CCC enrollees in front of a building that they constructed in the 1930s.
This building is now used as a visitor’s center at Ward Pound Ridge Reservation, Cross River, N.Y.

We Can Take It!

I

By Barbara Cole Feiden

t was the best thing that ever happened to
me,” says Douglas S. Eier, speaking of his
enlistment in the Civilian Conservation Corps
more than 70 years ago. It was 1933, the height of
the Great Depression, and 18-year-old Eier was out
of school and out of work.
“I grew up in Chicago,” Eier remembers, “and
there, as in most of the country, there were no jobs
to be had. My father was a city employee, but the
city couldn’t pay its workers. There were seven
younger children in the family and we lived on spaghetti sauce. Meat in the spaghetti was a luxury.”
Doug Eier headed for California, riding the
rails (on top of the boxcars). But a deadly heat
wave, painful blisters and an injured ﬁnger put an
end to the trip in Omaha, Neb. An old man living by
the tracks let him soak his feet in iodine. “I didn’t
rob anyone, but I was desperate,” says Eier. “I was
one of the ﬁrst to join the CCC. I was given clothes,
shoes that ﬁt, a place to sleep and three meals a day.
It probably saved me from going to prison.”

As an enrollee in the CCC, Eier cleared land
and worked as a forester and night watchman in
Washington, California, Oregon and Idaho. His pay
was the standard $30 a month, of which $25 was
sent home to his mother.
When his enlistment was up, Eier went to night
school. He worked as a baker, eventually owning
his own shop in Lewiston, Idaho, and becoming
president of the local bakers union. In time he
earned a general equivalency diploma and went
into the insurance business.
Eier started a boys’ club, and served as a scout
leader and member of the Boy Scout Council. He
says he owes his sense of humor and his work ethic
to the CCC.
The CCC was one of the most popular of the
New Deal programs. It was only 35 days after
the inauguration of President Franklin Delano
Roosevelt that the ﬁrst CCC “boy” enrolled, on
April 7, 1933. The corps eventually enrolled more
than 3.4 million young men (ages 17–25 and
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unmarried) who served in all 48 states, the territories of Alaska and Hawaii, and Puerto Rico and the
Virgin Islands. When funding was discontinued in
1942 and the program ended, many CCC enrollees
went into military service.
CCC enrollees planted close to 3 billion trees,
and the corps was often referred to as “Roosevelt’s
Tree Camp.” They built trails and roads, strung telephone lines, protected streams and lakes, and developed erosion-control programs. Enrollees served as
ﬁreﬁghters and improved, developed and protected
parks and campgrounds. They restored an estimated 3,900 historic structures. Many of their dams,
bridges and lakes can still be seen in the nation’s
parks today.
CCC enrollees came from both urban and rural
regions of the country. What they shared in common was poverty, unemployment, desperation and
a willingness to work hard. Although the jobs were
generally physically demanding, the living facilities modest and the discipline strict, most of the
young enrollees were better fed and clothed than
they had been at home. The corps motto was “We
can take it.”
William Levitt joined the CCC in 1938, when
he was 19. “I graduated high school in Brooklyn,
N.Y., at 16,” he said. “Jobs were few and I had no
family or outside help.” Before enlisting, he had
worked irregularly as a Western Union messenger
and a newsboy.
In the CCC, Levitt was assigned to a roadbuilding crew in Lovelock, Nev., where they dug
wells and dirt roads for the local sheep and cattle
ranchers. His typing skills led to his promotion to
assistant leader and company clerk, and later to an
assignment as a supply sergeant.
During his days in the CCC, Levitt also
worked on a crew in Attica, N.Y., planting pine
tree seedlings. “Today,” he says, “the forests in
that area are a testimony to the backbreaking work
we did there.”
He entered the Army as a draftee and was discharged as a battalion sergeant major. After the war,
he worked for the federal government for 39 years.
He credits his steady advancement to hard work
instilled by his CCC and Army experiences.
William Levitt found the CCC a very worthwhile experience. “It got me outdoors,” he said.
“It added to my surroundings. I met all kinds of

people. It kept me out of the bread lines. It made
my time in the Army a breeze.”
“The CCC was a place to go, to survive, to
work,” writes Morris Grodsky of St. Simon’s
Island, Ga.
Grodsky was raised in a children’s home in
Denver, Colo. He had graduated from high school
and it was time to leave. “I had no family. I’d have
to get a job, but there were no jobs.”
At age 17, Grodsky joined the CCC and spent
six months cutting timber, breaking shale rocks into
slabs for an irrigation canal, and clearing a valley.
After Pearl Harbor, he enlisted in the Army and
became a surgical technician.
When World War II ended, Morris Grodsky
went to college on the GI Bill, earned a bachelor’s
degree in criminalistics, and then a master’s degree
in education. During his working career he was
a forensic scientist, a teacher and a criminalistics
advisor to Brazil.
Patricia Clancy Kriss tells the story of her late
father, Frank Clancy, who served in the CCC in
1936. He came from Long Island, N.Y., enlisted at
age 18, and worked on fence and road construction
and well drilling.
Frank Clancy joined the Army in 1940 and saw
action in the Paciﬁc Theater. He married right after
the war, drove a truck, and ran a delivery service for
local business ﬁrms.
“I feel that he beneﬁted from his jaunt in the
CCC,” says Patricia Kriss. “He got to see the USA
at a much earlier age than many of his friends. He
got to see what life was like away from New York.
Most important, he was able to help his family
ﬁnancially. His father was a sickly man and the
money he sent home would have come in handy
even if there had not been a Depression going on.”
Hobart Parish was only 16, a year younger than
the legal entrance age, when he joined the CCC on
July 5, 1934. He remembers arriving in Clarksville,
Tenn., at 2 a.m., and thinking what a big world it
was. First stop: the supply depot where uniforms
and equipment, “leftover World War I stuff,” were
issued. Second stop: learning to make up his bunk.
“The bugle call sure came early the next morning,” said Parish.
The young enrollee’s ﬁrst assignments included
planting trees, working in the rock quarry, learning
erosion control, clearing sites and building forest-
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ﬁre towers. He became a rodman and learned to do
surveying.
Parish was promoted to camp assistant and
project assistant, civil service jobs, and eventually
became surveying crew chief. His CCC experience
led him to a series of jobs and a lifelong career with
the Corps of Engineers.
“I have heard of schoolteachers teaching that
the CCCs were boys who had broken the law,” said
Hobart Parish. “History is subject to misinformation. We worked hard and produced good work.”
According to the National Association of Civilian
Conservation Corps Alumni, actors Raymond Burr,

Robert Mitchum and Walter Matthau once served
in the CCC.
Morris Grodsky, the institutionalized orphan
who became a forensic scientist, says of the
Civilian Conservation Corps: “In a long life, this
has been one of my best experiences. The work was
very hard. The food was hearty and good. It was a
life close to nature, which beneﬁted me physically
for many years after. It provided me with a transition from the sheltered life of an institutionalized
kid to being a relatively normal person who was
able to contribute to society.” ❖
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