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It's 50 years since CCC went into action 

The library ivas an important feature of every CCC camp. 
A total of 2,500 lookout towers were built by 

the CCC to strengthen forest fire protection 
systems. 

By Conrad L. Wirth and 
James F. Kieley 

If ever an idea coincided with the 
need for it, that idea was the Civilian 
Conservation Corps—the CCC. The 
need was born of the Great 
Depression of the 1930s. The idea was 
the brain child of Franklin D. 
Roosevelt, who was inaugurated 50 
years ago March 4 with a pledge to 
turn the economy around and head 
the Nation toward recovery under the 
New Deal. The CCC was a bold and 
singularly successful undertaking, not 
only because it involved a unique 
arrangement of interdepartmental 
collaboration, but also because its 
broad objectives ranged from the 
conservation of natural resources to 
restoration of human dignity and well 
being through gainful employment on 
worth-while projects combined with 

training, education, health care, and 
family assistance. 

The new Administration and the 
Congress got down to work on the 
recovery effort within the week. On 
the evening of his inauguration the 
President conferred with his principal 
advisers and that very night made the 
decision that started the first hundred 
days of action for economic reform 
and restructure. Those decisions 
produced executive orders that closed 
all the country's banks for 4 days, 
prohibited the shipment of gold and 
silver, and called Congress into special 
session to deal with the financial crisis. 
Leading bankers were summoned to 
Washington to advise on the 
emergency. Congress convened at 
noon on March 9 and passed 
legislation which allowed the banks to 
reopen. Other emergency bills were 
quickly submitted by the 
Administration and enacted. Senator 

Burton K. Wheeler's prediction that 
"Congress will jump through a hoop 
to put them through" proved correct. 
Within a month a total of some 13 
major legislative enactments were sent 
to the White House for approval. 

One of those bills, which became 
the Civilian Conservation Corps Act, 
was introduced on March 21 and 
passed on March 31. It authorized the 
establishment of an independent 
agency along the lines of an 
organization chart that FDR had 
roughly sketched on a desk pad. He 
had gone so far as actually to write the 
name of the CCC director in the 
topmost box. That was Robert 
Fechner, a gifted administrator who 
had come up in the organized labor 
movement to become general vice 
president of the International 
Association of Machinists. He also 
stipulated that the director was to 
report directly to the White House, not 



through channels. The Department of 
Labor was assigned the task of 
recruiting the CCC enrollees. The 
Army was to be responsible for 
housing, feeding and clothing the 
enrollees, and providing for their 
health and educational needs. The 
Departments of the Interior and 
Agriculture were to plan the work 
projects and give technical supervision 
to the enrollees on the job. In a 
footnote to his chart the President 
wrote: "I want personally to check on 
the position, scope, etc., of the camps, 
size, work done, etc." 

The CCC accepted for enrollment 
young men between the ages of 17 
and 25 who were "unemployed and in 
need of employment." Most of the 
enrollees had dependents at home and 
were required to send $22 of their 
monthly cash allowance of $30 to their 
families. The majority of them 
continued their education in the 
camps, which offered high school and 
even college level courses. In addition, 
training was given in various lines of 
skilled work, thus increasing the 
individual's opportunity for 
development after leaving the Corps. 
As the result of outdoor work, regular 
hours, good food, and adequate 
medical and general health care, 
enrollees gained weight and improved 
physically after their first few weeks in 
camp. 

Disclosure of the CCC concept sent 
a Shockwave of anticipation through 
the departments involved. The first 
inkling of how it would affect the 
National Park Service came in a 
memorandum of March 13 from 
Director Horace M. Albright to Senior 
Assistant Director Arthur Demarav 
reporting reliable information he had 
received that the Departments of War, 
Interior and Agriculture would be 
involved in "reforestation" projects 
under the provisions of a $500 million 
bond issue relief bill. He suggested 
that Chief Forester John Coffman be 
asked to compile a forest improvement 
budget at once, so the Service would 
be ready for whatever allocation of 
emergency funds it might receive. 

On April 3, Director Albright was 
assigned by the Secretary of the 
Interior Harold L. Ickes to represent 
him at a series of meetings with Louis 
McHenry Howe, secretary to the 
President. He reported to the Secretary 
that in those sessions it was disclosed 
that Fechner was, in fact, to be named 
Director of the Civilian Conservation 
Corps and that he would have an 
advisory council representing the 
cooperating Federal departments. It 
was also announced that State parks 

would come within the purview of the 
CCC program. This gave the National 
Park Service its first directed 
responsibility to cooperate with the 
States in developing State park 
systems, and Albright sent wires that 
day to all State park authorities asking 
them to come to Washington for 
consultation. 

Although the first National Park 
Service director, Stephen T. Mather, 
and Horace Albright were 
instrumental in forming the National 
Conference on State Parks in 1921, the 
Service's relationship with State park 
people had been purely informal and 
social, largely of a seminar nature, up 
to 1933. The CCC program provided 
the first opportunity to work in close 
cooperation with the State parks and 
the park systems in the political 

subdivisions of the States. Director 
Albright believed that the best way to 
accomplish the new objective would 
be through a regional system rather 
than working directly out of 
Washington. To start things off, 
however, the Service got in touch with 
S. Herbert Evison who at that time 
was executive officer of the National 
Conference on State Parks. He became 
principal assistant to Assistant Director 
Conrad L. Wirth who had been 
designated by Albright to organize the 
State park program. Many of the 
States had no parks at all, and the 
CCC program was the beginning of 
State park systems in more than half 
of the States of the Union. The 
Service's regional offices for 
emergency work appointed inspectors 
to give general supervision to the 

Adequate hospital facilities were a part of every CCC camp. 

A foreman shows how automobile engine cylinders were rebored. A part of the project training 
program designed to increase the enrollee's changes of employment after leaving camp. 
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