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SUMMARY
The Soil Conservation Service (SCS) was
created in the U.S. Department of
Agriculture (USDA) by an act of Congress
on April 27, 1935. However, an earlier date,
September 19, 1933 should not pass
without recognition. That date marks the
selection of Hugh Hammond Bennett as the
director of the Soil Erosion Service (SES),
predecessor to SCS.1 Creation of the Soil
Erosion Service was critical to the future of
Federal soil conservation activities, the
history of SCS, and Bennett’s recognition as
the “father of soil conservation.”

This paper discusses Bennett’s USDA
career, which made him the logical
candidate to lead the Federal soil
conservation effort, and recounts the
summer of 1933 when the New Deal
included soil conservation as a purpose for
public works programs. During June to
September 1933, several agencies put forth
plans to utilize the public works funds to be
devoted to soil conservation. It was by no
means certain that the architects of the
New Deal would favor Bennett’s plan over
its competitors. Bennett’s selection as the
Director of SES, while logical, was not a
foregone conclusion.

BENNETT’S EARLY CAREER
Bennett earned a Bachelor of Science
degree with an emphasis in chemistry and
geology from the University of North
Carolina in June 1903 and upon graduating
joined the Bureau of Soils within the USDA.
The Bureau had begun to make county
based soil surveys in 1899, which became
regarded as an important American
contribution to the field of soil science. The

outdoor work suited Bennett, and he
mapped soils and wrote a number of soil
surveys.

The 1905 survey of Louisa County, Virginia,
in particular, profoundly affected Bennett.
He had been directed to the county to
investigate declining crop yields. As he
compared virgin, timbered sites to eroded
fields, he became convinced that soil
erosion was a problem not just for the
individual farmer but also for rural
economies. While this experience aroused
his curiosity, Bennett recalled that Thomas
C. Chamberlain’s paper on Soil Wastage
presented in 1908 at the Governors’
Conference in the White House that “fixed
my determination to pursue that subject to
some possible point of counteraction.”2
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Bennett wrote increasingly about soil
erosion in the 1920s for an array of popular
and scientific journals such as North
American Review, Country Gentleman,
Scientific Monthly, and the Journal of
Agricultural Research. He was establishing
himself as the USDA expert on soil erosion
and was recognized as such. His campaign
received quite a boost, when Henry G.
Knight, Chief of the Bureau of Chemistry
and Soils, placed Bennett in charge of a
special study of the extent of soil erosion
and methods of control, effective January
1928.

Bennett’s travels around the country and
studies provided grist for his articles and
talks. He succeeded in arousing national
attention where others had failed. Among
his writings of the 1920s, none was more
influential than a 1928 USDA bulletin
coauthored with William Ridgely Chapline
titled Soil Erosion: A National Menace.
Bennett expressed the motivation for his
later actions: “The writer, after 24 years
spent in studying the soils of the United
States, is of the opinion that soil erosion is
the biggest problem confronting the
farmers of the Nation over a tremendous
part of its agricultural lands.” The bulletin
was not a manual on the methods of
preventing soil erosion; rather it was
intended to draw attention “to the evils of
this process of land wastage and to the
need for increased practical information and
research work relating to the problem.”3

Bennett followed up momentum gained
from the bulletin and well-placed magazine
articles with a campaign for a national soil
erosion program. He knew the few soil
erosion researchers at the state agricultural
experiment stations. Important as their
investigations were, the experiments
covered only a few spots on the vast
agricultural landscape. In Bennett’s mind a
national program of soil erosion was
needed. Bennett’s ally in cause, A. B.
Connor of the Texas Agricultural
Experiment Station, enlisted the aid of
Representative James Buchanan, who
inserted a clause in the USDA
appropriations bill for fiscal year 1929-1930

that authorized the soil experiment
stations. (Eventually the stations would be
renamed soil conservation experiment
stations.)

Bennett was disappointed that some of the
funds were allotted to the Forest Service
and the Bureau of Agricultural Engineering
(BAE). Despite this disappointment he
sought out locations and cooperating states
who usually contributed the use of land for
the stations. He designed much of the
research program and supervised the
Bureau of Chemistry and Soils researchers
at the experiment station. Bennett’s new
position was “in charge [of], soil erosion
and moisture conservation investigations,”
when the New Deal administration of
Franklin D. Roosevelt (FDR) arrived in
Washington, D.C.4
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A PUBLIC WORKS PROGRAM TO
STIMULATE THE ECONOMY
FDR and the architects of the New Deal
acted early in the administration to provide
work for the unemployed through federally
funded projects. Coincidental to providing
employment, these wages would prime the
local economic pump; and, it was hoped,
bring the country out of the economic
depression. The public works legislation
identified soil conservation as one of its
purposes. Roosevelt was inaugurated on
March 4, 1933 and on March 21st he
proposed to Congress that they create "a
civilian conservation corps to be used in
simple work, not interfering with normal
employment, and confining itself to
forestry, the prevention of soil erosion,
flood control and similar projects.”5

Congress passed the Emergency
Conservation Work legislation on March 31,
1933. As the Federal agencies sorted out
their responsibilities the Forest Service in
the USDA assumed general supervision of a
small number of Civilian Conservation
Corps (CCC) camps that worked on soil
conservation. Prior to the creation of the
Soil Conservation Service in 1935, the CCC
worked predominantly on public forest and
park lands.

The CCC addressed only a segment of the
unemployed, young men aged 18 to 25;
consequently there remained the need for a
broader public works program. The Federal
Emergency Relief Act (May 12, 1933)
provided direct relief to states. Meanwhile,
the Cabinet and “Brain Trust” – FDR’s
personal advisors – continued crafting a
Federal public works bill. Harold L. Ickes,
Secretary of the Interior, had suggested to
FDR that conservation of natural resources
be among the objectives of the bill. He
confided the following in his diary on May
16:

I made two suggestions as to this
bill which met with the approval of
the President. The first was that
there be a definite revision made
to include conservation of natural
resources among the objects of the
bill; and the other was instead of
appointing an independent Public
Works Administrator, the new
official be assigned to some
department.6

President Franklin Roosevelt visited with CCC enrollees near Camp Roosevelt on August 12, 1933, at
Big Meadows, Skyline Drive, Virginia. Seated from left are Maj. Gen. Paul B. Malone, Louis M. Howe,
Harold L. Ickes, Robert Fechner, FDR, Henry A. Wallace, and Rexford Tugwell.
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