
   

 

Iowa received many benefits from 

the conservation efforts of Franklin 

Roosevelt. Backbone Park, as it 

stands today, is a result of the hard 

work put forth by the Civilian 

Conservation Corps (CCC). 

 
While Company 1756 was busy 

building the dam to create the lake, 

Company 781 worked hard to 

prevent erosion. Trees were planted, 

and retaining walls were erected to 

hold the soil on the hills. In addition 

to work that conserved and 

preserved the natural beauty of the 

park, the corps installed telephone 

lines, firebreaks and sewage and 

irrigation systems. 

 
Natural materials from the park were 
used in most projects. Limestone, 

·timber and boulders can still be seen 

today in the bathhouse, boathouse, 

sundial, water fountains, bridges, trails, 

retaining walls and latrines that dot the  

park's landscape. In addition, the State 

Forest located near the north entrance 

to the park is a living reminder of the 

thousands of trees that were planted. 

The CCC provided many intangible 

benefits, as well. Many of the camp 

members were young and away from 

home for the first time. Living, working 

and playing together instilled values 

that spurred many of them on to 

successful, productive lives. Many of 

the CCC members continued on as 

employees of the U.S. Forest Service 

or National Park Service. 

 
Economically, times were hard, but 
the CCC camps provided a job, a 

chance for an education, an 
opportunity to learn a skill and time to 

have fun.  Boxing and wrestling 
matches, ping-pong tournaments, 

orchestras, glee clubs, theatrical 
groups, science clubs and camp 

newspapers are some of the many 
activities that were enjoyed. 
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The "3Cs" planted millions of trees, quarried 

and spread thousands of tons of rock, built 

miles of roadbed and worked on many other 

"grunt" jobs. It was not all work and no play, 

however. Ball games, wrestling matches, 

movies, plays, concerts, dances and parties 

were a common part of life in camp. The men 

went to town as often as they could to court 

the women and have some fun. 

 
All CCC camps offered education programs 

for enrollees. Many members got their high 

school diplomas through the CCC. Some 

even took correspondence courses from 

colleges. Journalism was a popular class and 

most camps published their own news 

papers or wrote regular columns for the local 

town papers. 

Between 1933 and 1941, nearly 50,000 

Iowans worked with the CCC, including 

enrollees, LEMs and officers. The Soil 

Conservation Service ran most Iowa CCC 

camps. Enrollees in their camps built dams, 

terraces and other erosion control structures 

to help stop the destruction of Iowa's farm 

land. At the height of activity there were 46 

camps located throughout the state. About 

one third of the camps were located in state 

parks like Backbone. Structures such as 

lodges, shelters, bathhouses, cabins, latrines 

and bridges were constructed with logs cut 

from park forests and native stone quarried in 

the park or nearby. 

 
Increasing prosperity and World War II 

brought the end of the CCC in the early 

1940s. The country's conservation problems 

were by no means solved, but it was difficult 

to justify the expense of large programs 

such as the COC when unemployment rates 

fell and the country was faced with the 

possibility of war. Instead, young men joined 

the military and the camps were gradually 

torn down or converted to other uses in 

Iowa's parks and towns. 

 
The CCC existed for only a short time, but 

some estimate its work pushed American 

conservation efforts ahead by fifty years. 

Across Iowa, in parks and on farms, the 

resources and facilities we enjoy today 

represent a living testimonial to the proud 

men who served in the CCC. 

 
The CCC made the whole country aware of 

·the need for resource conservation. That 

work did not stop when the program ended 

in 1943. Today, agencies such as the Iowa 

DNR and country conservation boards 

manage Iowa's public lands and waters, but 

it is still up to every one of us to do our part. 

Iowa's natural resources must be cared for 

by all Iowans if they are to be available for 

the use and enjoyment of future 

generations. 

Saving our historic resources is also an 

important part of conservation.  Because 

time has taken its toll on CCC buildings and 

structures, caring for these reminders of our 

past is an on-going project for the Iowa 

DNR. 
 

In 1996, $3 million was appropriated for 

improvements in Iowa state parks, with a 

special emphasis placed on historic 

structures. Later, in 1997, the Restore the 

Outdoors initiative was signed into law, 

providing an additional $12 million dollars of 

support over four years for restoration and 

renovation of historic Iowa state park 

structures. 

 
CCC structures at Backbone State Park are 

highlighted on a separate map. We hope that 

you will explore them during your park visit. 

As you travel around Iowa and tour other 

state parks and preserves, be on the look-out 

for further evidence of CCC work. You may 

be surprised by the number and variety of 

structures. 

 
Photos courtesy of CCC Museum 
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The Civilian Conservation Corps (CCC) was 
created in 1933 by President Franklin D. 

Roosevelt to provide work for young men 
who could not find jobs 

because of the Great 

Depression.  By  putting 

these men to work on 

resource conservation 

projects across the United 

States, President Roosevelt 

intended the CCC to help 

solve two of the country's 

most serious problems, 

unemployment and resource 

degradation. In Iowa, the 

CCC built parks and pre 

serves, planted trees, worked 

on drainage projects and 

assisted farmers in soil 

conservation efforts. 

 
The first white settlers in Iowa lived very 

much like the Native Americans. But after 

the Civil War, the population grew rapidly 

and farming became a big business. The 

prairies were plowed, wetlands drained, 

trees cut and the natural balance that had 

made Iowa "the Beautiful Land" upset.   By 

· 1900, farmland, towns and roads covered 

most of Iowa. Some towns had small parks, 

but there were no large parks or state 

preserves. As the natural landscape 

disappeared, there were fewer and fewer 

places for wildlife to live and for people to 

relax and enjoy Iowa's natural beauty. 

 
Iowans were caught between the need to 

pay the bills and care for the land. By the 
1920s, when high costs and low prices 

forced farmers to get everything they could 
out of the land just to make ends meet, 
erosion and resource depletion were 

becoming very serious problems. Everyone 
agreed that something had to be done, but 

resource conservation required planning and 
money, these were in short supply but help 
was on the way. Both the state and federal 

government stepped in during the Great 

Depression to work on the problems that 
threatened  Iowa and  its people. 
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In 1931, Iowa's governor created one of the 

country's first statewide planning agencies, the 

Iowa State Planning Board. A group of Iowa's 

best scientists and scholars surveyed the 

entire state and made recommendations on 

how to conserve natural resources, build 

better roads and provide recreation for the 

people. 

 
During the Great Depression, there 

was little hope that much could be 

accomplished right away, but their 

work soon became the basis of 

Iowa's involvement with the CCC. 

Their report, the Iowa Twenty-Five 

Year Conservation Plan, published 

in 1933 provided long-range plans 

for parks and preserves, soil 

conservation programs and high 

way construction around the state. 

 
The day after his inauguration in 

1933, President Franklin D. 

Roosevelt began designing the 

CCC program. It was a great idea, 

but FDR needed help from the 

individual states to make it all 

work. Iowa's planning efforts paid 

off well,  as  Iowa received  CCC camps 
before many other states because it already 

had a long-range conservation plan under 

way when the CCC was organized. By May 
1933, there were 16 camps organized in the 
state. By the end of the year, 22 CCC 
companies were at work in Iowa. 

 
Requirements for joining the CCC were 

simple. Enrollees had to be young, single, 

healthy and unemployed. They signed up for 

six months at a time and were expected to 

work at whatever job they were given. 

 
In return, they got room and board, clothing 

and thirty dollars each month (most of which 

was sent home to their families). 

 
FDR designed the CCC as a cooperative 

effort among several branches of the federal 

government. .In the field, most of the 

enrollees worked for the National Park 

Service, the Forest Service or the Soil 

Conservation Service. In camp, they lived 

under Army regulations. Built and run by the 

Army, CCC camps tended to look like 

military bases. Building designs were 

standardized and 

 
 

 

 
 

most camps were laid out in similar ways, 

but enrollees made the camps their own  

with landscaping, decorations and building 

improvements. The young men lived by 

military schedules, wore uniforms, ate in 

mess halls and slept in tents or barracks. 

The Corps hired local experienced men 

(LEMs) to train enrollees as foresters, 

carpenters, stone masons and conservation 

workers. Other jobs were less specialized. 
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