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Figure 1. In the Middle of Things.

From the collection of Judy Scales-Trent.

Eleanor Roosevelt was instrumental in bringing antisegregationist leader Mary McLeod Bethune, left,
to Washington, D.C. As director of Negro Affairs at the National Youth Administration and “chair” of
the Black Cabinet, Bethune befriended W. J. Trent, Jr., center, and encouraged his nascent interest
in outdoor recreation for African Americans.

forty-five African American professionals, many of whom were “racial advisers”
in the federal government. The cabinet kept no minutes and met irregularly,
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but nonetheless provided a forum where race problems could be addressed and
potential solutions suggested. Robert Weaver was a charter member of the Black
Cabinet and he welcomed Trent into the group as an active member too.>'

Trent’s position in Secretary Ickes’s office was a broad one that drew on
his economics training and educational experience. According to Trent, his
primary concern was “securing maximum Negro participation in the programs
under the jurisdiction of the Department of the Interior and the Public Works
Administration. This involves integration of Negroes into the activities conducted
by these two governmental agencies,” which covered employment financed by
them, services provided by them, and the agency employees themselves. He was
not hired to battle racial segregation or to focus narrowly on national parks,
recreation, and camping. Moreover, he did not enter the post with a “special
interest in the outdoors” even though he was a member of the NAACP and the
Urban League, both of which had recently expressed displeasure about segregated
parks, and even though he and his father enjoyed hunting together. Nevertheless,
Trent’s interest, understanding, and efforts to end national park segregation and
to support African American camping and related recreational activities would
increase over the next three years.»

William Trent’s interest in outdoor recreation and parks began shortly after he
started his new post. Within his first month, he met with the Park Service’s Julian
Salomon, who worked on youth camps and state parks, and with Herb Evison, who
worked with the states on parks. At about the same time, Secretary Ickes also
prompted Trent to become more engaged with parks, and camping in particular,
when he directed his adviser “to make a thorough study of the camping needs
of Negroes and make recommendations to him.” The primary focus of Trent’s
research was organized camping for young people, but it pressed him to look more
deeply into the relationship between youth, American ideals, and spending time
in a natural environment. He came away from these investigations with a richer
understanding of camping and related activities and a positive attitude toward
them. In an article he composed about African American camps for the magazine
The National Educational Outlook Among Negroes, Trent linked camping, a form
of outdoor recreation, to education and the development of Americans. “Formerly
education and recreation were considered separate and distinct phases of a child’s
development,” he began. Now, however, they were known to reinforce each other
and it was clear to him that “in the field of recreation, there is no agency more
stimulating to adolescent development than organized camping.”*

In December 1938, during the same week that Trent mailed his manuscript,
he also sent Bethune a reply to one of her communications. Her federal agency,
the National Youth Administration, had sponsored a “National Conference on
the Problems of the Negro and Negro Youth” during 1937 and she had sent its
recommendations to President Franklin Delano Roosevelt. Forwarded to the
Interior Department for a response, most of the recommendations related to
equal access to jobs, project funding, and federal support for hospitals for African
Americans. One recommendation, however, dealt with an issue of increasing
importance to Trent: “That all facilities, services, and privileges in national parks,
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forests and other centers be made available to Negroes without discrimination.”
Trent’s communication informed Bethune that he had read the conference’s
recommendations and subsequently had begun “a comprehensive study” of the
issue in order to make his own recommendations. This research was underway
when, around New Years Day 1939, Trent discovered that the National Park
Service’s superintendents were about to meet in Washington, D.C. His request
to attend and to discuss the issue of racial segregation was quickly approved by
Secretary Ickes and the Park Service itself. On Saturday, January 7, Trent gave an
impassioned presentation to the assembled superintendents.?*

Trent prefaced his talk with a statement: “the main job now [is] to establish
policies with regard to Negro inclusion in National Parks and to see that they
[are] carried out as established.” Having made this point distinct, Trent turned to
his appeal for equal recreational opportunities for African Americans by relating
to his listeners that he understood how “the National Park [Service] has a dual
function to perform.” Referring to the mission outlined in the 1916 Organic Act, he
noted with little interpretation that the Park Service was charged first to conserve
the natural features of a national park. When he turned to its second charge,
however, he neatly interpreted the act’s original “provide for the enjoyment” of the
parks as making the park system “accessible to and comfortable for the visiting
public.” This second function, built on the assumption that the parks were for
everyone, “is my primary focus,” he declared. Turning to his topic, Trent noted
that any facilities in a park had to be inexpensive or they would be unavailable
to the poor, among whom, he pointed out, were the largest percentage of African
Americans. They could little afford expensive recreation, and Trent the educator
and youth supporter knew that they needed recreation, so national park facilities,
he announced, could be “just the solution to their recreational problems” but for
the fact that “some very important difficulties [stand] in the way.”s

In order that the superintendents not misunderstand, he made it clear that
several of these difficulties were under their control. First, Trent pointed out that
African Americans initially had been excluded from the Park Service’s recreational
demonstration areas and therefore had not obtained the organized camping areas
that Trent had sorecently praised in his magazine article. Luckily, Secretary Ickes
and his staff had become aware of the exclusion and countermanded it. Clearly, he
told the superintendents, “We must be continually alert in order that the program
as laid down will be carried out.” Second, the NPS had started to plan its facilities
at the emerging Cape Hatteras National Seashore and other recreation-oriented
protected areas, which Trent believed could provide all urban dwellers with relief.
The Service was soliciting the public’s thoughts and Trent stressed that it was
“essential that all groups of peoples be included in the program.” When properly
carried out, he suggested, broad participation “will result in the establishment of
apolicy of providing the same facilities for Negroes in all National Parks.” Third,
Trent moved his discussion beyond the South to illustrate that the problem was
not confined to that region. A group of African American campers, he revealed,
had applied for a permit to stay at Yellowstone National Park, but a “National
Park official” did not wish to grant it. Of course, Trent noted, “no individual group
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can be denied certain types of privileges in parks on account of race, creed or
color.” However, “subterfuge” could be used. Since the official could not overtly
discriminate, he simply “filled up the entire summer schedule of the park with
dummy groups [which] shut out this Negro applicant.” Was this official later
embarrassed or remorseful for his act of discrimination? Hardly, related Trent;
he “had considered it a fine joke.”®

Finally, Trent rejected NPS Director Cammerer’s approach toward the
construction of black recreational facilities in the segregated southern parks.
Usually, Trent noted, when it was suggested that the Park Service needed to
build campgrounds and other amenities for African Americans, “the first reply
is—‘when there is sufficient demand by Negroes for facilities in these areas, then
they will be provided.” By implication the following statement might be added—
‘Meanwhile we will continue to construct various types of facilities for the use
of white citizens because we know that the demand will be increased once the
facilities are provided.” A better example of inconsistency cannot be imagined!”
thundered Trent. And yet, despite his frustration with this hypocrisy, Trent’s goal
was not to support separate but equal campgrounds. Instead, he pointed toward
social equality and racial integration by suggesting that the “whites-only” signs
come down in the southern parks. If the agency wanted proof that blacks wished
to camp and picnic, he declared, “I say open the facilities—the demand will be
there.” Furthermore, he argued, discriminatory practices in the national parks
only advanced “the continued oppression of minority groups. ... The Federal
Government should not lend itself to discriminating against or segregating
any race or religious group. To do such,” he offered, “allows a contradiction in
democratic government.” Segregated campers could not participate fully in its
socially equalizing and integrating experience when they were kept isolated.
Instead of supporting discrimination, he urged, the Park Service should take the
lead and “insist that local social patterns be continually liberalized.” This positive
social change, he concluded, would occur if only the Park Service would embrace
“a policy of non-discrimination and non-segregation in federal park areas.” In
addition, he promised, “if such policies be put into practice faithfully and with
sincerity of effort ... interracial relations might be improved” and an American
identity, rather than a black or a white one, might begin to emerge.?’

Despite the truth, fairness and passion of Trent’s appeal for nondiscrimination
and nonsegregation in national parks, the superintendents retained their
conservative policy. In the ensuing dialogue, NPS Director Arno Cammerer ignored
Trent’s critique, tacitly supported segregation and once again maintained that
demand had to precede supply. “Projects,” he insisted, “could not be established
until the demand grew for them.” Little, he knew, would therefore happen because
Great Smoky Mountains National Park, the one southern park that had reported
racial statistics to him in the last year, had received only 1,109 African American
visitors, which were approximately o.15 percent of its annual total. James R.
Lassiter, superintendent of Shenandoah National Park and a Virginia native,
further cemented Cammerer’s unwelcoming stance when he declared that the
statistics his park had gathered (and apparently not shared with the director’s
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office), indicated that only 0.5 percent of Shenandoah’s visitors had been African
American during the last three years. Like Cammerer, Lassiter implied that these
visitor numbers demonstrated that it was pointless to build segregated facilities
for African Americans at this time. On the heels of this discussion, and with no
voicesraised in opposition, the superintendents decided against the elimination
of segregation. Instead, they recommended that when “providing accommodation
for Negroes in National Park Service areas, the control, type and extent of
accommodations conform to existing State laws, established customs of adjacent
communities, and Negro travel demands.” Nevertheless, their conformist policy
would soon be challenged from another quarter.®

A few days following Trent’s ardent plea to the park superintendents, a legal
analysis of the racial segregation policy at Shenandoah National Park was
completed for Nathan Margold, the Interior Department’s solicitor. Margold’s
request for this analysis is unsurprising because before he was hired by Secretary
Ickes, Margold had been the author of the NAACP’s 1933 study that detailed
the inequality of “separate but equal” educational resources and became the
foundation for the long fight against segregation laws. The analysis, which was
developed by Phineas Indritz, arecent graduate of the University of Chicago’s law
school and a newly hired lawyer at the Interior Department, called the National
Park Service’s response to the racial complaints received from such individuals
as L. E. Wilson “evasive,” and it highlighted the fact that Shenandoah National
Park was “not maintained by funds of the State of Virginia but by congressional
appropriations derived from the taxation of all the people of the United States.”
Moreover, Indritz was concerned about the long-term impact of the policy, which
probably was the same outcome feared by the NAACP. “Once segregation is
established in any service or accommodation, it may become increasingly difficult
to eradicate it.” His recommendation, consequently, fell in line with that of Walter
White and Trent—racial segregation in the national parks should be “completely
abandoned.”®

Margold reviewed Indritz’s provocative memorandum and then consulted
“with various leaders of thought in such matters,” including Trent. Subsequent to
these deliberations, Margold informed Secretary Ickes that although segregation
was legal and constitutional when facilities were equal, according to the reports
he had received, they were not so at Shenandoah. “It appears that the facilities
for colored people are not as numerous, as adequate, as appealing or as well
cared for as are those available for whites.” More importantly, however, Margold
argued that Shenandoah National Park need not be segregated at all. “The United
States has exclusive jurisdiction over the Park and, in its management of that
Park, is not bound by either laws or customs of the State of Virginia. Likewise,
it would be legal and proper under existing concession contracts to require by
appropriate rule or regulation, that park operators remove all traces of race
segregation.” Consequently, Margold recommended to Ickes that the practice of
racial segregation be eliminated “even though the National Park Service feels
strongly” that the policy continue.*

Ickes, however, was uncomfortable with both Trent’s and Margold’s
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recommendations. A cabinet member in a Democratic administration that was
reluctant to support civil rights matters actively, he had to think about the political
repercussions from such a policy change. Congressional seniority rules had made
southern Democrats the chairmen or strategically located members of most Senate
and House committees, so proposals for civil rights legislation made the White
House nervous. As President Roosevelt had explained to the NAACP’s Walter White
in1935 after the latter had asked the president to support proposed anti-lynching
legislation, “If I come out for the ... bill now, [the Southerners] will block every
[subsequent] bill I ask Congress to pass to keep America from collapsing. I just
can’t take that risk.” Given this political climate, Ickes pursued two approaches.
On the one hand, he notified Associate Director Demaray that the National Park
Service “must insist upon early provision for Negro Accommodations equal to
facilities for white persons.” If segregation was to be park policy, the facilities
had to be made racially equitable as quickly as possible. On the other hand,
Ickes decided to broach the subject of integration with Virginia’s senators, but
was cautious because of his recent tangles over racial and other issues with one
of them, Carter Glass. The senator was a deeply conservative Democrat who, in
contrast to Ickes, supported racial segregation. Their differences had simmered
foryears, but then came to a head when Ickes gave a speech advocating “a fair deal
for everyone, regardless of race, creed or color, and educational opportunities on
the same basis” at the NAACP’s 1936 convention in Baltimore. This controversial
presentation was followed by another at Raleigh, North Carolina, where Ickes
questioned why Maryland’s U.S. Senator Millard Tydings was holding up the
appointment of two African Americans to high posts in the U.S. Virgin Islands.
This pair of critiques ignited Glass, who denounced Ickes during a volatile radio
broadcast on March 29, 1937, saying the secretary had “openly advocated ... the
repeal of all segregation laws.™

Although Ickes dismissed Glass’s radio address as ineffective, he still must
have been thinking about the senator’s animosity when he ordered his first
assistant secretary, E. K. Burlew, to contact Glass and Virginia’s other Democratic
senator, Harry F. Byrd, to ask for their responses to the complaints lodged against
segregation at Shenandoah National Park and the proposal to eliminate all forms
of segregation in the park. Letters were mailed on March 6,1939, and on March
7 Senator Glass sent his brief and dark response. “It is obvious you are familiar
with the segregation laws,” he replied to Burlew. “I completely approve these laws;
and if the Interior Department desires to disregard them ... it will have to take
full responsibility for any such remarkable proceeding.” Two days later, Byrd’s
equally adamant reply arrived. “I have had no complaints ... with regard to the
segregation of negro visitors in the Shenandoah National Park,” declared the
senator. Suggesting that any complaints were from suspicious individuals and
that he would deal with them, Byrd asked that the secretary tell him “the source
of the numerous and well formulated protests that you state have been made
to you.” Taken aback by these two responses, Burlew consulted with Trent, who
recommended that the assistant secretary not limit his queries to the two Virginia
senators. Instead, Trent encouraged Burlew to seek a greater diversity of white
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opinions and he gave him a list of “informed Virginians” to question about the
issue. The assistant secretary, however, decided that the discussion had caused
disturbance enough and so recommended an early meeting between Secretary
Ickes and Associate Director Demaray of the Park Service to settle the issue. One
was scheduled for March 24, but before it occurred, William Trent would once
more weigh in to the secretary about national park discrimination.*

A guardian of African American equity and opportunity, Trent continually
worked to ensure that the Interior Department’s actions were even-handed and
that the public understood the programs and services it made available to them.
After his January 7,1939, presentation, where he had argued against segregation
and for more recreational opportunities for African Americans in the national
parks, Trent again supported two related issues of growing importance to him—
African American summer camps and youth recreation. Beginning on January 12,
Trent participated in the second “Conference on the Problems of the Negro and
Negro Youth,” where he expressed his deep concern about the need to support
education and recreation for young people. Once again organized by his colleague
at the National Youth Administration, Mary McLeod Bethune, this venue prompted
Trent to think more about the general value of recreation.

Then, a month later, Trent completed a second article about African
American camps. In this piece, Trent did not advocate for non-discrimination
and nonsegregation, but for the more immediately available goal of enhanced
opportunities. He described to his readers, especially those in the South, how
they could create campgrounds for their children. African American groups, he
explained, had a chance to organize youth summer camps through a cooperative
project with the National Park Service. The agency’s RDAs were intended to develop
sites “to meet one of the pressing recreational needs of the day”’—inexpensive
camps for youths. The Park Service would purchase the land and build the
camping facilities, Trent continued, so the expense of construction was not an
issue, but the NPS would do so only when an incorporated group sponsored one.
Since campgrounds of every sort were segregated in the South, “It is up to Negro
groups,” he encouraged readers, to “so organize that they can meet the minimum
standards required of sponsoring agencies” and thus win one of these camps
for their community. In his previous article, Trent had argued that camping was
valuable, so in this one he laid out the conditions for a group’s success and a clear
set of procedures for securing a camp. When he came to the conclusion, however,
Trent must have been thinking about NPS Director Arno Cammerer, who he knew
to be reluctant to provide black facilities without “sufficient demand.” “Within
the next few years,” Trent explained, “two national parks and two parkways will
be completely developed by the National Park Service in the Southern section of
the United States. ... In all of these sites recreational areas are proposed. ... It is
important in this connection that groups interested in this phase of the National
Park program make plans to utilize these areas and make recommendations as
to how best the Negro citizen might be served by these areas.” Local and state
agencies, Trent warned, were not going to treat African Americans equitably until
studies established that they would use recreational facilities. Consequently, Trent
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informed readers, the federal government was creating the RDAs as an attempt “to
stimulate interest in and show the need for recreational facilities for all citizens
regardless of color.” He urged that African Americans should organize and sponsor
an RDA summer camp to “provide the necessary local pressure so that Negroes ...
will have adequate recreational facilities” at all scales.®3

On March 17,1939, approximately one month after Trent completed his second
manuscript and one week before Secretary Ickes was set to meet with Associate
Park Director Demaray, he sent a memorandum about national park equity to the
Secretary. Trent recently had learned that subsequent to his January presentation,
the NPS superintendents had agreed to produce racially segregated campgrounds,
picnic areas, and other facilities wherever it was the local practice. Trent
undoubtedly was disappointed and he strongly opposed this decision, again calling
it “contrary to general democratic principles.” If the National Park Service followed
southern customs, he argued, it would involve them “in serious discriminatory
practices.” In step with Solicitor Margold’s argument, Trent noted that wherever
racially separate facilities were required, it was also the law that they be equal
facilities. “Itis obvious,” he stated unequivocally, “that no such equality obtains” in
the national parks. As an alternative, Trent suggested that the public reaction to a
change in social policy “can never be ascertained a priori.” National park visitors
might not be upset or even care that nonsegregated restrooms, campgrounds, and
other facilities were the rule. Therefore, he recommended that all picnic areas
and campgrounds at Shenandoah National Park be “undesignated; i.e., open to
all persons who desire to use them,” and that all the existing racial designation
signs be eliminated (see figures 2 and 3). If his recommendations were followed,
Trent concluded, the National Park Service would move closer to its “ultimate
aim”—“to provide for all citizens, without segregation or discrimination, use of
all facilities.”*

Respecting Trent’s analysis and concerned about national park segregation,
Secretary Ickes invited his adviser to the March 24 meeting with Associate
Director Demaray. Both men presented their positions, but to their mutual
surprise, Ickes rejected their recommendations to follow a third path. On the
one hand, the secretary ordered that racial segregation be “generally” enforced
in national parks throughout the southern states. He did not wish the parks to
become “jurisdictional islands” within the states. On the other hand, the secretary
supported the liberalizing notion espoused by Trent, ordering that one “large ...
most conveniently located” picnic area be nonsegregated and “open to all comers”
at Shenandoah National Park. “No signs indicating race segregation within the
picnic grounds or in the comfort stations are to be permitted within this area”
so that it would act as a demonstration of racial integration to visitors. Finally,
Ickes “sharply and distinctly disapproved” Park Service Director Cammerer’s
position that facilities for African Americans should only be built after demand
was apparent. Instead, Ickes “emphatically stated” that the service “must provide
equal facilities proportionate to [current] travel and that Negro facilities must be
increased as use increased.”>
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Figure 2. For Whites Only.
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National Park Service, RG 79, Appendix 2, 2nd subseries, Box 1650, "Shenandoah, Lands (General), Camp Sites," National
Archives, College Park, MD.

Norma E. Boyd, legislative chairman, National Non-Partisan Council on Public Affairs of Alpha Kappa
Alpha Society, enclosed this photograph in an April 1, 1941, letter to Assistant Interior Secretary
E. K. Burlew. She asked for the removal of this sign, the one shown in Figure 3, and every other
segregationist sign from Shenandoah National Park because they were “fundamentally opposed
to the spirit of constitutional democracy. The horror aroused by the medieval practices of Nazi
Germany is eloquent evidence of American disapproval of governmental distinctions based on
race, creed or color.”

Within two weeks, Ickes’s instructions had brought a variety of changes to
Shenandoah National Park. The previously whites-only “Sexton Knoll” area had
all its racial segregation signs removed, was thrown open to all visitors and was
renamed “Pinnacles Picnic Ground.” The Lewis Mountain area, which already had
been designated the one site exclusively for African Americans, but which still only
included automobile parking spaces and fireplaces, not tables or campsites, had
been upgraded to “a complete picnic ground,” which meant it was to include the
park’s campground and other amenities. Consequently, a concessionaire “soon will
begin construction of a building similar to the ones at [whites-only facilities] where
foods, soft drinks, and confections will be sold.” The Lewis Mountain campground
took a bit longer, but nevertheless was complete within one year.4

Soon after Ickes’s partial embrace of Trent’s position, the adviser’s employment
situation changed. In July 1939, having worked in the secretary of the Interior’s
office for one year, Trent was transferred to the Federal Works Agency to become
the adviser on Negro affairs at the Federal Emergency Administration of Public
Works. In his new position, Trent became responsible for the monitoring and
enforcement of racial equity in the construction and use of the many houses,
schools, and hospitals being built under federal contracts. Trent’s new post
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Figure 3. Lewis Mountain Negro Area.
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Shenandoah National Park had four areas with campgrounds before it was desegregated, but Lewis
Mountain included the only one ever designated for African Americans.

eliminated his ties to the national parks and camping, but it diminished neither
the positive impression he had left with the public nor his own fervor to end
segregation in the parks. In October 1939, Henry S. Percival of the Colored
Professional and Business Men’s Club invited Trent to assist the black community
of Greenville, South Carolina, to obtain land for an RDA. Clemson College had
some surplus land available and the club was spearheading an effort to claim it
for apark. Trent replied that he would be pleased to speak with them when he was
next in the area, but unfortunately, the effort collapsed during November when
the Ku Klux Klan “took over control” of the city and began persecuting African
Americans.¥

Trent, who was a focused and dedicated worker, returned to his housing
duties, but he could not leave the park segregation issue alone. In February 1940,
Trent sent Interior Secretary Ickes a three-page memorandum recounting the
developments that had led to the creation of the nonsegregated Pinnacles Picnic
area at Shenandoah National Park. In particular, Trent noted that it had been his
impression during the March 1939 meeting when this policy had been decided
that the transformation of the one picnic area “was being taken to determine
whether or not there would be any serious friction between the groups using the
area. I was of the opinion, also, that if the reaction to this step was favorable, more
of the restricted areas would be made available to all people regardless of race.”
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Furthermore, he continued, the possibility that the policy might be expanded
to additional areas had been implied in a May 1939 letter from the secretary to
Walter White of the NAACP. Ickes had informed the latter that the other areas in
the park would not necessarily have to remain segregated, but would be so only
“for the present” (emphasis in the original). “To date,” concluded Trent, “I have
heard of no untoward incidents resulting from the opening of the Pinnacles Picnic
Ground to all groups” so perhaps, he suggested, the time had come to integrate
some additional picnicking and camping areas in the park. He admitted that
the superintendent of Shenandoah would have to be consulted to confirm his
impression, but if there had been no incidents, “I hope that it will be possible
to remove other restrictions” before the park opened for the 1940 season. If the
secretary would take this next step, Trent assured Ickes, he would not be alone. “I
am sure,” confided Trent, “that Negroes would be grateful to you for any action that
you might take to relieve them of the disabilities imposed by racial barriers and
restrictions.” In response, Ickes contacted the superintendent about conditions at
Shenandoah, but after reading his discouraging reply, decided against any change
at the park. “The situation,” he recounted to Trent, “requires careful and tactful
handling.” Consequently, “until the present plan is tried out for a longer period,
it will be unwise to make any change in the present authorization.™®

The campground at the blacks-only Lewis Mountain area of Shenandoah
National Park was completed in time for the 1940 season and then the situation
remained largely static for a year. Trent continued to work at the newly renamed
Federal Works Agency, where he both occasionally received requests from the
public to end national park segregation and occasionally fired off his own
missives against it to Secretary Ickes and his staff. Even so, a larger lesson
was being learned—Trent had been correct about the unpredictability of social
change. Frequent, numerous complaints were lodged about the continuing racial
segregation at most of Shenandoah National Park’s facilities, including one writer
who, like Trent, denounced it as “an inexcusable violation of the letter and spirit
of democracy,” but no one complained about the nonsegregated Pinnacles Picnic
Ground.*® Secretary Ickes, however, remained cautious, generally sticking to his
policy. Nonetheless, he said nothing when his chief assistant, E. K. Burlew, with
Trent’s support, persuaded Cammerer’s successor at the National Park Service,
Newton B. Drury, to extend the nonsegregation “experiment” to all of Shenandoah’s
picnic grounds in spring 1941. Burlew was able to persuade Drury to change the
park’s policy because a January 1941 study had revealed that only about 1 percent
of Shenandoah National Park’s visitors during 1939 and 1940 had been African
American and that only a handful of complaints had been lodged during the 1940
season when the various whites-only picnic areas occasionally had been used by
African Americans. Despite this positive move, Drury and Burlew (and undoubtedly
Ickes as well) retained some wariness. Shenandoah’s four campgrounds and its
other accommodations, they decided, were to remain segregated, and fearing a
public backlash, they ordered that “no publicity or statements will be given out
locally regarding this decision.” As before, no written complaints were received



THE STRUGGLE TO DESEGREGATE NATIONAL PARKS

by the Park Service about the elimination of the segregated picnic areas or the
creation of nonsegregated ones.>°

This progressive change in policy might have continued to expand slowly
over the next several years, but as with so many other social issues, World War
IT overwhelmed racial segregation in the national parks. In early April 1942, as
the United States marshaled its natural and human resources for a prolonged
fight, Archibald MacLeish, director of the U.S. Government’s Office of Facts and
Figures, sent Harold Ickes a confidential memorandum about “Negro morale.” A
recent investigation by his department’s Bureau of Intelligence had revealed a poor
situation, which he and the other members of the Committee on War Information
viewed as one of “extreme seriousness.” Consequently, MacLeish was contacting
the secretary and other high-ranking federal officials in the hope that “such action
as can be taken within the federal government to alleviate existing tensions
may be taken as rapidly as possible.” The Committee recommended a variety of
informational steps to be taken by the federal government, but, MacLeish reported,
“words should be supplemented by action.” In particular, he declared, “Every effort
should be made to advance as far as possible, under war conditions, the Negro’s
aspirations to be freed from discriminatory restrictions.” Eliminating inequity
would be more difficult than issuing propaganda, he admitted, but doing so, “is
clearly the most effective” action to be taken. In conclusion, MacLeish asked Ickes
to “send me your views as to what steps, if any, your department feels it can take,
or has already taken, with respect to this problem.”s*

Unsurprisingly, Ickes had Burlew meet with Trent to discuss the Interior
Department’s response to MacLeish’s inquiry. On May 19,1942, Trent sent Burlew
his thoughts in a memorandum that called for a variety of actions, including
“improving employment opportunities for Negroes” and for the secretary to speak
more frequently before African American organizations. Trent, however, had
not lost his interest in camping and outdoor recreation so he also insisted that
national park segregation had to end. “You will recall,” Trent reminded Burlew,
that during earlier meetings on the subject “the Secretary was of the opinion ...
that he was not inclined to want to set up ‘jurisdictional islands’ in the various
states.” African Americans, however, feel differently, he insisted. They believe “the
Federal Government does have a responsibility in such matters and should exert
its authority to destroy racial barriers within the confines of its jurisdiction.”
Consequently, Trent recommended that the secretary “issue a directive to all
National Park Superintendents in the south and southeast informing them that
hereafter there are to be no segregated areas in National Parks.” Such a change
would be exactly the type of action that Archibald MacLeish had suggested would
achieve the greatest improvement in African American opinion about the war.5*

Two days later, on May 21, Ickes replied to MacLeish’s April letter. In it he
discussed his hiring of three “Advisers on Negro Affairs,” including W. J. Trent,
Jr., and several other efforts his office had made to improve the condition of
African American life. Prominent among the latter was the issue of national
park discrimination. “For several years,” offered Ickes, “I have been working with
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leaders of the Negro race in Washington to open up national park and monument
areas in the Southern States to Negroes. In the Shenandoah National Park we
experimented with several picnic areas and have had no serious complaint.” As a
consequence, Ickes had decided to embrace Trent’s recommendation and to inform
MacLeish of such. “I expect to extend this non-discriminatory policy to other
areas asrapidly as possible.” Although Ickes did not commit to a timetable for the
policy change, he had Burlew send a copy of Trent’s recommendations and Ickes’s
reply to the MacLeish letter to NPS Director Drury with a memorandum asking
the latter to “have a review made at an early date with reference to national parks
and monuments in the Southern States to extend the non-discriminatory practice
which we inaugurated in the Shenandoah National Park.” Drury rapidly contacted
the regional director for the southern national parks, the superintendent of
the Blue Ridge Parkway, and the superintendents at Shenandoah, Great Smoky
Mountains, and Mammoth Cave National Parks to ascertain their views on the
situation. What, he asked each, are “your observations on this general subject
of extending non-segregation practices to Service areas in the southern states?”
Three weeks later, Drury had an answer for the secretary.s

OnJune12,1942, Park Service Director Drury personally handed First Assistant
Secretary of the Interior Burlew a memorandum stating that nonsegregation was
close to being de facto policy in national park campgrounds and other recreational
facilities throughout the South. “The signs designating picnic and campgrounds
for Negroes and whites have been removed” at the Shenandoah Park. At Mammoth
Cave in Kentucky, “the campground and picnic area are open to whites and
Negroes alike” and all personnel and concessionaire employees were informed
that “Negro visitors were not to be segregated” in any way. Again, Trent’s insight
proved correct and Drury could note that, “This arrangement has resulted in no
criticism.” No segregation signs were placed at the picnic or campground areas
at Great Smoky Mountains and although restrooms at Newfound Gap and Forney
Ridge “have separate toilets designated for Negroes inside the building,” they
have “a common entrance” on the outside. The only site where any segregation
appeared was along the Blue Ridge Parkway. No segregation signs were present at
any picnic areas or campgrounds, but paradoxically, three new picnic areas were
under construction at Bluff Park, North Carolina, with one being for whites, one for
blacks and one for joint use. Also, at Pine Spur near Roanoke, Virginia, a “special
campground” was being constructed for “the large Negro population” that lived
nearby. Tying up these loose ends, Drury sent a final memorandum on the subject
on June 15, 1942, to the regional director for southern national parks to inform
him that it was his task “to make certain that the policy of the Department on
the nonsegregation of Negroes is carried out in the southern areas administered
by the National Park Service.” He was responsible, Drury implied, to eliminate
the segregated parkway facilities rapidly because racial segregation had finally
come to an end in the parks.>*

CAMPING BEGAN in the nineteenth century as an elite form of pilgrimage to the
wild. In wilderness, campers could discover and restore such American values as
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freedom, community, and democracy, which were part of the collective national
identity purportedly forged on the frontier. The arrival of inexpensive automobiles
in the early twentieth century greatly increased the number of campers and
expanded camping’s social diversity, but the change was not universally embraced,
especially when African Americans were involved. The issue came to a head
during the 1930s after two national parks were opened in southern states with
racially segregated campgrounds and other facilities. The public never wrote
to the National Park Service or to the Department of the Interior to praise park
segregation, but both agencies received multiple inquiries and complaints, most
notably from the NAACP, about this form of discrimination and about their failure
to develop campgrounds for African Americans. National Park Service Director
Arno B. Cammerer, who was unsympathetic, resisted changing his agency’s policy.
Instead, he repeatedly claimed that the parks were open to everyone and that black
campground construction would follow “the demand of people for them.” At the
same time, the Park Service built more white campgrounds than were immediately
needed in anticipation of still more campers.

Only one black campground, Lewis Mountain in Shenandoah National Park,
had been tagged for construction in all the southern national parks when William
J. Trent, Jr., became adviser for Negro affairs to Interior Secretary Harold L.
Ickes in July 1938. Ickes hired Trent, who was an economist, to enhance African
American participation in all Interior Department programs and projects. Trent
came to the agency without any special interest in the outdoors or the national
parks, but became a central figure in the struggle to increase African American
access to national parks and to end discrimination in them. Trent’s efforts were
cautiously supported by Secretary Ickes, and more strongly by Interior Solicitor
Nathan Margold and others, but Trent emerged as the primary institutional voice
for change.

Trent’s efforts to transform the national parks began with a presentation to its
superintendents in January 1939. He argued that the parks were for all Americans,
that campgrounds had to be built before demand was established, and that the
best way to assure that his first two points occurred was to eliminate racial
segregation throughout the parks. Calling the segregation of campgrounds and
other national park facilities “a contradiction in democratic government,” Trent
urged the Service to treat all visitors equally. Park leadership rejected his critique
and continued with segregation until Secretary Ickes, who had been persuaded
by Trent to make some changes, ordered the Service to create a nonsegregated
demonstration area in Shenandoah National Park. As Trent predicted might
happen, no written complaints were received about the racial mixing at this
demonstration area, so the policy was extended in 1941. When World War II came,
the federal government became concerned about the morale of African Americans,
which provided the final impetus to end campground and other forms of national
park segregation in June 1942.

When National Park Service Director Drury ordered the southern regional
director to eliminate segregation, he cautioned the latter to say nothing to the
public and to let their superiors make any announcements. If the nonsegregation
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of national park campgrounds was to become news, they would let it come out
of the Department of the Interior. This outcome was good news to Trent who had
spent years encouraging African Americans to organize and support recreational
demonstration areas, promoting camps for black youths, and pushingback racial
discrimination and segregation in the campgrounds of southern national parks.
Trent did not begin his journey consciously, but he embraced it as the social
and cultural importance became clear. During his lifetime, Trent never took
up camping himself, but his lack of personal interest did not prevent him from
being at the forefront of the successful fight to make it available to more African
Americans. As a consequence, they could, if they wished, make a pilgrimage to
wild nature along with white Americans and together attempt to reinforce their
common American values and their shared national identity.
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