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The CCC – Creating Jobs, Restoring Nature

When the government seeks to create jobs during an employment crisis, one classic challenge is how to do this without competing with private enterprises. The equally-classic strategy is to undertake work that has value but which private sector actors see as lacking profit potential. In a late March 1933 message to Congress, President Franklin Roosevelt recommended creating a “civilian conservation corps to be used in simple work, not interfering with normal employment.” 

Work in national and state forests or on flood control and soil conservation projects, he explained, “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.” Moreover, “the moral and spiritual value of such work” is even more significant than its material side. He estimated a quarter-million temporary jobs could be filled by summer, if Congress acted quickly. (NYT, 3/22/33, “The President’s Message” and “Quick Job Action Sought”)

Within ten days, the House passed “the Roosevelt bill for unemployment relief through reforestation” by a voice vote, A significant amendment, offered by Illinois’ Oscar DePriest, the only African-American Congressman, stipulated that “in the operation of the bill there should be no discrimination because of race, creed or color.” It was adopted, and with Senate passage and the President’s signature, became part of the CCC statute on March 31. (NYT, 3/30/33)

Moving fast was essential. FDR sought work for the first 25,000 within a few weeks. Project director Robert Fechner, vice-president of the machinists’ union, telegraphed state governors on April 3rd to send “technicians” to Washington within three days “to cooperate with Federal agencies” in choosing the first sites for conservation labor. 

Army recruiting stations served as registration centers, and military trucks would transport workers to the “forest camps.” There “they will get a physical examination and be instructed in their work before actual reforestation duty is assigned.” (NYT, 4/4/33)  

The Forest Service reactivated plans that created a years’ work for an estimated 130,000 men. Indeed, constructing “13,000 miles of forest telephone lines, 900 miles of fire breaks, 11,700 miles of range fences, 3600 miles of forest roads, 54,500 miles of minor roads and trails, clearing inflammable rubbish from 1,465,000 acres where an unusual fire hazard exists, erecting 2600 fire protection structures, improving 4000 forest recreation campgrounds, plus planting in the first year approximately 75,000 acres of new forests” would easily occupy perhaps half a million, double the President’s initial estimate. (NYT, 4/9/33)

One of the first encampments assembled near New Rochelle, NY, enrolling 1790 men by April 15th. Emphasizing their youth was a report that 350 others had departed “because they were homesick, their parents objected to their enrollment,” or for failing the physical exam. Three dozen men had started training as camp cooks and bakers. Divided into six teams, these CCC men would “go to the forests” in early May. (NYT 4/16/33)

Congressman dePriest’s amendment brought CCC jobs to African-Americans in this broadly-segregated nation. And indeed, on April 24, 1933, the first Pennsylvania site, briefly called Camp dePriest, opened its gates to black workers in the Allegheny National Forest. By July six “all-colored” camps operated in the Quaker State. Hope was returning, on both sides of the color line. (Joseph Speakman, At Work in Penn’s Woods, Penn State Press, 2006, 133-35)

