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Writing in December 1933, public health administrator Ellen C. Potter declared that “the freights have swarmed with adventurous young manhood.” An “army of boys on the loose” was rising to “alarming proportions,” Wayne McMillen observed, and the press gloried in sensationalizing its experiences.  He commented, “[S]carcely a magazine appears today without pictures of young fellows jumping freight trains, huddled in box cars, cooking Mulligan stew in the jungle, thumbing passing automobiles and hitch-hiking across the country.”
  [SLIDE 1] Writers especially dwelled on “the moral hazards of the road.” Not only were youthful wanderers thrown into contact with professional beggars and thieves, but more importantly, they were “in danger of becoming the prey of degenerates.” 
  “The adult migrant is homeless, jobless, and womanless,” sociologist Towne Nylander warned.  “Being womanless [he] resorts to illicit relations and perversions.”
  Sociologist Thomas Minehan suggested that all too often, the transient “wolf” took the wandering youth by force, “lur[ing] the boy to a deserted corner of a freight yard where the boy’s screams cannot be heard   . . . or . . . get[ting] the boy drunk and tak[ing] him into a thicket.” 


Such stories about “an army of boys on the loose,” subject to “dangerous character degeneration” at the hands of seasoned perverts and criminals, helped to advance a new concept of male homosexuality in the 1930s.  According to George Chauncey, intergenerational male intimacy was part of a broader working-class bachelor subculture in the early twentieth century, encompassing not only transients but seamen and “unattached” common laborers who populated urban gay locales.  Chauncey notes that the sexual practices of this all-male working-class society came under increasing scrutiny in the 1930s.
  Along with other scholars of sexuality, notably Jennifer Terry and Nayan Shah, Chauncey suggests that increasing intolerance of homosexuality was only partly about sex; it also reflected anxieties about interracial and interclass contacts that particularly flourished in the nation’s cities and hobo jungles.  Throughout the early 20th century, as white, native-born elites grappled with the changing ethnic, racial, and class composition of an increasingly urban, industrial U.S. society, the sexuality of hoboes, seamen, and other unattached working-class men and boys came to stand for a perceived crisis of national sexual incontinence.
 

It is within this context of heightened sexual and social anxiety that the Civilian Conservation Corps emerged.  In addition to being the New Deal’s most popular relief agency, the CCC served as a staging ground for broader anxieties about working-class bachelor society and male intergenerational intimacy that animated many facets of U.S. national culture in the Depression.  Throughout the period 1933-1941, the CCC removed impressionable, working-class youth from the urban flophouses and hobo jungles where, according to popular reports, they risked moral and physical degradation.  It placed them in rural districts and wilderness camps far removed from tantalizing urban vices, where they performed hard manual labor while conforming to strict standards of physical hygiene. Thus disciplined away from urban and transient vices, their physical and moral hardihood assured, they underwent a remarkable transformation from “public enemies” to exemplars of privileged national values. 

Certainly, the CCC dispelled anxieties about the improper socialization of white, working-class youth in the Depression.  But to see the agency’s success only in these terms is to miss its most compelling sexual accents.  It fails to account for the intensely pleasurable portrayals of “loosely-clad” male bodies and intimate male friendships that animated popular and official representations of the CCC.  In the remainder of my time, I will draw on the rich narrative and iconography of CCC life to suggest that stories about relations between seasoned Army officers and callow CCC enrollees recalled more troubling associations between hobo “wolves” and idle, impressionable youth.  Moreover, detailed descriptions of CCC enrollees’ heavily muscled yet compliant bodies carried at least as much erotic charge as descriptions of homeless boys’ scrawnier physiques.  The question at the center of my presentation is the following:  If there was so much concern about the improper homosociality of the working-class bachelor subculture in the 1930s, then why were erotically charged representations of CCC youth so popular?   

Michel Foucault notes that the policing of sexual perversion is not without its pleasures.  He states that “it is through the isolation, intensification, and consolidation of peripheral sexualities that the relations of power to sex and pleasure [branch] out and [multiply].”  While the marking of certain sexualities as perverse might seem to establish hard and fast boundaries, Foucault asserts that the relation of power to the perverse is neither linear nor incommensurable but circular, tracing “around bodies and sexes … in perpetual spirals of power and pleasure.”
  

I include Foucault’s words here because they eloquently describe the dynamic at play in depictions of wandering youth and “loosely-clad forestry workers” in the Depression.  While Foucault is not interested in specifying the locus of the power that defines sexualities, I am interested in specifying how a particular “node of power” – the New Deal state – advanced its political authority by intervening in the perverse sexual narrative of wandering youth and offering the alternative narrative of the CCC enrollee.  [SLIDE 2].
Roosevelt took office on March 4, 1933; on March 31, responding quickly to popular concerns about “the army of boys on the loose,” he signed legislation authorizing the establishment of the Civilian Conservation Corps.  By mid-April, the first CCC camp, dubbed “Camp Roosevelt,” began operation in Virginia; by mid-summer, approximately 250,000 young men were working in 1,300 camps across the country.
   Moreover, while only about 300,000 young, unemployed males were at work on CCC projects at any given time, the agency was quickly credited with revolutionizing the situation of America's masculine youth.  "The most astounding fact shown up glaringly by the 3-C campaign," one journalist commented, "was the physical, mental, and spiritual flabbiness of much of the youth of the country…."
   According to CCC Director Robert Fechner, once America's "flabby" youth entered the CCC, "The combination of good food, suitable clothing, a useful occupation and healthful exercise … quickly put [them] in a cheerful frame of mind, increased their weight, and changed their entire outlook on life."

Part of the satisfaction of CCC stories had to do with their responsiveness to class-based anxieties. The average CCC youth was represented as an urban, white, working-class boy from a questionable home.  James McEntee, who succeeded Fechner as CCC Director, wrote that “In the main, the men who served … came from economically insecure homes.  They were drawn almost entirely from that third of the population which President Roosevelt had described as ‘ill fed, ill housed, and ill clothed.’” The Nation praised the CCC for bringing “town and city boys into the forests” where it built up “their undernourished bodies and strengthened their characters….” 
  According to one official report, “Boys from New York’s teeming East Side found themselves … in the high meadows of Glacier National Park” and “the pallid battalions of Chicago waded through the Spring thaw in Mount Hood National Forest in Oregon.”  

Confronted with “the majesty of nature,” enrollees forgot about vices learned in urban flophouses and hobo jungles and embraced healthful outdoor pursuits. Blazing mountain trails, fighting forest fires, and taking all-day hikes with their fellows replaced riding the freights, loitering on streetcorners, and otherwise languishing in enforced idleness.  In the process, as CCC forester John Dennett Guthrie observed, enrollees “learned about America.”  They witnessed “Her vastness, her beauty, her grandeur, her nakedness,/Her raped forests and soils and wildlife and waters.”
  And, acting as good “husbands” to the feminized natural landscape, they “helped to build America” through reforestation, flood control, and other conservation work.
  

As a site for the construction of civic identity, the CCC invoked not only the land itself, but Euro-American men’s historical relationship to the land.  As CCC enrollees combated fires, floods, erosion, and other natural threats, they became a symbolic link to the nation’s pioneer past.  In this sense, the CCC appealed to anti-urban and anti-modern sentiments inflamed by the economic crisis.  Accounts likened enrollees to wilderness adventurers like “Kit Carson, Daniel Boone, Lewis and Clark, Marquette, Sera and all the rest of that vast legion of honor…”
  
If recapitulating the pioneer experience helped enrollees to overcome their troubled pasts, so too did the routines of living in a carefully administered camp. Popular and official accounts highlighted the emphasis on health, sanitation, and "orderly living."
 The very regularity of camp life was reputed to foster a process of "Americanization."  While enrollees might come from a range of backgrounds – most of them urban – the common issue of uniforms, work shoes, and toilet kits, combined with the shared experience of rigorous work and leisure activities enacted in a wilderness setting, was alleged to have an equalizing influence.  As one forester remarked, "This has been a great leveling process as well as a genuine educational force for good."
  

Criminality and illicit sexuality, which had been central to accounts of homeless and delinquent youth, were almost entirely absent from narratives of CCC life.  Careful guidance, positive role modeling, and strict supervision by military officers helped to contain the threat of illicit homosociality. As in the U.S. military, the CCC enforced heteronormativity by subjecting nonconforming individuals to emasculating taunts.  [SLIDE 3]. Young men who failed to conform to the model of masculinity privileged in the CCC were called “gold brickers” and “pansies.” [SLIDE 4].  According to camp newspapers, effeminate enrollees quickly realized that they had no place in the agency and “went over the hill.”  Only “men who could take it” remained in the CCC for any length of time.  The hypermasculine expression, “We can take it,” was a nationally approved CCC motto. [SLIDE 5].
Whereas lurid homosociality had been among the most alarming characteristics of transiency and the broader working-class bachelor subculture, the carefully ordered military-style fraternity of the CCC licensed more positive accounts of homosociality.  Stories of CCC life were often effusive in their descriptions of male bonding.  One source for such stories was an essay contest on “What the CCC has done for me,” sponsored by the agency’s public relations division in 1933.  In a prize-winning essay, enrollee Allen Cook presents a very sentimental portrait of his CCC experience, weaving together an idealized portrayal of the natural landscape and an emotional account of male-bonding.  He begins by describing how, at a moment when he is pondering his past as a “boy who wearily tramped the [city] streets,” he is discovered by his commanding officer: 

"Mooning?" A pleasant voice breaks in upon the sad retrospect.  I look up and behold the smiling face of my beloved captain. 


"N--no, sir," I stammer, wiping the back of my hand across the eyes that I know are suspiciously moist.  "I--I'm just thinking--how good and how wonderful this all is," sweeping out my hand to include the camp, the hills, the trees, the stars, the flowers. "After some things this is like--Heaven."
Cook continues, 


And it is, too.  I know the heavenly exhilaration that comes from good clothes, good food, and clean hard muscle; from dawn on the hills and a flaming sunset. I know the divine serenity of soul that comes from a quiet well-ordered life; from the silence of night, the whisper of wind, and the perfume of dew-drenched flowers.


Peace?  Ah, I have found it at last.  And happiness-- ....[i]t's here, right here. . . .
Cook’s apparent love for his captain and his description of “the heavenly exhilaration that comes from … clean hard muscle,” together with his rapturous description of “dew-drenched flowers” and “flaming sunsets,” was sufficiently compelling that CCC publicists arranged for its publication in American Forests.
  Other accounts gave a more general impression of the wilderness-enhanced fraternal camaraderie of the CCC camps.  The CCC “gave me the opportunity to make friendships that will live forever,” enrollee Robert Miller wrote. 
  Suggesting the deep emotional bond that many in the CCC shared, another former enrollee reflected, 
And now, I often become homesick for the noise and clamor of the mess hall were 150 ravenous boys troop in three times a day, the twang of guitars as a soft-voiced enrollee sings a plaintive mountain melody on the steps of the barrack in the soft, summer twilight, the smell of clean steaming bodies and the stinging crack of a turkish towel in the bathhouse after the day's work is done. All of these things, and many more, I long for, but I must make way for some other young fellow….

Hufford’s description of “clean steaming bodies and the stinging crack of a turkish towel,” like Cook’s reference to his “beloved captain” and the “heavenly feel of … clean, hard muscle,” were not explicitly sexualized.  Nevertheless, within their Depression context, such narratives played on the public preoccupation with the sexuality of working-class, masculine youth. CCC publicists’ enthusiasm for such stories suggests that they were interested less in dispelling transgressive homosociality, than in harnessing its power to the nation-building project of the New Deal state.  


Some authors seemed to queer the CCC narrative deliberately.  Ray Hoyt, the editor of the national CCC newspaper, Happy Days, generally accentuated the wholesome homosociality of camp life both in the paper and in a booklet titled We Can Take It: A Short Story of the CCC.  [SLIDE 6].  In both texts, Hoyt describes plenty of conventionally masculine activities such as baseball, wrestling, and playing pool in the camp canteen.  But he also highlights more transgressive moments, as when participants in CCC theatricals masqueraded as women, and when, in the course of CCC dancing classes, “it [was] common to see one man instructing another in the steps of a waltz in the barracks, their heavy Army shoes notwithstanding.”
 Thus, whether the subject was the emotional bond formed between a callow enrollee and his "beloved captain,"
 or an account of activities like showering, acting, or dancing, representations of camp life described the intimacy of male bonding in rich detail. 
 

Just as accounts of CCC life dwelled on the pleasurable homosociality that flourished in the camps, they also dwelled on the physically appealing figure of the “loosely-clad forestry worker.”  CCC officials were obsessed with the bodies of CCC youth, routinely measuring the agency’s success in pounds gained and inches grown. Accounts of CCC life also dwelled on enrollees' lusty appetites and on the bountiful, heavy meals that enrollees consumed between the hours of rugged outdoor work. [SLIDE 7]. One CCC enthusiast described the transformation wrought by CCC service as follows:  "Into the camps," he began, "the relief organizations . . . fed . . . hordes of pasty-faced, slack-fibered youngsters . . . Out of the camps came at least 200,000 sun-tanned, clear-eyed young men . . ."
  Another CCC enthusiast gave a similar account.  He remarked, "There was certainly a great contrast between the thin, white, anemic-looking faces of last spring and the brown and bronzed faces and bulging muscles of late summer."
 [SLIDE 8].
          Hoyt described the physical regeneration that enrollees underwent as a result of hard outdoor work: “They soon bared their backs to the sun and worked without shirts. Many of them wore nothing but shoes, socks, and G.I. ‘shorts.’ Bodies gradually became tanned, and the muscles tough….”
  [SLIDE 9].  In terms that join the enrollee’s physical regeneration not only to his natural surroundings, but also to his endurance of hard, outdoor work, Guthrie described,

The boys went to work, 

Stripped to the waist, soon became 

Brown-armed, brown-shouldered, chests, backs, and legs –

Like Indians, modern American Redmen.

The boys set the stripped style,

CCC boys-stripped-to-the waist-style, all over America.

Best way to work, clean, healthy, --

All in CCC camps.

As Guthrie’s account suggests, the “CCC boy-stripped-to-the-waist” was a popular icon of the New Deal.  [SLIDE 10].  Feature articles in magazines typically contained photographs of half-clothed enrollees engaged in rugged outdoor work, and government recruitment pamphlets also deployed such images.  [SLIDES 11, 12].  Recognizing the appeal of the “loosely-clad forestry worker,” top CCC officials commissioned WPA artists to immortalize the figure in 1935.  [SLIDE 13]. Official publicity pamphlets featured photographs and drawings of young CCC men stripped to the waist and hard at work.  [SLIDE 14]. Such images graced the covers of popular books like Guthrie’s Saga of the CCC and can also be found in former enrollees’ personal photograph collections. [SLIDES 15, 16, 17].  "Sun-tanned and clear-eyed," with "brown and bronzed faces and bulging muscles," the CCC enrollee was a nationally appealing – and, I would argue, at least somewhat erotically charged – figure.

In his final report published in 1943, McEntee described the CCC as a "great white chain of camps.” [SLIDE 18]. While I have not had time to discuss the CCC’s treatment of young men of color here, the agency was racially segregated, and narratives and images of CCC life overwhelmingly favored white enrollees.  As I have suggested, the agency was also class-specific.  It isolated white, working-class youth in rural and wilderness surroundings where it taught them respect for constituted authority and endurance of hard, physical labor.  
 
A great deal of the CCC's popularity derived from its success in alleviating anxiety about improperly sexualized masculine youth who hailed from urban, working-class communities, but who had often taken to the road, encountering transient “wolves” and other denizens of the working-class bachelor subculture.  In a climate of intense economic and gender insecurity, the CCC intervened to safeguard white, working-class masculine youth against the potentially dire effects of prolonged social dislocation.  It removed impressionable youth from "the perils of the streetcorner" to the rugged, healthful surrounds of the Army-supervised work camp.  There, in an environment of partially militarized fraternal living, enrollees learned habits of discipline and regularity and internalized the social values of mutualism, cooperation, and compromise that membership in a carefully-monitored fraternal community was uniquely suited to provide.  Enrollees who successfully completed their terms of service, CCC rhetoric contended, were men who could "take it"; neither paupers nor "pansies" – rather, muscle-bound and half-naked young men – they represented a recuperated masculinity which many viewed as a potent metaphor for national recovery in the Depression years.


For the bulk of Americans who praised the CCC, few things were as reassuring as the image of rejuvenated, working-class young men "knuckling down to hard work and liking it," far removed from the tantalizing social vices that had provoked widespread alarm in the early Depression years.  Major-General Johnson Hagood famously characterized the enrollee group as “Men that can take care of themselves in the woods, hands hardened to the pick and shovel, feet hardened to the road, nerves and muscles that response to the word of command.”
  [SLIDE 19].  This image of the hard-working enrollee reveals ambivalence about white, working-class masculine youth that was crucial to the CCC's popularity.  Praised as an exemplar of national service on the one hand, the CCC enrollee was also a threat that needed to be contained.  An inmate in a sort of "concentration camp," his service had both erotic and punitive implications (perhaps erotic because punitive?); firm military guidance was deemed necessary to restore him to productive membership in society.


The CCC was an immensely popular New Deal program, and the rehabilitated CCC enrollee was an intensely pleasurable symbol of national recovery.  The relationship between particular representations of masculine youth and much larger claims about national recovery merits close attention, for it reveals the extent to which political and specifically national problems are frequently worked out on the terrains of gender and sexuality.  


I began this paper with images of wandering boys riding the rails, risking physical injury and exposure, but courting even greater disaster in their encounters with “degenerate” hoboes, urban con men, and tramps.   [SLIDE 20]. In closing, I return to the images of wandering boys and trains.  Fears of homosexual perversion, closely tied to urban themes of criminality, class subversion, and racial commingling in popular accounts, reflected the uneasy coexistence of competing systems of sexual classification in the tumultuous Depression years.  


The CCC removed idle youth from the freight yards and other troubling locales and subjected them to a rigorous mental and physical transformation within the space of the wilderness camp.  Thus purified, the CCC youth became a potent symbol of national community. Erotically charged descriptions of their “loosely-clad” bodies, working in unison to protect a feminized national landscape, along with romantic accounts of intense male friendships, breathed new life into what is sometimes called the “passionate brotherhood” and “deep, horizontal comradeship” of national community.
  Thus distilled, the racially pure, class-specific body of CCC youth had all the force of a powerful locomotive.  Fueled by “perpetual spirals of pleasure and power,” that engine did much to advance the nation-building project of the New Deal state.
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