of inter ior , war, and agricul ture 

to meet on March 15 to work out the precise details of the program. The 

secretaries recommended that unemployment be eased by three methods: 

f i r s t , through direct relief grants to the states; second, by a large 

public works program; and t h i r d , by a careful ly designed soil 

erosion/forestry work program. These ideas were accepted, for the most 

15. Wir th, Parks, Politics and the People, p. 73; Salmond, pp. 9-10; 
Charles William Johnson, "The Civil ian Conservation Corps: The Role of 
the Army, " (Ph .D. dissertat ion, University of Michigan, 1968), p. 8; 
U.S. Senate, Civil ian Conservation Corps, Doc. 216, 77th Cong. , 2d 
sess., 1942, p. 17; and "Roosevelt Shapes Unemployment Program for 
$500,000,000 Outlay on Improvements," The New York Times, March 12, 
1933, p. 1 . 
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par t , and incorporated into "an act for the relief of unemployment 

through the performance of useful public work, and for other purposes." 

This legislation was resubmitted to Congress on March 21. It stipulated 

that the unemployed could work for the prevention of forest f i res and for 

soil erosion, flood contro l , removal of undesirable plants, insect control , 

and construction or maintenance of paths, t racks, and f i re lanes on 

public lands. In re tu rn , those enrolled in this program would be 

provided with appropriate c lothing, daily subsistence, medical attention, 
16 

hospitalization, and a cash allowance. 

This legislation was accompanied by Roosevelt's proposal for emergency 

conservation work. He believed that such work would not interfere with 

normal employment and that if the legislation was passed within two 

weeks, 250,000 men could be given temporary employment by early 

summer. He summed up the bill in the following manner: 

This enterprise is an established part of our national policy. It 
will conserve our precious natural resources. It will pay 
dividends to the present and fu ture generations. It will make 
improvements in National and State domains which have been 
largely forgotten in the past few years of industrial 
development. 

More important, however, than the material gains will be the 
moral and spir i tual value of such work. The overwhelming 
majority of unemployed Americans, who are now walking the 
streets and receiving private or public relief, would inf ini tely 
prefer to work. We can take a vast army of these unemployed 
out into healthful surroundings. We can eliminate to some 
extent at least the threat that enforced idleness brings to 
spir i tual and moral stabi l i ty. It is not a panacea for all the 

16. Schlesinger, The Coming of the New Deal, p. 337; Salmond, 
pp. 11-12; Johnson, pp. 5-6; U.S. Department of Labor, Handbook for 
Agencies Selecting Men for Emergency Conservation Work (Washington: 
GPO, 1933), no page; "Jobless Aid Bill Near Completion," The New York 
Times, March 14, 1933, p. 20; and "Farm and Job Bills to Go to 
Congress," The New York Times, March 14, 1933, p. 20. The complete 
text of this act as passed on March 31 , 1933, can be found in appendix A 
of this report . 
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unemployment b u U i t is an essential step in this emergency. I 
ask its adoption. 

William Green, president of the American Federation of Labor, voiced his 

opposition to the proposal in the joint Senate and House labor committee 

hearings on the bill on March 23. Green believed that the Army's 

supervision of the enrollees would lead to the militarization of American 

youth . Major General Douglas MacArthur, responding for the Army, 

stressed that enrollees would not be given mil i tary t ra in ing or be 

subjected to mil i tary discipl ine. General MacArthur fu r ther pointed out 

that after 2 to 4 weeks the recruits would be transported from the 

conditioning camps to the work sites, where they would be under the 

supervision of personnel from the Departments of Agr icul ture and 
. . . 18 Inter ior. 

Two additional issues discussed in the hearings were enrollment 

stipulations and wages. The b i l l , commonly called the Federal 

Unemployment Relief Act , set the enlistment period at one year, with the 

stipulation that no discharges would be given except under rules that the 

president was to approve. The pay was set at $30 a month, and the 

enrollee was compelled to provide an allotment to any dependents. No age 

limits on enrollment or provisions against married men were established. 

Green objected that the $30 wage would dr ive down the wages of forest 
19 workers. 

Following the hearings the president called the joint committee members to 

the White House to explain his position on the issues. The result was 

17. U.S. House, Committee on Labor, Message from the President of the 
United States on Unemployment Relief, Doc. 6, 73rd Cong. , 1st sess., 
March 21 , 1933, p. 2. 

18. Stan Cohen, The Tree Army: A Pictorial History of the Civil ian 
Conservation Corps, 1933-1942 (Missoula, Montana: Pictorial Histories 
Publishing Co. , 1980), p. 6; U.S. House, Recommendations for the 
Enactment of Legislation Making the Civil ian Conservation Corps a 
Permanent Agency, Doc. 196, 75th Cong. , 1st sess., 1937; and Salmond, 
pp. 6-7, 12, 14. 

19. Salmond, pp. 12-15, 19-21, 23; and Johnson, pp. 6-8. 
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t h a t when the b i l l was b r o u g h t up f o r debate in the Senate, the 

p rov is ions concern ing enro l lment and wages had been replaced by a 

sentence t h a t al lowed the p res iden t to estab l ish whatever s t ipu la t ions were 

necessary f o r p rogram opera t i ons . The Senate approved the bi l l on 

March 28, w i t h a p rov i s ion t h a t the a u t h o r i t y g ran ted by t h i s b i l l would 

end a f te r two y e a r s , and sent i t to the House. Some concern was 

expressed by the represen ta t i ves t ha t the cost of t he p rogram was 

est imated to be $1,000 per man per yea r . A l so , since the f u n d s f o r t h i s 

p rogram were to come f rom a l ready budge ted pub l i c wo rk f u n d s , some 

congressmen bel ieved t h e y migh t lose f u n d i n g f o r pro jec ts in t h e i r 

d i s t r i c t s . These congressmen were conv inced by the Roosevelt 

admin is t ra t ion to vote f o r the measure. The Republ icans at tempted to 

amend the b i l l by se t t i ng t he basic wage at $50 a mon th . A f t e r some 

debate t h i s amendment went down to de feat . Congressman Oscar 

DePr ies t , a b lack Republ ican f rom I l l i no is , i n t roduced an amendment 

p r o h i b i t i n g d isc r im ina t ion on enrol lee select ion based on race, co lo r , o r 

c r e e d , wh ich was passed by the House of Represen ta t i ves . The amended 

b i l l was passed and sent back to t he Senate. The Senate passed the 

amended b i l l by a voice v o t e , and t he p res iden t s igned the legis lat ion in to 
20 

law on March 3 1 . 

As Pres ident Roosevelt s igned the b i l l , he commented t h a t he would l ike 

to see the p rogram begin in two weeks. On A p r i l 3, represen ta t i ves of 

the Depar tments of War, Labor , I n t e r i o r , and A g r i c u l t u r e ga thered at the 

White House to d iscuss po l icy and implement the leg is la t ion , and Pres ident 

Roosevelt enumerated the du t ies of each agency . The Depar tment of 

Labor was to in i t i a te a nat ionwide r e c r u i t i n g p r o g r a m ; the A r m y was to 

cond i t ion and t r a n s p o r t enrol lees to the w o r k camps; and the Park 

Serv ice and Forest Serv ice were to operate the camps and superv ise the 

w o r k ass ignments . 

20. "Po in ts of F i r s t Roosevelt Bi l l Aimed at Unemployment Re l ie f , " The 
New Y o r k T imes , March 22, 1933, p . 1 ; " T h e Pres ident 's Message," The 
New Y o r k T imes , March 22, 1933, p . 2 ; and "Roosevel t Asks Congress to 
Make Work f o r 250,000: Form Bi l l Foes Unappeased , " The New Y o r k 
T imes , March 22 , 1933, p p . 1-2. 
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( T h e A rmy ' s role was expanded when Park Serv ice D i rec to r Horace 

A l b r i g h t and Forest Serv ice Chief Forester Rober t S t u a r t real ized t h a t 

t h e i r agencies d id not have enough men, equ ipment , or exper ience to 

operate the w o r k camps 24 hours a d a y , so the A r m y was des ignated to 

operate and superv i se t he camps whi le the Park Serv ice and Forest 
21 

Serv ice were to be respons ib le f o r the wo rk p r o j e c t s . ) The p res iden t 

announced t h a t Rober t Fechner would be t he d i r e c t o r of the Emergency 

Conserva t ion Work (ECW), as the C iv i l i an Conservat ion Corps was 

o f f i c ia l l y ca l led . The p r e s s , however , con t inued to use the t i t l e C iv i l i an 
22 

Conserva t ion Corps and the name was o f f i c ia l l y changed to t h i s in 1937. 

D u r i n g the A p r i l 3 meet ing i t was also decided t h a t the in i t ia l enro l lment 

f o r t he conserva t ion w o r k would be l imited to s ingle men between the ages 

of 18 and 25 who were w i l l i ng to send up to $25 of t h e i r $30 wage check 

to t h e i r fami l ies . The p res iden t ins is ted t h a t each camp be composed of 

200 men do ing w o r k programs des igned to last f o r s ix months and t ha t he 

persona l ly approve the camp locations and work ass ignments . Both the 

2 1 . A l b r i g h t to Field O f f i c e r s , A p r i l 13, 1933, RG 79, NA; Salmond, 
p . 39; Associate D i rec to r to D o r r , ca. 1933, RG 79, NA; Johnson , 
p p . 92-93; and W i r t h , Pa rks , Pol i t ics and the People, p. 83. The A rmy 
d i v i ded up the c o u n t r y in to n ine admin is t ra t i ve un i t s known as corps 
h e a d q u a r t e r s . These were located in Bos ton , Massachuset ts ; New Y o r k 
C i t y , New Y o r k ; Ph i lade lph ia , Pennsy lvan ia ; New Or leans , Louis iana; 
Ch icago, I l l i no i s ; Kansas C i t y , M issou r i ; Seat t le , Wash ing ton ; San 
A n t o n i o , T e x a s ; and San Franc isco, Ca l i f o rn ia . 

22. "T he C iv i l i an Conserva t ion C o r p s , " Amer ican Forests 41 (September 
1935) :530; Salmond, p p . 2 9 - 3 1 ; Statement of Mr . Rober t Fechner , 
D i rec to r of Emergency Conserva t ion Work w i th Regard to the Proposed 
Bi l l f o r Making the C iv i l i an Conserva t ion Corps Permanent , ca. 1937, 
Records of the C iv i l i an Conservat ion C o r p s , RG 35, NA; "Roosevel t Signs 
Forest Jobs B i l l , " The New Y o r k T imes , A p r i l 1 , 1933, p. 6. Rober t 
Fechner was bo rn in Chat tanooga, Tennessee, in 1876. He d ropped out 
of school at the age of s ix teen and became a machin is t 's app ren t i ce . He 
became act ive in un ion ac t i v i t i es in 1901 and in 1914 was elected to the 
General Execut ive Board of the In te rna t iona l Associat ion of Mach in is ts ; he 
la ter became a v ice p res iden t of t h a t o rgan i za t i on . He held th i s posi t ion 
when contacted by represen ta t i ves of the p res iden t on March 22, 1933, to 
become d i r ec to r of the Emergency Conservat ion Work . He served in t ha t 
capac i ty un t i l his death on December 3 1 , 1939. 
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