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Ithough the Great Depression of

the 1930s affected all Americans,

it struck some groups harder
than others. Because of competition
for jobs from large numbers of jobless
workers, those without experience or a
specific skill found it extremely difficult
to find employment. Among the groups
particularly hard hit were America’s
young people. President Franklin D.
Roosevelt responded to this effect of
the depression in March 1933 by cre-
ating the Civilian Conservation Corps.
The CCC, aimed at the worst aspects of
youth joblessness, bore Roosevelt’s per-
sonal stamp of approval and support.

Scholars of the New Deal have never
closely examined the experience of
African-American youth in the CCC.
Those few works that address the issue
focus almost entirely on racial issues;
they completely ignore the conservation
contributions of African-American
corpsmen. This study of those young
men’s work in protecting and main-
taining the national forests of California
fills a gap in the historical record and
at the same time adds to our under-
standing of western history, African-
American history, and American history
in general.

In 1930 approximately one million
young people in the United States were
employable but unable to find work.
By 1933, the worst unemployment year
of the depression, the number was up
to five million, representing over a third
of the nation’s known unemployed!

The CCC was created to employ
young men between the ages of seven-
teen and twenty-three in paramilitary
work camps, where they were to under-
take various conservation projects.?
Robert Fechner, vice-president of the
American Federation of Labor, was
chosen to head the CCC. Its advisory
council included one representative
from each of four government depart-
ments: War, Labor, Agriculture, and
Interior.? A vital component of the
CCC operation was that camps were
administered by the U.S. Army. Within
seven weeks after President Roosevelt
had signed the corps into law, the army
had mobilized 310,000 men into 1,315
camps, “a mobilization more rapid and
orderly than any in the Army’s history

The Department of Labor, which was
responsible for keeping up the strength
of the camps by providing a regular
flow of men, prescribed enrollment
policies and eligibility requirements.

A corpsman was to be employed in the
CCC for no longer than eighteen
months, and his monthly salary was
thirty dollars, twenty-five dollars of
which was sent home to his family. In
addition, a corpsman received food,
clothing, shelter, medical care, and
educational and recreational oppor-
tunities.® Various technical agencies,
such as the National Park Service, the
U.S. Forest Service, and the California
Department of Forestry, located suitable
camps, selected work projects, and
supervised the work performed on the
various projects.$

The Depression and African-
American Youth in California

Government jobs and work projects
were the largest source of new employ-
ment for African-American Califor-
nians during the depression years.
Unfortunately, little systematic infor-
mation is available about the Great
Depression’s economic impact on Cali-
fornia’s African-American population.
Certainly, however, that population
was economically desperate during
that time. By employing youth, the seg-
ment of the population hardest hit by
unemployment, the CCC offered vital
economic assistance to the African-
American community.

In 1930 the total population of
California was recorded as 5,677,251,
of which 1.4 percent were African-
American. In October 1933, it was esti-
mated that 413,000 Californians were
jobless.” In its Annual Report of 1931,
the National Urban League estimated
that in the 106 major cities in the United
States, which included Los Angeles,
“the proportion of Negroes unemployed
was 30 to 50 percent greater than for
whites.”® In Los Angeles, African-
Americans had the highest unemploy-
ment rate of any racial group.® In a
27 July 1934 article, the California
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Eagle, the state’s largest African-
American newspaper, noted that
African-Americans in the city of Los
Angeles had occupied close to eleven
thousand janitorial or similar positions
in 1920, whereas in 1934, with a popu-
lation increase of twenty-two thousand,
African-Americans held fewer than
three thousand such jobs. Even those
families not directly affected by unem-
ployment were indirectly affected by
the loss of revenue to the city’s African-
American community!®

The law establishing the CCC con-
tained a provision that “no discrimina-
tion shall be made on account of race,
color or creed™ Yet despite instruc-
tions from National Selection Director
W. Frank Persons that enrollees be
selected without regard to race}? corps
administrators in many states refused
to select a proportionate share of
African-Americans. At the start of the
program, African-American enrollment
was restricted to less than 10 percent of
the national corps total3 By 1935
African-American participation had
reached 10 percent, which might be
considered equitable, insofar as it
corresponded to the proportion of
African-Americans in the total popula-
tion counted in 1930. But as historian
Nancy Weiss points out, it was “less
than adequate when measured against
the disproportionate relief needs

of blacks™4

Camp Assignment

Initially African-American enrollees
were assigned to CCC camps without
regard to race. However, because of anti-
pathy from local communities, racist
attitudes in the U.S. Army, and the
usual racial fears, African-American
and white corpsmen were soon sepa-
rated. In this decision, as one scholar
has written, “President Roosevelt con-
curred.”” The policy announced in July
1935 ordered: “Complete segregation
of white and colored enrollees is di-
rected. Only in those states where the
colored strength is too low to form a
company unit will mixing of colored
men in white units be permitted.
Colored companies will be employed

in their own states, except where located
on a military post and then within
their own Corps area.¢ In the summer
of 1935, Ninth Corps Area Headquar-
ters (representing California, Nevada,
Utah, Wyoming, Oregon, Montana,
Idaho, and Washington) in San Fran-
cisco instructed all CCC districts in
California with African-American
corpsmen in integrated companies to
transfer them for the “formation of five
colored companies in California,’
effective 9 August 1935. The directive
also stipulated that companies with
African-American corpsmen transfer
the proportional share of existing com-
pany funds to the new companies!’
Throughout the remaining seven years
of the corps, racially segregated camps
were the norm. In 1942, when the
CCC was officially terminated, almost
all of the African-American corpsmen
in California had at one time been
assigned to one of the all-African-
American companies.

African-American CCC
Companies in California:
1935-42

Four all-African-American CCC
companies were established in south-
ern California during the fall of 1935,
two of which were in Los Angeles
County. The two Los Angeles County
companies spent the fall months con-
structing and maintaining forest ser-
vice roads. Between 1935 and 1942
there were five African-American com-
panies located throughout the state of
California: Company 2922-C, F-157;
Company 2923-C, F-164; Company
2924-C, F-140; Company 2925-C,
P-295; and Company 2940-C, SP-4.
Letters of designation identified both
the type of camp and the agency admin-
istering it. CCC projects in California
were divided into four major categories:
state park camps (SP), national forest
camps (F), state forest camps (P),
and national park camps (NP). War
Department army officers managed the
day-to-day operations of the camps,
coordinated by a state CCC director.

A civilian projects superintendent as-
sumed responsibility for the various
work projects, which were administered
through the U.S. Forest Service8
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Although most CCC companies in
California, which averaged about 150
men each, performed a variety of tasks,
some were assigned to special work
projects — priority tasks that made
major contributions to California and
the overall status of CCC programs.
For example, in March 1937 Camp
Dalton Canyon, a white camp, was
selected to manufacture concrete crib-
bing to be used on truck trails in the
Angeles National Forest. A special CCC
cribbing plant turned out between
three and four thousand pieces of con-
crete, which were used on the Monroe,
Big Dalton, and Saw-Pit-Monrovia
truck trails. Some of the cribbing was
sent to other camps to be used in the
construction of trails!® Company 1950,
Camp Coldbrook, also a white com-
pany located in the Angeles National
Forest, worked on the largest camp-
ground project in the state. During the
fire season of 1936 the company’s sup-
pression crew, the so-called “Fighting
Fifties,” was dispatched to eigh differ-
ent forest fires and, for all of 1936, had
more man-hours on fires than any
other camp in the state.??

Less well-known, but nevertheless
important, were the duties performed
by California’s African-American
CCC companies. In many forests, can-
yons, and parks of the state, African-
American companies maintained and
helped to construct major parks and
campground facilities. Most of the CCC
camps occupied by African-American
companies in California can best be
described as multipurpose facilities.
Each camp had between two and six
project superintendents; each superin-
tendent had a crew assigned to a par-
ticular task such as fire suppression,
construction of truck trails, and tele-
phone lines, to mention but a few.
Each camp performed different types
of work projects; a project usually
took about three weeks. Routine work
done by African-American CCC com-
panies in California included construc-
tion and maintenance of park roads,
service-truck trails, fire breaks, and
hiking trails.






