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CHAPTER 1 

Franklin D. Roosevelt: Realizing the Dream 

The Civilian Conservation Corps of the 1930s was but 

one step in the development of the idea of putting the 

unemployed to work for the nation. In 1850, Thomas Carlyle 

said that the unemployed should form "industrial 

regiments—regiments not to fight the French or other, 

. . . but to fight the bogs and wilderness at home and 

abroad."11 In 1920, Harvard philosopher William James 

proposed: 

...instead of military conscription a 
conscription of the whole youthful papulation to 
form for a certain number of years a part of the 
army enlisted against JVa t ure. ... C Employed thus! 
would our guilded youth be drafted off...to get 
the childishness knocked out of them, and to come 
back into society with healthier sympathies and 
soberer ideas. They would have,..done their own 
part in the immemorial human warfare against 
nature; they would tread the earth more proudly, 
they would be better fathers and teachers of the 
following generation. ,2 

Five years after James first published his thesis, 

George H. Maxwell developed the idea in a much more 

concrete form. He proposed a National Construction Corps 

"organized primarily to fight Nature's forces instead of to 

fight the people of another nation." He developed the plan 

further to include the cooperative efforts of the War 

Department, the Interior and Agriculture Departments, and 

9 
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the Commerce Department.13 

Vhile James and Maxwell were theorizing about putting 

the unemployed to work, many Europeans implemented similar 

plans. World War I had left Bulgaria's roads in 

particularly poor shape. The need for inexpensive road 

repairs led to the establishment of compulsory work camps 

for the nation's youth. In 1924, Switzerland established 

the Freiwilligsr Arbeitsdienst, or Voluntary Labor 

Service to occupy Swiss unemployed youth. The following 

year, Germany began its own system of youth labor 

camps. '* 

The 1929 Stock Market crash sparked the Great 

Depression, which brought the idea of using the unemployed 

to work on public projects back to the United States. As 

early as 1930, several states had already formed public 

work programs. California, with the largest of these 

programs, established thirty camps throughout the state in 

which transients and the unemployed worked in the state's 

forests and on its highways. Other states, including 

Washington, Virginia, Wisconsin, Pennsylvania, Michigan, 

and Indiana had similar, yet smaller programs. 1S 

Franklin Delano Roosevelt (FDR), in his home state of 

New York, had previously helped the growing forestry 

movement. Appointed as chairman of New York State's Senate 

Committee on Forests, Fish and Game in 1911, Roosevelt 

introduced and helped pass legislation authorizing 
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state-supervised forestry. FDR knew through experience 

that forestry could rehabilitate poor land. Hyde-Park, the 

Roosevelt family estate on the banks of the Hudson River, 

had produced award-winning corn as late as 1840, but by the 

turn of the century, its soil was worn out and nearly 

useless. In 1915, FDR began reforesting the estate, and 

eventually, over five hundred of the estate's twelve 

hundred acres contained new forests. In 1932, his last 

year as governor of New York, Roosevelt sent 10,000 of the 

state's unemployed to work on reforestation projects.16 

We can see that there was precedence for Roosevelt's 

CCC. This background makes FDR's program no less 

innovative. Roosevelt implemented a nation-wide program 

which involved 300,000 young men in some 1,400 camps in the 

Corps' first summer alone. These 300,000 men, guided in 

the forests by nearly 26,000 older leaders, provided a 

strong, well-funded work force for those governmental 

agencies involved in the program. 

The nation, on March 3, 1933, was in a doldrum. 

Faced with Hitler's Germany and Mussolini's Italy in 

Europe, a rapidly arming and increasingly hostile Japan in 

the Pacific, and no end in sight to the economic woes of 

the nation, Americans had little to hope for. The American 

economy foundered as did Americans' physical health. A 

huge grain surplus bulged storage bins and warehouses in 
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full view of millions of undernourished Americans. The 

same farmers who produced the corn surplus found themselves 

burning their grain to heat their homes—corn was far less 

expensive fuel than coal, "Hoovervilles" sprang up in 

nearly every city, where those who chose to sit the 

Depression out bided their time. Others chose to take to 

the rails, streets, and highways. Those weary travelers, 

who seemed to neither know nor care where they were headed, 

exhibited a "restlessness of undirected, unpatterned 

energy."17 Still worse than the dire condition of the 

economy was the dearth of hope for a better life. The 

Depression showed no signs of lifting. America's economy 

appeared paralyzed. 

March 4, the day of Franklin D. Roosevelt's 

inauguration, dawned cold and gray, "as dreary as the 

national mood had been...." Roosevelt recited his oath of 

office at 1:00 in the afternoon, and followed with a firey 

address in which he vowed "action, and action now!" He 

promised to wage a war against the emergency that faced the 

nation, and to "return the courage and devotion" to a 

disheartened nation.18 

The mood of the nation dramaticaly changed after 

FDR's first thirty-six hours in office. The doom and 

despair of Saturday, March 4 found no place in the new 

confidence and determination of Monday, March 6. Such was 

the effect of the tone of FDR's inaugural address and the 
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image of the new president. Roosevelt had so invigorated 

America's spirit that, in the President's own words, "all 

men and women who love their country" were willing to offer 

the same "sacrifice and devotion" as they would in a time 

of war. ,9 

While the rigors of the depression weighed heavily 

upon the shoulders of adults, it fell even heavier on those 

of youth. Some estimates place unemployment among the 

nation's young people (those 15-24 years of age) at 

twenty-five percent; this varied from twice as great to a 

third greater than the estimated national unemployment 

average for all ages. 20 

The public called on the federal government to stem 

the physical and psychological erosion of the nation's 

youth. Harry Hopkins, Roosevelt's Federal Relief 

Administrator, meant to avoid direct relief, which promised 

to bring morale-corroding idleness. He favored work 

relief, which gave men a chance to feel useful. He knew 

that it was more expensive than direct doles, but he 

believed that the proponents of direct aid ignored the 

inestimable cost of denying citizens of "their sense of 

independence and strength, and their sense of individual 

destiny. "21 

Wot only were America's youth hit especially hard by 

the Depression but the national parks also sustained an 

almost crippling blow. Promotional campaigns for Glacier 
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and Yellowstone Parks, sponsored by the National Park 

Service in cooperation with railroads, oil companies, 

chambers of commerce, concessioners, and automobile 

associations, failed to prevent the closing down of major 

facilities in these parks. In 1933, the Cut Bank and St. 

Marys chalets in Glacier, and the Mammoth and Lake hotels 

in Yellowstone closed their doors.22 Unemployment kept 

people away from the parks. One of the first salvoes that 

Roosevelt fired in his war against unemployment was the 

Civilian Conservation Corps. 

Roosevelt began espousing his idea for a national 

agency to deal with the growing unemployment problem in 

1932. On July 2, 1932, during his nomination acceptance 

speech before the Democratic National Convention, FDR 

hinted at the CCC. By the beginning of 1933, the 

unemployment situation had clearly worsened, and nearly 

13,700,000 Americans were out of work. That represented 

over ten percent of the nation's population. This 

unemployment indirectly affected over 40,000,000 people, or 

nearly thirty-three percent of the population.23 

To deal with this growing mass of jobless people, 

United States Senator James Couzens of Michigan proposed in 

January, 1933, that the Army administer "Citizens' Military 

Training Camps." Under Couzens' bill, the Army would 

house, clothe, and feed 300,000 unemployed youth. The Army 

insisted, however, that it could accommodate only 68,000. 



15 

This bill failed to pass twice, but it succeeded in one 

thing: it linked the Army with relief work. 2* 

Even before Roosevelt's inauguration, he began to 

assemble a group of key people he knew he would need to 

realize his CCC plan. On March 14, 1933, the 

President-elect sent notes to the secretaries of Var, 

Agriculture, Interior, and Labor, asking them to develop 

plans for his Emergency Conservation Work (ECW) . 2S The 

secretaries responded the following day with proposals for 

the program. Armed with this support, FDR sent Congress 

his proposal on March 21. He recommended creating: 

...a civilian conservation corps to be used in 
simple work, not interfering with normal 
employment, and confining itself to forestry, the 
prevention of soil erosion, flood control and 
similar projects.... This type of work is of 
definite, practical value, not only through the 
prevention of great present financial loss, but 
also as a means of creating future national 
wealth. 

More important, however, than the material 
gains will be the moral and spiritual value of 
such work.... We can take a vast army of 
unemployed out into healthful surroundings.... 
It is not a panacea for all the unemployment, but 
it is an essential step in this emergency.26 

From the beginning of the ECW, Roosevelt had two main 

goals for the new agency: to help the young men of the 

nation to rebuild their health and confidence through 

gainful employment, and to stem the tide of destruction of 

the nation's natural resources. Although Roosevelt "felt 

the scars and exhaustion of the earth almost as personal 
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injuries," his immediate abjective in the establishment of 

the CCC was the relief of unemployment.27 

While the original intent of the CCC was unemployment 

relief, the central goals for the Corps shifted slightly 

away from relief for the jobless as the CCC progressed. 

The ECW Act of April 5, 1937 stated that the CCC was 

established to provide "employment, as well as vocational 

training; for youthful citizens. . .who are unemployed. ..." 

The emphasis changed again in 1939. As a part of his 

Reorganization Plan Number One of July 1, 1939, Roosevelt 

shifted the administration of the CCC to the Federal 

Security Agency along with the Social Security Board, the 

U.S. Office of Education, the Public Health Service, and 

the National Youth Administration. FDR chose the Federal 

Security Agency instead of the Federal Works Agency because 

he saw that the CCC's "major purpose is to promote the 

welfare and further the training of the individuals who 

make up the corps, important as may be the construction 

work which they have carried on so successfully."20 

Under the Federal Security Agency in 1940 and 1941, 

the emphasis of the CCC changed a third time. In the heat 

of mobilization for war, the CCC became less of a training 

urogram and more of a "defense" agency. More attention 

focused on how much the CCC accomplished for the war 

effort, especially in American Forests magazine articles 

such as "The Forest Goes to War" and "Wood Goes Down to the 
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Sea in Fighting Ships" in 1942. Also, nearly three million 

men had learned group living, how to follow and give 

orders, proper sanitation, first-aid, and personal hygiene 

practices. Many others learned skills valuable to the war 

effort such as driving trucks and heavy equipment, vehicle 

maintenance, radio operation, cooking, and typing.29 

Shortly after the enabling legislation reached 

Congress, the program's critics began to speak out. The 

most vocal opponent of the bill was the president of the 

American Federation of Labor, William Green. His primary 

criticism of the program dealt with the enrollees' pay and 

regimentation. Green feared that the proposed rate of pay, 

£1.00 per day, could become recognized as standard pay, 

thereby depressing the economy by lowering regular labor 

wages. His second major criticism was that the 

regimentation caused by Army administration of the CCC 

"smacks. . . of fascism, of Hitlerism, and of a form of 

soviet ism. " 30 

Southern congressmen also railed against the bill. 

The CCC, according to them, promised to sap away all of the 

funds from their pet river and harbor projects. Section 

four of the bill stipulated that the CCC had access to 

previously appropriated, but unobliged public works funds. 

Southern senators voted to remove this section, but the 

House subsequently reinserted it.3' 

Other critics claimed that the bill was unrealistic, 



or even dangerous to the American family. Herbert Hoover's 

Secretary of Agriculture, Arthur M. Hyde, thought FDR's 

reforestation plan was of an "utterly visionary and 

chimerical character." He also claimed that 1,000,000 men 

could totally deplete the nation's stock of trees in 

nurseries in only three hours. Another critic denounced 

the bill by claiming that the program would "take men away 

from their families, take the husband away from the wife, 

the father away from the children."32 

These critics effected many changes in the bill's 

structure. Of all the sections, only the enactment clause 

remained unchanged. Critics, particularly Illinois 

Representative Oscar DePriest, who claimed that FDR 

discriminated against blacks, fought to insert the clause 

in the bill which stated that "no discrimination shall be 

made on account of race, color, or creed."33 

The bill's final form was a greatly reduced version 

of its first draft. The bill was so abbreviated that it 

left extraordinary powers in Roosevelt's hands. The final 

form of the bill mandated the President "to provide for 

employing citizens of the United States." It avoided 

placing limits on his power by using such terminology as 

"as he may prescribe..." or "as the President may determine 

to be desirable...."3* FDR, however, used his 

discretionary powers to enact the kind of CCC he intended 

in the first draft of the bill. This angered many of the 

18 
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congressmen who fought for changes in the bill. One reason 

Congress left the enabling legislation so open-ended was to 

allay criticism of Congress by the public. This tactic 

provided for nearly unanimous public approval of the 

program. 3S 

Vhen the news of the act's passage reached the 

public, nearly everyone supported it. Hot only did the 

vast majority of Democrats back the program, but most of 

the Republican party favored the CCC as well. Even such a 

recalcitrant "FDR hater" as Robert R. McCormick, the 

publisher of the Chicago Tribune praised it in his 

numerous editorials.36 Two groups opposed the program. 

A few freshly discharged soldiers claimed that it was 

absurd for the government to discharge 15,000 soldiers as a 

cost-saving measure, and then hire hundreds of thousands of 

men at nearly twice the army wage. The other main group 

who opposed the CCC was organized labor. They feared a 

loss of jobs among higher.—paid union members.37 

Roosevelt stemmed most of organized labor's 

criticisms by appointing Robert Fechner, a vice-president 

of the American Federation of Labor, as Director of the new 

CCC. Fechner had risen through the membership of the 

International Association of Machinists. Roosevelt knew of 

Fechner's skills as a negotiator and mediator because of 

Fechner's mediation of the 1917 Boston & Maine Railroad 

strike. Fechner chose his close friend of twenty years, 
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James J. McEntee, to be his assistant. The Director took 

his oath of office on April 5. Fechner predicted the 

direction in which he would take the corps: just as in 

1917, when the nation "mobilized" to fight another nation, 

in 1933, the nation would mobilize "to fight a war against 

waste." Executive Order 6101, which appointed Fechner as 

director, also established the CCC Advisory Council.38 

To accomplish his goal of having 250,000 young men in 

the forests by mid-summer, FDR needed the cooperation of 

four departments of his cabinet, Representatives from the 

Departments of War, Labor, Agriculture, and the Interior 

formed the CCC Advisory Council. Roosevelt determined each 

department's role in a pencil sketch he made on April 3, 

1933, and he wanted "personally to check on the location 

and scope of the camps, assign work done, etc."39 This 

highly centralized program operated with suprising 

smoothness. 

The complex web of administrative authority between 

the four departments involved contributed to the Corps' 

smooth operation. The dedication shown by the 

representatives on the Advisory Council also helped the CCC 

get off to a good start. The members of the first Advisory 

Council were Colonel Duncan Major, of the War Department's 

General Staff Operations and Training Division, W. Frank 

Persons, Director of the United States Employment Service, 

Major Robert Y. Stuart, Chief Forester of the United States 
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Forest Service, under the Department of Agriculture, and 

Horace M. Albright, Director of the National Park Service, 

under the Department of the Interior.*0 Each of the 

departments had a specific role in the CCC. 

Roosevelt logic-ally directed the Department of 

Labor to administer the selection of the enrollees for the 

CCC. The Department did not actually select the men. 

Rather, it established a set of guidelines and standards by 

which state and local unemployment agencies and boards of 

public welfare accepted men for service in the CCC.*2 

Roosevelt originally instructed the selecting agencies to 

choose young men that could benefit their communities the 

most when he made it clear that the CCC was not established 

to clear the riffraff out of the cities. *2 The state and 

local unemployment agencies, however, showed little regard 

for FDR's wishes. The CCC's high desertion rate made it 

clear that many of the young men originally enrolled into 

the CCC either were not willing to work or they joined just 

for the free clothes, a cross-country ride, and some 

meals. Also, some enrollees were the sons of wealthy men, 

who saw the CCC as a good way to straighten the boys 

out. " 

The Labor Department established not only standards 

for accepting enrollees, but also quotas, based on the 

state's population, to guide the local boards. The Labor 

Department also established quotas for Local Experienced 
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Men <LEMs>, older locals hired as foremen and supervisors, 

and based those quotas on population and the availability 

of men near the work site.** 

The President took full advantage of his powers under 

the CCC's enabling legislation to provide work to another 

group of men. On May 9, 1933, nearly 3,000 veterans 

marched as the Bonus Expeditionary Force and descended upon 

Washington. These veterans demanded advance payment of war 

bonds that were to mature in 1940. FDR responded to this 

crisis much more coolly than had President Hoover, who had 

used the United States Army under General Douglas MacArthur 

to disperse the first veteran marchers and burn their 

shanty town. FDR saw to it that the men were housed and 

fed. Later, he firmly but gently urged their dispersal. 

In Executive Order #6129, he suspended the CCC age 

limitations for veterans and allowed them to join the 

corps. Many of the marchers took advantage of Roosevelt's 

offer, and the rest returned home unsatisfied. Later, 

veterans entered the CCC through the Veteran' s 

Administration. *B 

The ECV Act afforded Roosevelt the power to include 

still other groups into the CCC fold. The legislation made 

no provision for the employment of Native Americans, but 

Roosevelt decided that three percent of the CCC's total 

strength should be Indians <10,000 in a corps strength of 

300,000) and that 5,000 territorials from the Virgin 
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Islands and Hawaii should be eligible for enrollment." 

While the act stipulated that no one was to be 

discriminated against because of his race, color, or creed, 

blacks in the CCC did not receive equal treatment. 

Roosevelt and his assistants were victims of their time, 

and were bound by unfavorable public attitudes toward 

Negroes. FDR decided that Negroes should be enrolled in 

proportion to their number in the nation's general 

population. Since the 1930 federal census showed that 

blacks made up approximately ten percent of the general 

population, they would have similar representation in the 

CCC.47 The CCC was extremely attractive to many blacks 

because, for the first time for most of them, they worked 

for the same wages as did whites. Paying the blacks 

similar wages did not make the CCC's treatment of them 

equal to that of the white enrollees. 

Blacks were discriminated against in their camps as 

well an in nearby towns. Discriminatory attitudes among 

the enrollees themselves seemed to be the rule rather than 

the exception. When a number of white companies protested 

the presence of a Negro company nearby, the blacks almost 

always moved out. While most blacks lived and worked in 

segregated companies, the only mention of them in either 

Glacier or Yellowstone was that an integrated New York 

company occupied GNP-8, Anaconda Creek for part of 1933 and 

1934. There was rampant discrimination on the part of the 
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whites in this company. The GNP-8 camp commander and the 

camp's project superintendent sent six white local Montanan 

enrollees to extended service at GNP-1, presumably to avoid 

interracial problems. Partly as a result of 

discrimination, desertion and dishonorable discharge rates 

among the blacks and the remaining white enrollees were 

extremely high. By October, 1934, desertions left the 

company strength at sixty-one blacks and fifteen whites. 

Outside of camp, blacks fared no better. Belton merchants 

were extremely prejudiced against the camp's black 

enrollees. Many shopkeepers posted signs reading "Ve cater 

to white trade only."*8 

In the rush to get the enrollees into the parks and 

forests by July, 1933, the government began a massive 

mobilization of men and supplies. In fact, the government 

mobilized more men in the three months after Congress 

passed the CCC act than it did during the entire 

Spanish-American War. In the first three months of World 

War I, the Army processed 181,000 men, but in the same 

length of time in 1933, the Army processed 275,000 men. An 

average of 8,700 young men entered the CCC per day between 

May 12 and June 7. The single highest daily enrollment was 

13,843 men on June 1. Originally, CCC companies received 

replacements every six months. As desertions exacted a 

greater and greater toll on corps strengths, Fechner 

authorized alternate acceptance periods. Some of the 
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renewal drives held on the first day of each quarter 

(January 1, April 1, July 1, and October 1) to rebuild the 

corps' strength totalled over 162,000." Roosevelt knew 

that the only agency that could handle these numbers of men 

was the Army. 

Since Senator Couzens introduced his bill in January, 

1933, calling for the Army's involvement in unemployment 

relief, the War Department had been gearing up for some 

kind of a major role in relief programs, and, by the time 

the CCC was starting to grow in April, the Army was ready 

for the corps. The original role of the Army in the CCC 

was conditioning, clothing, and transportation of the 

enrollees to their camps. From there, the technical 

agencies (Departments of Agriculture and Interior) were to 

operate the camps and the work projects. The technical 

agencies quickly realized that they had neither the men, 

the money, the equipment, nor the experience to administer 

the CCC's camps. The Army accepted these responsibilities 

of camp administration. 

The CCC mobilization was essentially trouble-free 

primarily because the United States Army was ideally suited 

to handle this large influx of men and equipment. Faced 

with this flood of 300,000 men, the Army fell back on a 

familiar organizational style. The Army used the form of 

its own two hundred-man companies under leaders and 

assistants as the basis for the CCC camps. The food was 
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similar to Army rations, and the clothing was Army issue. 

Also, the War Department already had an established 

contract system for supply purchases. 

The War Department's Job in the administration of the 

CCC began with the acceptance of eligible enrollees from 

the Labor Department and the Veteran's Administration. 

After this initial acceptance, the Army administered 

physical examinations much like those for Army recruits. 

The Army had command of the enrollees from this point until 

their discharge, including "reconditioning, organization, 

administration, transportation, supply, sanitation, medical 

care, hospitalization, discipline, welfare, and 

education." The Army also built and dismantled camps, and 

provided the technical agencies with men for project 

work. so 

Eegardless of how well suited the Army was for the 

administration of the CCC, the public was uncomfortable 

about the military running the camps. The Assistant 

Secretary of War, Harry H. Voodring, did not allay these 

fears in the article he wrote for Liberty Magazine. 

There, he called the boys of the CCC "economic storm 

troops" and "the forerunners of the great civilian labor 

armies of the future." As Arthur Schlesinger, Jr. pointed 

out, these were not very well chosen words for a nation 

that was Just learning to hate Hitler. In reaction to the 

article, the public flooded Washington with letters of 
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protest, forcing Roosevelt to demand a public apology. 

Woodring quickly complied. B1 

Some of the Army personnel resented their association 

with the CCC. Besides the animosity that arose from the 

differences between the amount of pay the enrollees 

received and the amount soldiers received, some officers 

disliked dealing with the undisciplined CCCs. " 

The final two departments of the cabinet involved 

were the Departments of Agriculture and Interior, or the 

"technical agencies." While these two agencies cooperated 

for their mutual benefit on the Advisory Council, the 

National Park Service, under the Department of the 

Interior, and the United States Forest Service, under the 

Department of Agriculture occasionally collided. As the 

National Park Service grew, some state forests became state 

parks. The transfer of those state forest camps, from the 

control of the Forest Service, to state park camps, under 

control of the Park Service, made the Forest Service 

believe that the Park Service was trying to steal 

foresters. Meanwhile, the Park Service accused the Forest 

Service of packing Army headquarter offices with liaison 

officers sympathetic to the Forest Service.53 

Another source of Park Service animosity toward the 

Forest Service was Fechner's authorization for Forest 

Service development of recreational facilities in the 

national forests. Many times, these facilities duplicated 
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or competed with similar facilities in the state or 

national parks completed by the Park Service. 6i 

Besides these differences, the Park Service and the 

Forest Service had different administrative forms for their 

work project execution. Forest Service camps were divided 

into platoons. Each platoon consisted of three sections, 

each under a foreman, and each section contained 

subsections under enrollee leaders. The subsections were 

made up of the lowest division, squads of six or seven 

men. These squads all performed basically the same kinds 

of work. Park Service camp commanders administered work 

projects differently. Each camp had an experienced 

engineer, a "technical forester," trained landscape men, 

history and wildlife specialists. All of these divisions 

worked under one project supervisor. Companies were 

divided into squads or groups under these supervisory 

personnel, and each group did its own particular job 

(landscaping, forestry, historical work, or road and bridge 

work) . BB 

The cooperation of these four cabinet departments 

enabled a rapid implementation of FDR's nation-wide plan. 

Only thirty-seven days after his inauguration, local 

selection boards admitted the CCC's first enrollees. By 

the end of the summer of 1933, there were camps in every 

state in the union except for Delaware, By the end of the 

CCC in 1942, camps spread from Maine to Hawaii, and from 


