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T h e  L e g a c y  o f  H o p e  f r o m  a n  E ra  o f  D e s p a i r :  

T h e  C C C  a n d  I o w a  S ta te  P a r k s

REBECCA CONARD

T he Civilian Conservation Corps was the 
federal government's first program for America's jobless youth. 
In the early 1930s, during the depths of the Great Depression, one 
quarter of the work force was unemployed. About 2.5 million men 
and women were aimlessly drifting the country. Today, we would 
call them the "homeless." CCC veteran Robert Wimer of Dewitt 
rem em bered that "freight trains were literally loaded w ith 
people—men, women, and children, chasing the rumors of jobs 
to be had, here or there."1 Many of those people looking for jobs 
were young men and w om en, the "boy and girl tram ps of 
America" or the "wild boys of the road," or one of several other 
current epithets.2 Journalist Maxine Davis crossed the country 
interviewing young adults in the mid-1930s. She concluded that 
the depression had "robbed" a whole generation of "time and 
opportunity."3

New Deal work relief programs did comparatively little for the 
"sisters of the road," as Davis compassionately called them, but 
the Civilian Conservation Corps was a masterful attempt to res
cue their "brothers." In concept, it was simple: put them to work

1 Robert Wimer to Matt Miller, copy of an undated letter in Robert Wimer Scrap
book, CCC Museum, Backbone State Park.

2  Arthur M. Schlesinger, Jr., The Age of Roosevelt: The Crisis of the Old Order (Boston: 
Houghton Mifflin, 1956), 251; Schlesinger, The Coming of the New Deal (Boston: Houghton 
Mifflin, 1959), 340; William E. Leuchtenburg, Franklin D. Roosevelt and the New Deal, 1932- 
1940 (New York: Harper, 1963), 52-53.

3 Maxine Davis, The Lost Generation (New York: Macmillan, 1936), 4.
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resto ring  the  pub lic  dom ain . In  operation , it w o rked  beautifu lly  
un til W orld W ar II in te rvened  an d  the econom y rebounded . The 
CCC w as so p o p u la r  th a t there have  been  repeated  calls to resu r
rect the concept ever since. D uring  the 1970s and  early  1980s, the 
Youth C onservation  C orps an d  the  Young A du lt C onservation 
C orps ow ed  their in sp ira tion  to  the  CCC. P residen t C lin ton 's  ill- 
fated  A m ericorps is a m ore recent echo of o u r ab id ing  adm iration  
for the CCC. The CCC, how ever, w as borne of un ique  circum 
stances, w hich, in  retrospect, account for m uch  of its success.

O ne p a r t of the successful equation  w as the vast num ber of 
young , ab le-bod ied  m en  w h o  w ere w ith o u t p rospects for earn ing  
a living. In add ition , there  w ere no  safety nets; the federal w elfare 
system  d id  n o t exist. The th ird  p a rt  of the equation  w as an  envi
ronm en tal crisis. By 1930, A m erica h ad  used  u p  at least three- 
fou rths of its continental forests; vast cut-over regions of the coun
try  w ere  eroding . E qually  p rofligate  ag ricu ltu ra l practices had  
s tr ip p ed  the soil of its fertility  in  the South  and  elsew here. Then, 
the d u s t sto rm s began. R ecurring d rough t, overgrazing , and  in 
tensive agricu lture  began  to tu rn  the g rasslands of the Great Plains 
in to  deserts. By the 1930s, an  estim ated  n ine m illion acres of farm 
lan d  h a d  been  lost to  erosion. A no ther eigh ty  m illion  acres w ere 
in  jeopardy.4 The C ivilian  C onservation  C orps add ressed  all three 
p roblem s at once.

C ongress au th o rized  em ergency  conservation  w ork  in  M arch 
1933, an d  w ith in  a few  w eeks Iow a h a d  C ivilian C onservation 
C orps cam ps u p  an d  runn ing . By the en d  of the year, 12,800 m en 
w ere a t w ork  in  th irty -fou r Iow a cam ps.5 Tiny Ross, w ho  w ent on 
to becom e a doctor, w as am ong  them . H e later w rote, "M y m om  
h a d  d ied  an d  I 'd  been  on  m y  ow n  since I w as 12. I w as broke, 
h u n g ry  and  on the road  w h en  I jo ined the CCC."6 The key to  su r
v iv ing  the  dep ression  w as m ain ta in ing  one 's  self respect. M any

4 Donald Worster, Dust Bowl: The Southern Plains in the 1930s (New York: Oxford 
University Press, 1979) has become the classic study of agriculture and environmental 
devastation in the 1930s.

5 Thirty-fourth Annual Year Book—Part I (Iowa Department of Agriculture, 1933), 6.
6 Dr. L.W. (Tiny Ross) in unidentified news clipping, Robert Wimer Scrapbook, CCC 

museum, Backbone State Park.
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A m ericans, perhaps the m ajority, w ere able to  h u sb an d  resources 
and  m ake do  w ith  less. But m aking  do  w as n o t an  op tion  for m il
lions of young  adu lts  w ere ju st s tarting  life on  their ow n. A bove 
all else, the CCC offered young  m en  a chance to  create a n d  m ain 
tain  self respect.

The com plex p a rtn e rsh ip  deve loped  to im p lem en t the  CCC re
m ains one of the m ost fascinating  case stud ies in  the  h isto ry  of 
in tergovernm ental relations, in  large p a rt because it is im possible 
to im agine such  cooperation  am ong  governm en t agencies as they  
now  function.7 The D epartm en t of A gricu ltu re  a n d  the D epart
m ent of In terior p rov ided  technical services th ro u g h  several agen
cies, including  the Soil C onservation  Service, the U.S. Forest Ser
vice, the N ational Park  Service, an d  the B ureau of Biological Sur
vey (now  the U.S. Fish an d  W ildlife Service). The Labor D epart
m en t m ade the final selection of enrollees, an d  the W ar D epart
m en t opera ted  the CCC cam ps. State agencies de te rm ined  a p r i
ority  list of projects an d  p ro v id ed  add itiona l technical services.

Betw een 1933 an d  1942, 2.5 m illion  m en  betw een  the ages of 
seventeen and  tw enty-e igh t (initially, e igh teen  an d  tw enty-five) 
enrolled in  the CCC nationw ide; ano ther 450,000 veterans of W orld 
W ar I w ere p u t to w o rk  in  the VCC. Everyone of them  h a d  a pe r
sonal story, m any  of w h ich  have  been  collected in  recent years, 
b u t the average enrollee w as said  to be tw en ty  years old w ith  an  
eigh th  g rade  education. H e cam e from  a fam ily of six children. If 
he lived at hom e, h is father w as unem ployed . C hances are the 
enrollee h im self h a d  n o t w orked  for a t least n ine m on ths.8 H e 
received $30 p e r m onth , sligh tly  m ore if he w ere  p ro m o ted  to  an  
officer's position; e ither way, $25 of his p ay  w as sen t hom e to his 
family. The pay  w as no t great, even then, b u t it w as steady. Equally 
im portan t w as the s teady  diet, som eth ing  else m any  CCC boys 
h ad  lacked.

7 John A. Salmond, The Civilian Conservation Corps, 1933-1942: A New Deal Case Study 
(Durham, NC: Duke University Press, 1967) remains the best scholarly treatment of the 
CCC. Salmond discusses the origins of the CCC concept and its complex organizational 
structure. He also examines the human dimension: profiles the typical enrollee, character
izes typical camp operations and activities, and frankly discusses the racial aspects.

8  Salmond, 135.
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In  Iow a, the C ivilian  C onservation  C orps con tribu ted  m ore to 
sta te  p a rk  deve lopm en t th an  d id  any  o ther federal w ork  relief 
p rog ram .9 Because Iow a h a d  ad o p ted  a long-range conservation 
p lan  in  early  1933, it w as am ong  the first states to  be app roved  for 
CCC cam ps. The Twenty-five Year Conservation Plan w as a pioneer
ing  effort, the first com prehensive, s ta tew ide  p lan  th a t a ttem pted  
to relate state p a rk  p lann ing  and  developm ent to b roader resource 
conservation  need s.10 Fiscal be lt-tigh ten ing , how ever, caused  the 
leg isla ture  to  a d o p t it w ith o u t an  appropria tion . Thus, its m any 
recom m endations, w h ich  in c luded  creating  artificial lakes, ex
p a n d in g  the  p a rk  an d  p reserve  system , creating w ildlife refuges, 
an d  estab lish ing  state  forests, aw aited  fund ing , th o u g h  n o t for 
long.

L andscape architect John F itzsim m ons late recalled the excite
m en t w h en  C ongress app roved  the CCC. "I h ad  been  looking over 
Lake W apello for the  Fish an d  G am e C om m ission, and  w as in  the 
d in in g  room  of the hotel a t O ttum w a. Mr. D arling  [Jay N. "D ing" 
D arling] cam e in  an d  rap p e d  on  the  w in d o w  an d  said, Fitz! W hat 
do  you  think! U ncle Sam  has ju st g iven  us all the m oney  w e need. 
We can go ah ead  w ith  the  Tw enty-five Year P lan ."11 By mid-1933, 
sixteen CCC cam ps an d  th irty -tw o  projects h a d  been  approved  
for Iow a. F itzsim m ons also rem em bered  th a t P residen t Franklin  
R oosevelt w as im pressed  w ith  the long-range conservation plan , 
and , because of it, o rdered  CCC national d irector R obert Fechner 
to  "G ive Iow a all it w a n ts ."12 The tw enty-five-year p lan  w as p re 
cisely the  k ind  of state  com m itm ent the p residen t w as looking 
for. By the  tim e the CCC en d ed  in  1942, the  nu m b er of CCC en
rollees in  Iow a cam ps w o u ld  to tal nearly  46,000. They w o u ld  con

9 The Works Progress Administration (WPA), the Project Works Administration 
(PWA), Civil Works Administration (CWA), and National Youth Administration (NYA) 
also put people to work improving state parks, as I documented in my own study, "The 
Conservation Movement in Iowa, 1857-1942," National Register of Historic Places regis
tration document [original located at the State Historical Society of Iowa, Office of His
toric Preservation, Des Moines].

10  Thirty-fourth Annual Year Book, 6; Jacob L. Crane, Jr. and George Wheeler Olcott, 
Report on the Iowa Twenty-five Year Conservation Plan (Des Moines, 1933). Cartoonist and 
conservationist Jay N. Darling was the driving force behind Iowa's long-range conserva
tion plan; his voluminous papers and approximately 6,000 original cartoons are located in 
the Special Collections Department in the University of Iowa Libraries.

11 John Fitzsimmons to State Conservation Commission, transcript of remarks at 3- 
5 November 1941 commission meeting, Iowa Department of Natural Resources files.

12 Ibid.
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tribu te  to the developm en t of m ore th an  e igh ty  state  parks, and  
leave a tangible legacy tha t still n um bers  m ore th an  seven h u n 
d red  state  p a rk  s tructu res.13

The u n u s u a l  A m e ric a n  life  o f th e  1930s a n d  th e  fe d e ra l  
governm en t's  u n p receden ted  response to  w id esp read  econom ic 
distress, p ro d u ced  a co rrespond ing  im pu lse  to  d o cum en t w h a t 
w as happen ing  to com m on people, som ething that h ad  rarely been 
done p rio r to then. P ho tographers, film m akers, an d  w riters, em 
ployed  variously  th rough  the W orks Progress A dm in istra tion , the 
R esettlem ent A dm in istra tion , an d  the Farm  Security  A dm in is tra 
tion, fanned  o u t across A m erica to record  poverty, stoicism , and  
laugh ter in  the  face of adversity , an d  p lain , ordinary , daily  life.14 
U nbeknow nst to  these slice-of-tim e docum en tarians, in d iv id u a l 
participants in A m erica's g randest social reclam ation  schem e also 
w ere assem bling their ow n  p riva te  docum en taries  in  the  form  of 
scrapbooks, diaries, and  saved  letters. W ith the fiftieth ann iver
sary  of the CCC these p riva te  collections began  to  surface, reveal
ing a w ealth  of add itiona l in fo rm ation  abou t cam p life an d  the 
touching  personal transform ations th a t m any  yo u n g  m en  experi
enced. The CCC m ay  tu rn  ou t to  be the  m ost w ell-docum en ted  
phenom enon  of the 1930s. In  Iow a, m any  p riva te  collections have 
been  gathered  together an d  are n o w  arch ived  a t the  CCC M u
seum  in Backbone State P ark .15

P hotographs from  the Iow a CCC collections attest to  the "bo n d 
ing" experiences th a t w ere cen tral to  life in  the Three C 's. M en 
enro lled  for a period  of six m onths, an d  they  cou ld  re-enroll suc
cessively to a m axim um  official p e rio d  of tw o  years, a lthough  
som e m anaged  to finagle longer stays. T hus, desp ite  sho rt enro ll
m en t periods, it w as possib le to b u ild  an d  m ain ta in  social cohe

13 Joyce McKay, "The Civilian Conservation Corps Properties in Iowa State Parks: 
1933-42," National Register of Historic Places registration document, 1990, Section E,14,71- 
72 [original copy located at State Historical Society of Iowa, Office of Historic Preserva
tion, Des Moines].

14 There are many studies of the 1930s documentary impulse. Among the first to 
appear were Jerre G. Mangione, The Dream and the Deal: The Federal Writers' Project (Bos
ton: Little, Brown, 1972), F. Jack Hurley, Portrait of a Decade: Roy Stryker and the Development 
of Documentary Photography in the Thirties (Baton Rouge: Louisiana State University Press, 
1972), and William Stott, Documentary Expression and Thirties America (New York: Oxford 
University Press, 1973).

15 A much smaller collection of CCC material is located at Iowa State University 
Special Collections Department.
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sion. L ooking at p h o to g rap h s of CCC budd ies , though , it is easy 
to  overlook, or m iss, the fact tha t the CCC accepted A frican A m eri
cans. The CCC leg islation  s ta ted  th a t there  w o u ld  be no  racial 
d iscrim ination , b u t, of course, th is w as n o t the case. Race p re 
sen ted  a p articu la rly  difficult p rob lem  for R obert Fechner, w ho 
w as a Sou therner an d  n o t inclined  to force the  issue. C ontrary  to 
Labor D ep artm en t d irectives, quo tas w ere  w ide ly  u sed  to  lim it 
the n u m b er of N egro  enrollees. In  the  South, cam ps w ere strictly 
segregated. O u ts ide  the  South, segregated  cam ps p redom inated , 
b u t blacks w ere  som etim es assigned  to regu lar com panies.16 This 
w as true , for instance, a t one of the tw o  cam ps located at Lake 
View, w h ich  constructed  Black H aw k  Lake State Park, although  
blacks there  w ere  h o u sed  in  separa te  barracks.17 Personal p h o to 
g raphs, by  an d  large, do  n o t reflect the  sto ry  of race an d  the CCC. 
A ltogether, abou t 200,000 A frican A m ericans enro lled  d u rin g  the 
C C C 's n ine-year lifespan. Surely, N ew  D eal liberals m issed  an 
o p p o rtu n ity  to  take a bo ld  step  tow ard  desegregation , b u t these 
200,000 blacks nonetheless benefited  from  occupational train ing  
an d  educational opportun ities.

W ork projects defined  each day, a n d  physical labor w as the one 
tru e  com m on  b o n d  enro llees shared . C am p co m p o u n d s w ere 
am ong  the  first w o rk  projects. These w ere sim ilar from  one loca
tion  to  the next, increasingly  so after s tan d ard  p lans w ere in tro
duced  in  1936. Each com p o u n d  h a d  fou r o r five rectangu lar b a r
racks m easu ring  one h u n d re d  feet by  tw en ty  feet, show ers and  
latrines, a m ess hall, a recreation hall, adm in istra tion  build ings, 
officers' quarte rs , a hosp ita l, a garage, an d  often a school b u ild 
ing. B uildings w ere  a rranged , roughly, in  a “U ” shape a round  an 
o p en  space, w h ich  often  do u b led  as a recreational field. There 
w ere  abou t fifty varia tions on  the  basic p lan , depen d in g  on the 
local terrain . C am p bu ild in g s w ere  designed  for tem porary  use.

16 Salmond, 94-101.
17 This information comes not from official records, but from a 1937 newspaper 

account of the murder trial of Riley McBride, identified as one of several Negro members 
of the National Park Service camp; "Sac County Jury Frees R. McBride of Murder Charge," 
Lake View Resort, 3 June 1937. McBride's age was reported as forty-seven, indicating that 
he belonged to a Veterans Conservation Corps unit. The all-white jury, incidentally, be
lieved McBride's claim of self-defense, although one can speculate that the outcome might 
have been different had the victim not also been an African American.
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Single-wall, single-story  w ood  fram e construction  w as the  s tan 
d a rd  b u ild ing  type, som etim es p a in ted  b ro w n  or green, som e
tim es covered w ith  tar p a p e r or creosote. In terio r space w as a r
ranged  for m ax im um  efficiency, w ith  p rivacy  consequen tly  in  
short supply. C entral heating  m ean t a po t-belly  stove in  the cen
ter of the room . Im provem ents to hom e base varied  w ith  the of
ficers in charge. G ravel pa thw ays, rustic  gates an d  railings, flow er 
gardens, or stone fireplaces —  all constructed  an d  m ain ta ined  by  
the boys, of course —  m igh t a d d  a m easu re  of character a n d  com 
fort to cam ps th a t o therw ise  w ere ind istingu ishab le  from  m ili
tary  com pounds.18

The w hole opera tion  w as w ell o rgan ized  b u t flexible. C am p 
assignm ents frequently  shifted. A  to ta l of forty-six cam ps w ere 
o rganized  in  Iowa. Of th a t total, forty-one of them  w ere assigned, 
at one tim e or another, to  state  p a rk  projects, w h ich  offered som e 
of the m ost rew ard ing  w ork  because the  resu lting  p roducts  h ad  
such great v isual appeal.19 Even so, the CCC w as n o t for every 
one. The desertion  ra te  w as a t least tw elve percent, th o u g h  offi
cial statistics are vague. M any left after a few  days, o ften  because 
they  w ere hom esick. M ore left because they  could  n o t ad just to 
the reg im en of cam p life. A rm y officers p resid ed  over each cam p, 
and  w hile the A rm y w as n o t eager to  take on  the  responsib ility  
for ru n n in g  the cam ps, by  the  late 1930s m ost top  officers ad m it
ted  tha t the CCC h a d  p roved  to be a va luab le  tra in ing  g ro u n d  for 
jun ior officers.20

A lthough  the CCC w as im m ensely  po p u la r  w ith  the  A m erican 
public, and  com m unities often v ied  for CCC cam ps because of 
the econom ic boost, m any  peop le  on  the  political extrem es fret
ted  abou t the A rm y 's  role. Officially, the A rm y housed , fed, and  
clothed CCC enrollees. In add ition , cam p officers superv ised  all 
activities, w hich  included  recreational p rogram s, counseling, and

18 Salmond, 135-37; C.N. Alleger and C.A. Alleger, Civilian Conservation Corps: Iowa 
District History (Rapid City, S.D., privately printed, [1935?] also contains a wealth of de
tail, including photographs, concerning the organization and activities of more than thirty 
Iowa companies.

19 G.B. MacDonald, "Report on the Status of Emergency Conservation Work in Iowa," 
Thirty-sixth Annual Year Book (Iowa Department of Agriculture, 1935), 182-93; McKay, "Ci
vilian Conservation Corps Properties in Iowa State Parks, 1933-1942," Section E, 51-52 
(Table 4) and 71-72.

20  Salmond, 114-120.
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educational training. Unofficially, how ever, som e cam p com m and
ers trea ted  the CCC as an  A rm y recru iting  g round . There also 
w ere valid  charges th a t the A rm y in terfered  w ith  education  p ro 
gram s; and , on  the issue of A frican A m erican  enrollees, the A rm y 
w as, a t best, am bivalent. D espite justifiable reservations abou t the 
Arm y, though , no  o ther agency of the federal governm en t w as 
capable of adm in iste ring  a p ro g ram  so huge, so far flung, and  so 
com plex.21

C am ps cam e to  life each m orn ing  w ith  reveille a t 6 a.m. By 6:30, 
everyone w as d ressed  an d  on  the g rounds for m orn ing  exercises, 
th en  they  trooped  to  the m ess hall for breakfast. A fter eating, the 
m en  cleaned  u p  their b u n k  areas an d  policed the g rounds. C on
sidering  th a t bed  "linens" w ere p re tty  basic —  som etim es a b ed 
roll an d  a p illow — these chores took little tim e. Then everyone 
lined  u p  for roll call an d  inspection. By 7:45 crew s w ere ready  to 
d e p a rt for the  d a y 's  w ork . N early  everyone took a tu rn  a t kitchen 
duty. The food w as p lain , nou rish ing , an d  served  in  large quan ti
ties. Food pu rch ased  am o u n ted  to  m ore the $3 m illion m onth ly  
for cam ps nationw ide; an d  abou t ha lf of th is am o u n t w as spent 
in  local areas. Thus, food  service alone con tribu ted  greatly  to lo
cal econom ies.22 C rew s typically  ate  the noon  m eal w herever they 
w ere  w orking . A fter lunch  one day, Bob W im er sn ap p ed  a pho to 
g rap h  of h is crew  n ap p in g , in te rspersed  am ong  a p ile  of logs they 
w ere  "peeling" to  use  as tim bers for a state  p a rk  build ing . H is 
cap tion  of the  p h o to g ra p h  reads, "A fter chow. 3 baloney  san d 
w iches, cake, fru it, an d  coffee you  could  float a rock in ."23

C am p life, of course, w as n o t all w ork. The boys organized base
ball, basketball, football, boxing, an d  track  team s, an d  cam ps 
p layed  one ano ther for m yth ical d istrict and  state cham pionships. 
Baseball w as especially po p u lar in  Iowa, judg ing  from  cam p new s
p ap ers  an d  scrapbook  collections. In  1934, the Iow a D istrict Base
ball cham p ionsh ip  w en t to the Rog Rifters, officially know n as 
C om pany  772, w h ich  h a d  a side cam p at M aquoketa  State Park. 
The u n u su a l nam e rep o rted ly  derived  from  som e uniden tified  
cam p lea d e r 's  inability  to p ronounce  the "L" sound . As the story

21  Ibid.
22 Ibid, 111, 137-39.
23  Robert Wimer Scrapbook.
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goes, he  once repo rted  th a t h is m en  h a d  been  "rifting  rogs" onto  
log dam s.24 H is you th fu l charges d id  n o t let slip the chance to 
im m ortalize such  a tem p ting  h u m an  foible.

For those n o t athletically  inclined, there  w ere  m ore seden tary  
activities. Table tennis, pool, checkers, an d  card gam es w ere p o p u 
lar. Every cam p also h a d  a library, stocked  w ith  p o p u la r  books 
and  m agazines. E ducation  w as an  in tegral p a r t  of CCC life, too. 
Everything from  jou rnalism  an d  o rchestra m usic to  dynam iting  
and  cooking w ere offered, d ep en d in g  on  w h o  w as available to 
teach w hatever m igh t be n eed ed  or in  dem and . The boys could  
also seek o u t d iversions in  the local com m unity. There w ere no 
restrictions on leaving the cam p, b u t everyone w as expected  to 
be back at the barracks by  10 p.m . Taps so u n d ed  at 10:15; bed  
check w as a t 11:00.25

W eekend activities m igh t include sporting  events, social dances, 
and  d ram a or choral practice. Religious services w ere he ld  in  all 
cam ps on Sundays. G etting  ou t the cam p new sletter w as a con
tinual w eekend  activity, w ith  p ro d u ctio n  u n d e rw ritte n  by  local 
ad v ertis in g  o r a local new spaper. N ew sle tte r  titles, like team  
nam es, reflected a cam p 's  chosen identity. Camp Hawkeye News
letter cam e from  M aquoketa Co. #2716. E ldora Co. 1752 pub lished  
the Erosioneer. Camp Chin Chat cam e from  K eosauqua, an d  the  tw o 
Backbone State Park  cam ps p ub lished  the Backbone Timber Cadet.26

As of the early  1930s, Iow a h a d  estab lished  th irty -e igh t state 
parks, and  it w as am ong  a han d fu l of states considered  to be lead 
ers in  the state  pa rk  m ovem ent.27 By the  en d  of the N ew  Deal, 
thanks to the CCC and  o ther w o rk  relief p rog ram s, sta te  an d  n a 
tional park s  w ere recreational stap les of A m erican  life. Iow a w as 
b u t one of th irty -seven  states to  acquire n ew  lands an d  expand  
park  system s betw een 1933 and  1942. The CCC program  p rom pted  
ano ther e ight states to  estab lish  their first state  parks: C olorado ,

24 Tom Phipps Scrapbook, CCC Museum, Backbone.
25 Salmond, 139-141.
26 A small collection of CCC newsletters is located in MS188, Civilian Conservation 

Corps Material, Iowa State University.
27 Iowa passed legislation authorizing a state park system in 1917, among the first 

states to do so. New York, Pennsylvania, Indiana, Ohio, and Illinois also were leaders in 
the state park movement.
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A page from The Erosioneer of April 4 , 1937.

http://ir.uiowa.edu/bai/vol64/iss1



25

M ississippi, M ontana, N ew  M exico, O klahom a, S outh  C arolina, 
Virginia, and  W est V irginia.28 W hen  the  N ew  D eal cam e to  a close, 
Iow a's system  con tained  eighty-seven  parks, p reserves, forests, 
h istoric sites, w aysides, an d  parkw ays. There w ere  seven ty-th ree 
overn igh t cabins in  n ine state  parks, accom m odations th a t d id  
no t even begin  to m eet dem and . For those w h o  p referred  or w ere 
forced to  accept m ore p rim itive conditions, ten t cam ps w ere avail
able in  th irty -tw o  parks. Three na tu ra l lakes h a d  been  d red g ed  to 
enhance boating  an d  fishing; e igh teen  new  artificial lakes w ere 
open  for public  use.29

In recent years, CCC im provem en ts to sta te  park s  th ro u g h o u t 
the nation  have  been  the subject of n u m ero u s su rveys.30 W hen 
w e th ink  of C CC-era arch itecture in  parks, w e ten d  to  th ink  first 
of the im pressive stone lodges an d  shelterhouses, b u t construc
tion in  state parks included  every th ing  from  d rink ing  foun ta ins 
to fishing p iers to toboggan  slides. Im portantly , the p a rk  rustic 
style w as a to tal design  concept, w h ich  inc luded  the creation  of 
naturalistic  settings. A m ong the m ost pasto ra l of these is Rich
m ond  Springs a t Backbone State Park , enhanced  w ith  rock-lined 
pools w here the sp ring  em erges from  a lim estone outcropp ing . 
CCC crew s also b u ilt h u n d red s  of m iles of foot trails. Ironically, 
given the d em an d  for trails today, p a rk  p lanners  overestim ated  
the popu larity  of h ik ing  in  the 1930s an d  1940s, an d  Iow a b u ilt 
m ore trails th an  actual use  w arran ted  a t the tim e. In  keep ing  w ith  
the rustic style, stone tra il steps w ere b len d ed  in to  the n a tu ra l 
landscape, and  w ooden  footbridges w ere em bellished w ith  g u a rd 
rails of sm all unpee led  logs. CCC crew s, in  add ition , b u ilt or im 
proved  m iles and  m iles of w in d in g  p a rk  roads. D uring  the 1920s,

28 Linda Flint McClelland, Presenting Nature: The Historic Landscape Design of the 
National Park Service, 1916 to 1942 (Washington, D.C.: National Park Service, 1993), 252-54.

29 Figures compiled from Biennial Reports of the State Conservation Commission, 1934 
through 1942.

30 In addition to McKay's Iowa survey, others include Mary Elizabeth McCahon 
and John Herzan, "Connecticut State Park and Forest Depression-Era Federal Work Relief 
Programs' Structures," NRHP Thematic Resources Nomination, December 1985; James 
M. Denny and Bonita Marie Wright, "Emergency Conservation Work (ECW) Architecture 
in Missouri State Parks, 1933-1942," NRHP Thematic Resources Nomination, December 
1984; Rolf T. Anderson, "Minnesota State Park CCC/WPA/Rustic Style Historic Resources," 
NRHP Multiple Property Documentation form, 1988; Glory-June Greiff, "New Deal Re
sources in Indiana State Parks," NRHP Multiple Property Documentation Form, July 1991; 
see also, Carol Ahlgren, "The Civilian Conservation Corps and Wisconsin State Park De
velopment," Wisconsin Magazine of History 71 (1987-88), 184-204.
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au tom obile  to u ring  becam e an  accepted, an d  popular, form  of lei
su re  activity. A lthough  early -day  p a rk  advocates in  Iow a d id  not 
env ision  heavy  recreational use  in  sta te  parks, the autom obile 
changed  all that.

CCC carpen ter shops tu rn e d  o u t picnic tables, p a rk  benches, 
a n d  p a r k  f u r n is h in g s  to  c o m p le m e n t  s to n e  lo d g e s  a n d  
shelterhouses. Few  of these objects rem ain , an d  those th a t do  are 
m uch  valued. Visitors to the CCC M useum  at Backbone State Park, 
for instance, can rest on  a 1930s p a rk  bench  th a t has been  incorpo
ra ted  in to  the exhibit. The m illions of trees p lan ted  in  state  parks 
an d  forests constitu te  an  even  less obvious legacy. M ost crew s 
spen t a t least a p o rtio n  of their tim e on  forestry  projects, so m uch 
so  th a t  a c o n te m p o ra r y  n ic k n a m e  fo r  th e  th re e  C 's  w a s  
"R oosevelt's  Tree A rm y." N ationw ide , CCC boys w ere respon
sible for m ost of the reforesta tion  accom plished p rio r to W orld 
W ar II.31 R eforestation also w as h igh  on  the  agenda of state for
este r G.B. M acD onald , w h o  se rv ed  as the  sta te  CCC director. 
M acD onald  took full advan tag e  of federal and  state  ap p ro p ria 
tions to  acquire abou t 13,000 acres of lan d  for state forests in  Iowa. 
Two CCC cam ps w ere assigned  to full-tim e forestry  w ork: su r
vey ing  new ly  acqu ired  lands, bu ild in g  erosion control structures, 
g rad in g  an d  surfacing  roads, an d  p lan tin g  tress. M acD onald also 
estab lished  the  state  tree nu rse ry  a t A m es, an d  a th ird  CCC cam p 
p ro v id ed  the  labor to  opera te  it. CCC cam ps th ro u g h o u t the state 
p lan ted  trees in  state  park s  an d  collected seeds for p ropagating  
m ore.32

The rustic architectural style adop ted  for national and  state park  
struc tu res called for na tive  bu ild in g  m aterials, w hich  m ean t tons 
of sp lit stone for w alls an d  th o u san d s of felled trees for log beam s 
an d  posts. H eavy  equ ipm en t w as u sed  only  w h en  necessary since 
it w as policy  to  m axim ize federal expend itu res for h u m an  labor. 
The w o rk  could  be back-breaking  as Bob W im er notes: "16 pou n d  
m alls and  3 ft. s ta rt drills, crow  bars, com bined w ith  b ru te  strength  
an d  aw kw ardness got the rock ou t of the quarry ."33 Even concrete

31 Leuchtenburg, 174; Schlesinger, The Coming of the New Deal, 341.
32 G.B. MacDonald, "Forestry Progress in Iowa," Ames Forester 29 (1941), 10-13; Bi

ennial Report of the State Conservation Commission 1938, 117-118; 1940, 160-67; and 1942, 117.
33  Robert Wimer Scrapbook caption.
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w as m ixed one sm all ba tch  at a tim e a n d  w heeled  to  its destina 
tion the old fash ioned  way. CCC m en  sp en t so m uch  tim e o u t
doors tha t they  developed  w h a t Bob W im er knew  as "m oon  b o t
tom ." Beside a m ischievous pho to  of tw o boys w ith  exposed  back
sides to the cam era an d  b road  sm iles on  faces tu rn in g  back to 
look at the pho tographer, he  w ro te, "a  skin  cond ition  generally  
though t to be caused  by  fresh air an d  sunsh ine ."

Stonem asonry w as one of the skills in  h igh  d em an d  for p a rk  
w ork. This, of course, w as a skill th a t CCC boys typ ically  d id  no t 
have at the  beg inn ing  of their tour, so local experienced  m en, or 
LEMs as they  w ere called, often p ro v id ed  the technical expertise. 
If the boys w ere g reenhorns going  in, though , they  began  to  take 
p ride  in  their w ork  as experience set in. R ichard  Steele, w h o  w as 
assigned to  Lacey-K eosauqua State Park, ph o to g rap h ed  an d  kep t 
a list of all the p a rk  im provem ents he  w orked  on  d u rin g  1933 and  
1934. "M y crew  d id  the stonew ork ,"  ap p ears  over an d  over in  his 
captions.

The adm inistrative fram ew ork  of w ork  relief p rogram s required  
states to w ork  closely w ith  N ational P ark  Service p a rk  p lanners. 
This, p lu s  the m agn itude  of federal aid , gave the N ational Park  
Service an  unp receden ted  o p p o rtu n ity  to  p rom o te  rustic  archi
tectural design  princip les in  state  pa rk s  th ro u g h o u t the country. 
The rustic  design  aesthetic, how ever, h a d  been  evolv ing  since the 
late 1910s; an d  landscape architects a t Iow a State College, p rim a
rily P.H. E lw ood and  John F itzsim m ons, w ere  am ong  those w ho  
c o n trib u ted  to  the  d e v e lo p m en t of th is  s ty le  th ro u g h o u t the  
1920s.34 Photographs and  architectural d raw ings of 1920s im prove
m ents to Iow a's state parks, though  few  in num ber, p o rtray  sim ple 
stone lodges an d  shelterhouses, log cabins, open-w alled  pav il
ions, and  split-rail fences.35 These are valuab le  records of the pa rk  
rustic style in  its evo lu tionary  phases. E qually  valuab le  are the 
stone lodge at Lacey-K eosauqua State P ark  an d  the stone pav il

34 McClelland, Presenting Nature, 253-62.
35 Collection of architectural drawings are located at the Iowa Department of Natu

ral Resources and at Iowa State University. In addition, DNR records include scattered 
collections of photographs taken during the 1920s and early 1930s; additional photographs 
were published in the Bulletin: Iowa State Parks, published by the Board of Conservation 
from 1923-1927.
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ion  at Backbone State Park , w h ich  are am ong  the best surv iv ing  
exam ples of early  state  p a rk  architecture.

From  these early  w orks, the  N ational P ark  Service began  to 
com pile an d  s tan d ard ize  p a rk  designs in  the 1930s, finally codi
fy ing the rustic  sty le in  tw o  ed ited  publications, Park Structures 
and Facilities (1935) an d  the three-volum e Park and Recreation Struc
tures (1938). Both w orks con ta ined  exam ples from  Iowa. The 1938 
pub lication , in  particu lar, fea tu red  pho to g rap h s or architectural 
d raw in g s of stone barriers, picnic shelters, cabins, cam p stoves, 
picnic tables, an d  tra ilside benches located a t Backbone, Dolliver, 
Sw an Lake, Springbrook, P ine Lake, Ledges, and  G itchi M anitou 
s ta te  p a rk s . It a lso  h ig h lig h te d  Io w a 's  p a r t ia l ly  e n c lo se d  
sh e lte rh o u se  type, of w h ich  there  are  m an y  varia tions, as an  
"agreeable a n d  v igo rous"  regional design. P ark  users still app re 
ciate th is design  as p articu la rly  w ell su ited  for a clim ate tha t can 
deliver im p ro m p tu  ra in  show ers in  the m idd le  of an  otherw ise 
su n n y  sum m er day. NPS designers also cred ited  Iow a w ith  origi
n a tin g  the  h ea rth  ring, a no tab le  exam ple of w hich  is located at 
M aquoketa  State Park .36

Even th o u g h  CCC crew s m ay  n o t have  realized it a t the tim e, 
they  w ere  engaged  in  creating an  ind igenous arch itectural style. 
The state  an d  national pa rk s  of the U n ited  States d raw  adm ira
tion  an d  p ra ise  from  a ro u n d  the w orld , in  p a rt  for their abun
dance, b u t also because they  reflect a respect for na tu re . Such re
spect is a rguab ly  m ore ap p a re n t th an  real, b u t there  is no  deny ing  
th a t the genius of the "natu ra lized"  rustic architecture of the 1930s 
is th a t it succeeded  in  fitting  h u m an  activ ity  in to  na tu re  ra ther 
th an  the o ther w ay  around . As these p ictu resque structu res have 
tu rn e d  in to  historic  architecture, they  have  likew ise enhanced  the 
legacy of the C ivilian  C onservation  Corps.

C ost-benefit analyses are no th in g  new. D uring  the 1930s, there 
w ere charges th a t the cost of the  CCC w as excessive for a relief 
agency. A nd , if one assesses the s itua tion  p u re ly  in  term s of relief 
w ork , the cost w as high: $1,000 annua lly  pe r enrollee as opposed  
to  abou t $800 p e r  p e rso n  u n d e r the W orks Progress A dm in istra

36 Albert Good, ed. Park Structures and Facilities (Washington, D.C.: NPS, 1935); Albert 
H. Good, ed., Park and Recreation Structures, 3 vols. (Washington, D.C.: NPS, 1938), see 
especially vol. 2, 40, 58-59.
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tion. Benefits, b o th  tangib le an d  in tangible, are  m uch  h a rd e r  to 
assess. The Iow a C onservation  C om m ission  d id  n o t keep  consis
ten t records on  state  p a rk  im provem en t expend itu res, a lthough , 
as of 1940, it estim ated  the value  of n ew  "artificial construction" 
in  state p a rk s  a t $5 m illion.37 Factoring in  all the  re la ted  costs tha t 
w en t in to  p lann ing  an d  construction  w o u ld  raise th is figure sub 
stantially. For instance, d u rin g  the calendar year 1935, the  h ighest 
level of CCC operations, the  com bined  to tal of fu n d s expended  in 
Iow a w as nearly  $6.1 m illion for labor, CCC cam p construction , 
food, direct project expenses, an d  opera tional expenses.38 D irect 
project expenditu res from  July 1935 to  June 1938 w ere  rep o rted  at 
approxim ately  $3.9 m illion  for land  acquisition , lake d redg ing , 
surveys, an d  construction. O f th is figure, $3.7 m illion  cam e from  
federal sources. State expend itu res covered a m uch  sm aller p o r
tion of the to tal cost, a lthough  the leg isla ture  d id  augm en t em er
gency conservation  w ork  in  1934, 1935, an d  again  in  1937 w ith  
supp lem en ta l approp ria tions to ta ling  abou t $1 m illion .39

The cost analyses of the  1930s also ignored  in tangib le benefits 
tha t are difficult, if n o t im possible, to  calculate. Each CCC certifi
cate of service signified a m easu re  of h u m an  conservation , and  
the nu m b er of certificates carefully  stow ed  in  scrapbooks sym 
bolize how  dearly  m any  m en  treasu red  their CCC years. A  few  
d ry  statistics also suggest the im portance  of the  CCC as a reha
bilitation agency. O n balance, each enrollee grew  an  average of 
one-half inch and  gained anyw here from  eight to  fourteen  pounds. 
In  add ition , the d isease rate  am ong  CCC cam ps w as low er th an  
the national average for m en  of the enrollees' age group. The value 
of the educational p rog ram  speaks th ro u g h  the range  of occupa
tions an d  careers th a t CCC "g rad u a tes"  en tered .40

There is sim ply  no  w ay  to  calculate the value  to  society th a t the 
CCC con tribu ted  in  term s of fire p reven tion , soil conservation, 
flood control, reforestation, or the deve lopm en t of na tiona l and  
state parks. For the enrollees, personally, the CCC rek ind led  hope.

37  Biennial Report of the State Conservation Commission, 1940, 19.
38 G.B. MacDonald, "Report on the Status of Emergency Conservation Work in Iowa," 

183.
39 Biennial Report of the State Conservation Commission, 1936, 123-24; 1938, 16, 116.
40 Salmond, 129.
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For h u n d red s  of th o u san d s  of young  m en, the CCC w as, quite 
literally, a tu rn in g  p o in t in  their lives. It b lended  peop le  of differ
en t cu ltu ral if no t racial backgrounds, relieved them  of econom ic 
stress a t a tim e in  their lives w h en  society expected them  to begin 
p roducing , gave them  tim e to  th ink  abou t their fu tures, p rov ided  
them  w ith  educational tra in ing  and  job skills, an d  expanded  their 
horizons.

W hat h a p p en ed  to  the  CCC cam ps? M ost of them  w ere canni
ba lized  or recycled, an d  a few  of those th a t w ere recycled can still 
be  seen in  state  parks. For instance, ten  cabins a t D olliver State 
P ark  w ere  b u ilt of lum ber recycled from  CCC barracks. Likewise, 
CCC bu ild ings a t Springbrook w ere reused  to bu ild  a teacher e d u 
cation cam p in  the 1940s. The D olliver g roup  cam p is still a p o p u 
lar spot, w here  several cabins are s itua ted  in  a m eadow  along 
w ith  a stone lodge an d  a recycled CCC barrack  build ing .

W hat d id  the  CCC m ean  to the yo u n g  m en  w h o  enrolled? "M y 
reaction to  the CC can be sum m ed  u p  like th is," w ro te  Bob Wimer. 
"They w ere  the  years th a t took  m e off the  streets, w here  I w as 
abou t to  be in  a lot of trouble. They w ere m aybe the happ iest years 
of m y  life. N o t on ly  w ere  they  form ative years; they  w ere informa
tive years. To th is d ay  I th an k  those sergeants, w ork  leaders, engi
neers, a n d  a rm y  officers w h o  shook the liv ing hell o u t of m y a tti
tu d e  to w ard  w h a t I thought w as okay  an d  w h a t w as really righ t."41

41  Robert Wimer to Matt Miller, Wimer Scrapbook.
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