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‘I got to do something
to keep my family up’
The CCC-Indian Division Offers a New Deal
for the Eastern Band of Cherokees By Mattea V. Sanders

B

efore enforcement of the Indian Removal Act between 1836 and 1839, the Cherokee Nation
existed in three groupings: the Lower Towns along the Savannah River in South Carolina, the
Middle Towns in western North Carolina, and the Upper or Overhill towns in eastern Tennessee.
Within the Middle Towns a fourth group existed: the Out Towns, who were located
to the north and east of the rest of the tribe. During the early years of the republic, the
Out Towns saw few changes in relation to their fellow South Carolina, Tennessee,
and Georgia tribal members.
After fighting the state of Georgia in federal court and winning, the Chero
kee Nation was forcibly moved west—what is now known as the Trail of
Tears—because of President Andrew Jackson’s unwillingness to uphold the
Supreme Court’s decision in Worcester v. State of Georgia.
The high court ruled, in effect, that Georgia had no jurisdic
tion in Cherokee territory, and that only the national govern
ment had authority in Indian affairs. Therefore, the Indian

Left: A map of the Eastern Band of Cherokee Indians Reservation, 1934, shows the towns of Wolf Town and Yellow
Hill, roads, locations of towers and telephone lines, and sites where Eastern Band members worked on CCC-Indian
Division projects, marked in red spots. Above: Workers raise a pole on the Cherokee Soco telephone line.
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Removal Act of 1830 gave Jackson the power
to negotiate removal treaties, which he did
in 1835 with the Treaty of New Echota
with the written consent of only 500 of the
thousands of Cherokee tribal members. This
treaty forced the Cherokee Nation to relo
cate to lands west of the Mississippi.
However, members of the Middle and
Out Towns renounced their tribal member
ship and retained their lands along the riv
ers adjacent to the Great Smoky Mountains
because of legislation by the state of North
Carolina in 1783. These parcels of land, and
the peoples who settled on them known as
Qualla Indians, became the nucleus of what
is now the reservation of the Eastern Band of
the Cherokee Indians.
By the dawn of the 20th century, federal
policies of the late 19th century had taken
their toll on Native populations. Many res
ervations were rife with poverty, widespread
alcoholism, and a high infant mortality rate.
Because of their already poor situation, the
Great Depression had little effect on Native
communities. The Eastern Band of Chero
kees, long suffering from poverty and a lack
economic opportunity, soon found eco
nomic opportunity through the Indian New
Deal.

“I got to do something
to keep my family up”
“I want you to let me know [about] this job
down there on ECW [Emergency Conserva
tion Work] in Snowbird,” wrote an Eastern
Band tribal member to the superintendent in
charge of the Office of Indian Affairs (OIA)
agency on the Eastern Band of Cherokee
Indians reservation in 1935. “And I hear that
they were able to use a couple more and I am
asking you to let me have a job and I don’t
mean maybe. And I want you to let me know
as soon as possible. I got to do something to
keep my family up.”
The writer had heard about the work oppor
tunities and wages earned by other members on
the reservation through the Emergency Conser
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In May 1933 Agency Superintendent R. L. Spalsbury urged that Eastern Band workers not be organized in
residential work camps. He argued that they could be transported to work sites, and that they should be al
lowed to maintain their crops to “produce enough food and feed this summer to support them next winter.”

vation Work (ECW), or the Civilian Conserva
tion Corps-Indian Division (CCC-ID).
The CCC-ID work that the Eastern Band
member was so desperately seeking was a part
of the Indian New Deal, the brainchild of
John Collier, an American social reformer who
was heavily involved in the American Indian
Defense Association and became FDR’s choice
for commissioner of Indian affairs.
Seeking to promote tribal self-determina-

tion, Collier sought legislation that would
allow Native nations to be semiautonomous of
the federal government. His plans included an
end to allotment, funding for new land, and
permission for Indians to write their own con
stitutions for local self-government and eco
nomic corporations.
While these policies had both positive
and negative effects for Native Americans
nationally, locally Collier’s programs did

Winter 2014

Superintendent Spalsbury wrote of tribal dissatisfaction at not being consulted in the past, and was “elated”
about Commissioner John Collier’s policy in June 1933 “to place as much responsibility for planning on the
Indian Tribal Organizations as possible.”

change tribes, individual Native lives, and
the relationship of tribes to the federal gov
ernment.

Creating an Indian Division
For the New Deal’s CCC
Collier created the CCC-ID through the
Wheeler-Howard Act, which passed in June
1934. Collier had appealed to President
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Franklin D. Roosevelt for a separate unit
of the CCC to aid American Indians. The
original Civilian Conservation Corps was
meant to provide employment for single
men between the ages of 18 and 25.
The goal of the CCC was to take young
men out of the breadlines and place them
in healthy outdoor working environments
where they would perform conservationrelated work. The CCC did not serve Ameri

can Indians, however, because state quotas
dictated how many men could enroll.
As a result of the limited slots available,
states did not include American Indians in
their enrollment. The CCC-ID functioned
out of the Office of Indian Affairs under
Collier. He and his agency assumed total
responsibility for administration, enroll
ment, work planning, and work supervi
sion as well as day-to-day operations for the
Indian CCC projects.
The central tenet of the CCC-ID was sim
ple: self-sufficiency.
If the government gave Indian men the
necessary skills, the tribes could be more
successful in the future. CCC-ID camps had
more influence from local communities than
regular CCC camps did. The reservation’s
tribal council and chief—in cooperation
with the Office of Indian Affairs Superin
tendent, not the U.S. Army—managed the
camps and the work.
Issues such as pay rates, however, went
through the main CCC-ID administration
in Washington rather than the tribal council.
Unlike the CCC, the ages of the enroll
ees in the CCC-ID could be between 17
and 35, and they could be married. CCC
ID camps were also structured differently.
There were camps with single men, camps
where married men with their families could
reside, and nonresidential camps where men
were allowed to live at home with their fami
lies and travel to work. The most common
of the three were the nonresidential camps
where men lived at home with their families.
The CCC-ID ended July 2, 1943, after
serving 85,000 Native American men, 67
reservations, and costing $72 million.

The Eastern Band Gets
Its Own CCC-ID
The Civilian Conservation Corps-Indian
Division program with the Eastern Band of
Cherokee Indians began in 1933.
The Eastern Band CCC-ID conducted
projects on the reservation and in parts of
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take any large number of them away
from these farming activities at the
present time and put them in a camp
would simply perpetuate their trouble
through the next winter.
The CCC-ID was the only New Deal
program that supported Native American
communities. For the Eastern Band, the
CCC-ID brought major changes that radi
cally affected the reservation and left legacies
that still resonate today, such as wages, labor,
tourism, and revitalized lost traditions.

Administration Seeks to Shift
More Authority to Tribal Councils

By early 1934, according to a progress report, over 200 Eastern Band men were at work at the camp on
dams, trails, telephone lines, and at fighting forest fires. An organizational chart of the managers, headed by
Superintendent R. L. Spalsbury, is included.

the Great Smoky Mountains National Park.
The nonresidential camp worked best for the
Eastern Band because the men lived so close
to their work sites, and they needed to main
tain their small farms while still working for
the CCC-ID.
The Eastern Band administration did
not establish residential camps for fear of
disrupting the economic, social, and cul
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tural lives of the enrollees. R. L. Spalsbury,
the superintendent of the Office of Indian
Affairs agency in Cherokee, wrote to J. P.
Kinney, the director of the CCC-ID in
Washington, D.C.:
Practically all of our Indians are
actively engaged at the present time in
planting and caring for their crops. To

The Cherokee CCC-ID functioned
through the superintendent of the agency,
who was appointed by Collier; the tribal
council; a small administrative staff; and 20
hired Eastern Band members who worked
in staff positions such as foreman, subforeman, tractor operator, trail locater, stone
mason, and clerk stenographer.
Spalsbury, who was both the first super
intendent of the Eastern Band CCC-ID
and superintendent of the Office of Indian
Affairs in the Eastern Band, wrote openly
about the past issues of the office in particu
lar and the federal government in general:
“For years, I have felt that much of the dis
satisfaction on the part of the Indians has
been due to the fact that programs were
announced without consulting them.”
In an effort to correct this oversight, the
superintendent consulted with the East
ern Band by calling an annual meeting of
the tribal council to discuss the proposed
CCC-ID projects for the coming year. The
superintendent at Cherokee understood that
tribal self-governance took time and that the
federal government should transition gradu
ally. In a letter to Collier, he noted with
“delight your agreement with the general
policy of placing as much responsibility on
the Indian Tribal Organizations in so far as
this emergency work is concerned.”
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Collier also emphasized placing respon
sibility on the Native nations for manag
ing programs and approving projects and
appropriations. In a letter to the superin
tendent of the OIA agency for the Eastern
Band, Collier described what he expected:
“encourage the Tribal council and the
chiefs to assume as much responsibility as
possible.”
The CCC-ID also hoped to strengthen
the tribal government structure of the East
ern Band. Collier wrote extensively about
the importance of placing responsibil
ity on the tribal structure. For the Eastern
Band, the CCC-ID promoted responsibility
within the tribal government by hiring the
chief, Jarrett Blythe, as the “additional subforeman that will place additional responsi
bility on the Indians themselves.”
Their choice to make him the sub-fore
man reinforced his authority as chief. By
becoming an integral part of the program,
Blythe demonstrated his personal and pro
fessional approval of the program. Bring
ing the tribal governmental structure into
their own program gave the CCC-ID more
power within the reservation. This way of
using the Eastern Band to gain social and
cultural approval for the program occurred
especially in relation to the labor practices
of the CCC-ID.

CCC-ID’s Labor Practices
Come Under Scrutiny
The superintendent of the Eastern Band
OIA wanted to promote an economically
sustainable and self-determined Eastern
Band through creating opportunities for
wage labor. Although the recruits of the
CCC-ID received half the pay that those in
the traditional CCC did, the administration
of the CCC-ID wished to give as much work
and income to as many enrollees as possible.
With the establishment of the CCC-ID
for the Eastern Band, the superintendent
received strict instructions from the direc
tor of the CCC-ID in Washington to spread
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In his February 20, 1940, letter to the commissioner of Indian affairs, Camp Superintendant C.M. Blair
asked for additional payroll funds during the exceptionally cold winter that created hardships for Eastern
Band families.

wages out to as many members of the East
ern Band as possible: “Projects and employ
ment should be distributed to spread the pay
to as large a proportion of the Indians need
ing work as possible.”
One hundred and fifty men worked a
month, but they were allowed to work only
two weeks a month to stretch the income to
as many people as possible. In many cases,
this meant paying enrollees less to provide

work to more. Even when money became
scarce in the OIA for the CCC-ID program,
the agency made an effort to try to spread
out the work. As a later superintendent of
OIA agency for the Eastern Band wrote to
Collier:
From the standpoint of relief for the
Indians, the situation is not encourag
ing. Our average CCC-ID payroll for
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the past six months has been $3,970.86.
With the exceptions of supervising
personnel, leaders, assistant leaders, we
had up to December 1, 1937, worked
the enrollees in two shifts of one-half
month per shift. Starting December
1, 1937, in an effort to keep down the
payroll and still give employment to a
maximum number of men, the month
was divided into three shifts of ten cal
endar days per shift.
In 1938, funding became even more
restricted, and the program reduced the
number of enrollees to 25 men. The lack of

steady wages caused Cherokee men to rely
heavily on different types of work, including
agriculture, to feed their families.
The CCC-ID also attempted to elimi
nate as much overhead as possible to reserve
funds for salaries. In 1937, the director of
CCC-ID programs congratulated the super
intendent of the Eastern Band on the sig
nificant portion of money he successfully
budgeted to the Eastern Band: “An analysis
of your expenditures for the past fiscal year
shows that approximately 60% of CCC-ID
funds went to the enrollees, 18% to super
vising and facilitating skilled workers, and
20% for materials and supplies.”

It was a budget goal of the superintendents
to keep their costs down and ensure that the
enrollees were the central beneficiaries of the
program. In 1938 the superintendent of the
Eastern Band calculated the annual cost per
enrollee to be $1,015. In addition to wages,
enrollees received: “subsistence, clothing,
(and repair thereof ), transportation, and
hospitalization and medical treatment.”
The heavy labor involved in the enroll
ees’ work brought safety and health risks.
In 1934 a warehouse that the enrollees
were in the process of constructing fell on
six enrollees, injuring them. A report sent
to Washington demonstrated the extent of

Left: Eastern Band workers breaking the Soco Gap
truck trail.The trails and truck roads were largely cut
by manual labor.
Above: Construction of lookout towers was a prior
ity for forest management and fire prevention.
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the damage: “This report shows that six men
were injured. The Office records do not indi
cate that report of injury has been received
as to any of these men. Please report fully,
submitting the required forms properly exe
cuted.”
The federal government also had to go
to court because of situations that occurred
among enrollees or between enrollees and
employees of the OIA agency. Sibbald
Smith, an Eastern Band enrollee, was called
to be a witness in a 1934 suit brought by two
other enrollees against one of the Eastern
Band CCC-ID employees. The CCC-ID
program paid his wages while he took time
off to serve as a witness for this case.
Ultimately, the court decided in favor of
the Eastern Band enrollees, and they received
compensation; however, this case shows that
the United States government could see
American Indians as laborers deserving of
fair treatment in the workplace.
When the Eastern Band fell on particularly
hard economic times, the federal government
was ready to step in. The superintendent
maintained a surprisingly open relationship
with the enrollees, and they reached out to
the OIA agency if they were not receiving
enough work to make ends meet.
If the superintendent could not provide
more work, he appealed to Congress for
greater appropriations, such as during the
harsh winter of 1940, when the tempera
tures dipped below 20 degrees Fahrenheit
and food became scarce.
“[T]he Indians have suffered greatly
from loss of foodstuffs,” wrote the superin
tendent, and “canned fruit and vegetables,
potatoes and other root crops have frozen.”
He received more appeals for work than ever
before.
However, the superintendent’s ability to
distribute work evenly was tested as appro
priations for Roosevelt’s programs trailed off
in the late 1930s. In the early years of the pro
gram, the CCC-ID paid enrollees for their
weekends in addition to their regular pay. By
1940, this practice had ended, and the CCC
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ID routinely had crews work 10 days straight
with no time off on the weekend.

The CCC-ID Partnership with
The National Park Service
The CCC-ID program conducted exten
sive work for the National Park Service. In
March 1942, the superintendent asked for
a considerable increase in funding to cover
their work for the National Park Service and
the National Forest Service. He wrote:
Our projects are an integral part of
the protection and development of the
valuable timber resources. The Reserva
tion is practically surrounded by the
National Park and the National Forest
Service lands and there is no doubt
that we will be called upon to fight
fires on these lands.
The Eastern Band fought fires on both the
federal land and their own land and made
firefighting a priority not only for safety rea
sons but also for economic reasons—to pre
serve timber.

The National Park Service relied on the
CCC-ID to help it protect the land from
forest fires. In exchange for fighting fires for
the Park Service, the Eastern Band acquired
equipment.
In 1942, the CCC-ID wanted to enlarge
the Lookout House at the Barnett Knob
Tower. This project involved constructing “a
18’ x 16’ addition to the present 14’ x 16’
frame house which is altogether too small
for a man and his family.” Furnishings for
the house came partly from the CCC-ID,
but the “doors windows, and some of the
hardware will be donated by the Park Ser
vice.”
The relationship with the Park Service also
brought the Eastern Band economic stabil
ity through the tourist industry that blos
somed after the creation of the Great Smoky
Mountains National Park.
The National Park Service also hired
CCC-ID enrollees. In 1942 the CCC-ID
furnished five enrollees “to assist in operat
ing the United States Park Service Nursery
at Ravensford, North Carolina.” In exchange
for the workers, the CCC-ID received “free
of charge enough seedlings and transplants

The Eastern Band CCC-Indian Division baseball team, undated.
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to equal the wages and subsistence of the
enrollees that were engaged on such work.”
The CCC-ID enrollees also received train
ing through the Park Service, as the super
intendent of the Eastern Band OIA wrote
to the director of the CCC-ID in Washing
ton: “Tree nursery work would fit in well in
educating our Indians in this class of work.
There is a movement now on planting Rho
dodendron plants to sell to the tourists. Our
Indians could learn about this at the Nursery
where they have had experience with it for
the past several years.”
Working for the National Park Service also
gave the Eastern Band CCC-ID the oppor
tunity to come into contact with the regular
CCC, and the two groups regularly played
baseball games against one another. CCC reg
ulations charged corps area commanders to
create athletic programs in their camps, and
sports included baseball, boxing, and basket
ball. These activities became tremendously
popular, often producing intense rivalries.
An Indian Division progress report dated February 10, 1942, identifies the kinds of projects under way—including
foot and truck trails, telephone line maintenance, and bridge construction—and the extent of work completed.

Eastern Band of Cherokees work at flooring the connecting link between the Lower Bunches Creek section and
Upper Bigwitch in the Wrights Creek section.
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Projects on the Reservation
Are Part of CCC-ID’s Work
Collier hoped that Native communities
would be more self-sustaining, and to this end,
he advised superintendents to choose projects
that would better use natural resources for
economic gain on the reservation.
Projects included building bridges,
garages, lookout cabins and towers, tele
phone lines, latrines and toilets, utility
buildings, trail shelters, fences, guardrails,
dikes, levees, and foot and horse trails;
checking dams; engaging in erosion control;
planting and seeding fields; improving for
est stands; conducting nursery operations;
combating forest fires; reducing fire hazards;
developing public picnic grounds; promot
ing forest education; establishing boundar
ies; and preserving trees.
One of the projects introduced new crop
practices to farmers, such as strip cropping and
terracing. In the case of the terraces, the CCC
ID took special care in preparing the outlets
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for the terraces so that “the runoff water will
not cause the formation of a gully.” The CCC
ID also built dams to try to redirect water out
of the already formed gullies. To combat soil
erosion, they investigated plants that would
create root systems and enrich the soil.
Chief Blythe proposed a project for a com
munity building at Big Cove through the
CCC-ID. Blythe argued for the project: “The
CCC program provides specifically for the
conservation of natural resources and since
our young Indian people constitute our great
est natural resources, I feel that it especially
desirable to provide some means to furnish
them decent recreational facilities.”
The existing recreational facility for young
people was not accessible to most of the res
ervation. Blythe believed that investing in a
building for young Eastern Band members
was important because “[m]ost of them
have no means of transportation and lacking
recreational facilities at home, far too many
of them are walking the roads at night, get
ting drunk, causing trouble. It is believed
that with a suitable building where they can
gather for games, box suppers, and dances,
they will have less desire for the periodic car
ousels which now constitute too great a part
of their leisure time activities.”
The CCC-ID also worked on a project
to improve horticulture on the reservation.
Previously, the Eastern Band relied on wild
fruits to sustain their diet, but the federal
government did not view this as a profitable
or sustainable practice. The new project was
described in a report of the projects of the
Eastern Band CCC-ID issued by the inspec
tor general for the entire Civilian Conserva
tion Corps-Indian Division:
Each year some trees are planted. These
are ordered by the individual Indians,
mostly from a salesman for Stark Bros.
[a Missouri orchard and nursery com
pany], who works in a store on the
reservation. A few men have purchased
small quantities of other fruits, with
the intention of increasing their plant
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The work of the CCC-Indian Division was largely terminated with the start of World War II. An April 27,
1942, letter from D. E. Murphy, Director of the Indian Division, CCC, lists the new priorities of “war work
construction” and “war resources protection.”

ings by propagation from these plants.
Four farmers have been increasingly
cutting their grapes, one having rooted
and set out 400 cuttings in 1938.
The same inspector general’s report stated that
the CCC-ID program attempted to train East
ern Band farmers to furnish “sufficient fruits and
berries for the homes, with a surplus of quality

products for sale,” but the Eastern Band retained
their traditional partiality to a diet of wild ber
ries. The inspector noted that “The crop of wild
berries was very abundant, especially blackber
ries and strawberries. Some families have planted
improved varieties of strawberries in their gar
dens, to have larger berries close at hand, but
the flavor of these is . . . inferior to that of the
wild berries.” While the CCC-ID program tried
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to introduce different varieties of berries to the
Eastern Band, the tribal members felt that they
did not have the same taste as the wild ones. As
a result, the inspector noted that “No attempt
has been made to expand the planting of berries,
except raspberries, on account of the profusion of
the wild growth.”
In addition to horticulture, the CCC-ID
tried to reintroduce some of the natural spe
cies that had declined. One of the ways they
did this was through stocking the streams with
fish. In the fall of 1939 alone, Moris Burge, a
non-Indian employee of the CCC-ID, noted
that “more than 45,000 brook and rainbow
trout were planted in the streams on the reserva
tion.” Brook and rainbow trout are both native
to western North Carolina, but the main reason
the CCC-ID chose these fish was their desirabil
ity for recreational fishing.
The Eastern Band hoped that the tourists
would view Cherokee as a fishing destination,
especially because the National Park was offlimits to fishing and hunting. The CCC-ID
also attempted to stock the reservation with
deer, but Burge also noted: “The National Park
objects to the Pisgah deer because these animals
are said to be mixed species and this mixture
does not come under the National Park policy
of propagating only native species.”

World War II Brings
The End of CCC-ID
In April 1942, the CCC-ID was placed
on a war basis and could only do work that
To learn more about. . .
• Native Americans scouts
for the U.S. military, go to
www.archives.gov/publications/pro
logue/2009/summer/indian.html.
• Native Americans in the military in
the early 1800s, go to www.archives.
gov/publications/prologue/2007/winter/
indians-military.html.
• Records in the National Archives about
Native Americans go to www.archives.gov/
research/guide-fed-records/groups/075.html.
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would “aid in war work construction, war
resources protection, and development of
natural resources.” With the restriction,
the CCC-ID at Cherokee began to curtail
the projects they undertook. The superin
tendent declared that “if you can present
projects which will meet these require
ments, you should do so.” However,
many projects, including the cooperative
projects with the schools, ended: “please
arrange to close out your CCC-ID work
as soon as possible, advising us the date on
which the work will stop and the amount
of funds which may be withdrawn.” In a
reflection about the work of the CCC-ID
for the Eastern Band, Chief Blythe wrote:
As I have said before, our farms are
small, but very productive, with lots
of work they provide us with enough
to eat, but there are some things we
have to have that we can not grow,
and the Emergency Conservation
Work has made it possible for our
Indian people to obtain these things.
The CCC-Indian Division came to a
quick and sudden halt as America entered
World War II. In its nine-year history, from
March 1933 to July 1942, the Cherokee
CCC-ID spent $594 million in federal
funds. Per member, they spent $164,000,
or “approximately $10.40 per acre of tribal
land in conservation improvements.”
The Indian New Deal demonstrated to
the federal government the importance of
Native American participation in their own
governance and sovereignty, and they real
ized that Native Americans had the right to
govern themselves. The Civilian Conserva
tion Corps-Indian Division was one of the
largest single federal government programs
specifically for Native Americans. The pres
ence of the Cherokee CCC-ID, the only one
east of the Mississippi, demonstrates the fed
eral government’s commitment to the East
ern Band.
© 2014 by Mattea V. Sandres
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