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Chapter 4  
Genealogy of a “Human Repair Shop” 

 

Figure 4.1 “The farm at Camp LaGuardia” 

exhibits the pastoral labor idyll that the camp represented.
241

 

  

                                                 
241

 William Hodson, The Reorganization of Public Assistance: Report, 1938-1939 (New York City: Department of 

Welfare, 1940). 



  90 

Every young man reformed before the wanderlust habit is firmly 

fastened upon him will add many dollars by his labor to the wealth 

of the State, in addition to saving the expense of maintaining him 

for many years in a correctional institution.242 

In America, land is cheap and labor is dear; and labor is the factor 

of production which the prison has in abundance.243 

What a mess [Tammany] made out of it! I’d like to invite every 

citizen of New York to inspect our Municipal Lodging Houses and 

Camp LaGuardia ... We have erased the poor law concept of relief. 

The word “charity” has absolutely no place in modern 

government!244 

Introduction 

Soon after Camp LaGuardia became a work camp for men under the auspices of the New 

York City Department of Welfare, Claude McKay wrote of it “The railroad, freight boats, and 

Marseille were heavens in comparison.” McKay had fallen on hard times and was living at the 

Camp, then called Greycourt, in the final months of 1934. He had already published some of his 

most famous works—including “If We Must Die,” the acclaimed protest poem of the Harlem 

Renaissance, and Banjo, a blues novel based on his personal experiences living with black 

international proletarians, living homeless on the beach near the Marseilles docks
245

—as well as 

represented the African Blood Brotherhood at the Communist International in Moscow in 

1922.
246

 Yet despite the staunch anti-communism of Captain George L. Clark, the director of the 

camp, McKay, experienced revolutionary and sensitive observer, could find no evidence of a 
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revolutionary consciousness among its residents. On the contrary, it was hopeless: “Now I can 

understand why people commit suicide rather than become paupers…They are prisoners. They 

hate each other.”
247

 Presumably, McKay, writing from a left-opposition perspective, was 

referring to the similarities between distinctive forms of managed capitalism emerging in the 

United States and the Soviet Union when he wrote, “I guess it was like this in Russia when the 

Revolution came. Strangely this place does bring back to me something of the feeling I had in 

Russia of people working to clear away a wreck.”
248

 But surely, conditions there must have 

partly resulted from the haste with which the institution was transformed from a prison into a 

relief site. While the camp opened its doors on May 1, 1934, as late as mid-April, there was still 

(at least public) confusion as to what it would be used for.
249

 

This chapter examines the material conditions that contributed to the mutating ideology 

of “work” in a work camp model of rehabilitation. Chief among these ideological shifts was the 

transformation of work in its function of legitimating the state’s management of displacement. 

While punitive labor guided the prison reformatory system, rehabilitative labor guided an 

emergent anti-charity welfare policy. New York City institutionalized its welfare program as it 

stabilized the social and economic crises set in motion by the Great Depression and anticipated 

future crises. It did so in a way that deliberately attempted to short-circuit more radical political 

programs. In the 1930s, the Department was under consistent pressure from the left as it 

contemplated and struggled to implement a reconfiguration and merger with the Emergency 
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Relief Bureau, the official organ for disbursing relief. William Hodson, Mayor Fiorello 

LaGuardia’s Welfare Commissioner, was frequently a subject of stories in the Communist Daily 

Worker as it scrutinized this process. Not surprisingly, political actions reported in this 

publication circumscribed Hodson’s available options, and this had an effect on how he carried 

out his long-term plan for the Welfare Department.
250

 

In its efforts to keep idled labor occupied during the depression, the state ran into political 

obstacles that were activated by relief politics. Correspondingly, the chapter argues, Camp 

LaGuardia, the state's original programmatic response to the social problem defined as 

homelessness, was deliberately designed to sever and isolate the consciousness of workers there 

from the more radical elements then developing in and engaged with relief politics, however 

vaguely Welfare Department administrators understood “radical” to be. (They often used terms 

such as “radical,” “agitator,” or “communist” interchangeably.) From a social reproduction 

standpoint, Camp LaGuardia evolved into an institution that could effectively keep labor 

occupied until the crisis ended—which required reproducing labor power socially, physically, 

and psychologically—even as it tried to depoliticize it. Complicating this volatile political mix 

was the problem of actually administering relief on a daily basis. Administrative clerical workers 

were on the front lines of determining the fates of families applying for relief, based on an 

incessantly changing jumble of programs and laws designed to distinguish between workers and 

forms of relief. Ideological transformations of the state’s rehabilitation program with respect to 

work were a particular resolution of contradictions stemming from depressed conditions 

themselves, as sections of the unemployed vied for insufficient resources, including official aid 
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and government employment, to survive. In this way, Camp LaGuardia highlights overlooked 

aspects of the general relief program. 

It is in this context that administrators understood the function of work at the camp. For 

work to do its job of rehabilitation it had to be “pure,” that is, untainted by social relations or 

consciousness. In other words, Camp LaGuardia fetishized work as it institutionalized its 

rehabilitation program. A rural workhouse that attempted to reverse the rural to urban migration 

patterns that characterized displacement in this period, it was a short-lived attempt to make 

productive the rehabilitative labor programs that had developed historically out of the prison 

form. Simultaneously, in the increasing class diversity of joblessness during the Depression, 

Camp LaGuardia achieved cohesiveness among workers through specific appeals to race and 

nation. In the absence of an alternative ideology, racism and nationalism buttressed the emergent 

cohesiveness among workers at the camp as they moved from “hating each other” to being 

represented as the jewel in the crown of a modernized and flexible program to address 

homelessness. Camp LaGuardia, like contemporary homeless shelters, was a political project, 

rather than a merely rehabilitative project, as was the claim of its architects. 

Hodson, previously the founding Executive Director of the Welfare Council of New York 

City, the umbrella agency that had coordinated a complicated public-private network of charity 

since 1925,
251

 oversaw these institutional re-alignments, after he became the Commissioner of 

Public Welfare in the LaGuardia administration, in January 1934. He faced a difficult task, 

because the inherited relief program was already strenuously contested. As Piven and Cloward 

describe, “the depression saw the rise and fall of the largest movement of unemployed this 
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country has known, and the institution against which the movement was inevitably pitted was the 

relief system.”
252

 At a time when the lines between staff administering relief and those receiving 

it were being drawn—not as clear as we imagine them today—these politics were intimidating to 

an unstable and incipient Welfare program. Relief efforts dramatically expanded the ranks of 

public workers as they were absorbed as staff into the Emergency Relief Bureau and the Works 

Progress Administration. These agencies were in constant flux, at one moment ballooning and at 

the next needing to be significantly downsized so that relief would not “compete” with private 

industry. This caused serious uncertainty and upheaval for relief workers, who continually 

evaluated their political affiliations. According to the final report of the Emergency Relief 

Bureau of New York City to Mayor LaGuardia in 1938, it paid $70 million dollars in relief funds 

over the course of its existence as wages to administrative employees, “almost half of whom 

would have been on relief if it were not for ERB employment.”
253

 As Hodson repeatedly ran up 

against these contradictions in the administration of relief, he designed his institutions 

accordingly. 

Camp LaGuardia, developing from the influence of members of the Russell Sage 

Foundation, was a relief valve in this process. Hodson specifically wanted a flexible system of 

relief, which would expand and contract with “business cycles,” measured by the increase and 

decrease of factory employment. Accordingly, he needed projects that could move with those 

cycles but not disturb them, and Camp LaGuardia suited this intent. Yet it did not arise fully 

formed out of the Depression. It relied on a philosophy developed since the early 20th century 

based in “curing,” through hard labor, those displaced by economic change. The Great 
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Depression allowed a contingent of powerful professional reformers to put into practice a 

method of labor control that had been long present in their agenda. The history of the institution 

that became Camp LaGuardia therefore encapsulates ideological shifts in notions of “work.” 

Originally, work was to save vagrants and “cure” them of their “disease” while segregating them 

from “genuine” workers. Subsequently, work intended to keep men healthy and optimistic during 

the depression by giving them a temporary place until they could secure employment in private 

industry. These transformations had a concrete impact on the city’s shelter policy. Whereas in 

the lodging houses only 5 nights of shelter per person were permitted monthly, at Camp 

LaGuardia long-term stays were necessary so that labor efficiency could be maintained 

seasonally.
254

 The depression justified putting this program into action with federal funding 

while adapting it to new conditions. In the Progressive Era, reformers worked their politics 

through influence in the courts (see chapter two). Later reformers increasingly worked through 

the expanding capacity of a bureaucratic state, developed in New Deal legislation.
255

 

Further, Camp Greycourt, as Camp LaGuardia was known before its name change, was 

both the institutional and ideological model for Franklin Roosevelt's Civilian Conservation Corps 

(CCC), giving it both local and national significance. The homeless and men over 25 could not 

enroll in the CCC, but Camp LaGuardia was designed for just those people. A gendered response 

to the depression, it was imagined to be “self-sustaining” by providing men a rehabilitative work 

environment in a congregate setting.
256

 Work camps, in their numerous forms, helped to alleviate 
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geographic confusion, inherited from diverse state poor laws, in the general relief program. 

While “transients” were displaced industrial workers moving between states in search of work, 

“local homeless” were those with legal settlement in the locality where they received aid. With 

important distinctions, work camps stalled both of these categories of displacement, while 

simultaneously maintaining inherited hierarchies. The changing work camp model of 

rehabilitation eased the transition from poor law to modern welfare, and from the administration 

of direct relief to work relief. Displacement, stretched over space and time, was suspended until 

the depression passed. 

A geographic perspective also demonstrates Camp LaGuardia’s regional importance. The 

camp occupied a position in the structure of New York City’s Welfare program other than its 

flexibility, because the camp’s designers imagined it to be a vehicle for repopulating the 

countryside. A report by the Welfare Council Research Bureau in 1933 catalogued a blueprint 

for the ideology of the self-sustaining work camp model in a New York regional context during 

the depression. It specified its “plan of development” for an experimental “self-help” program. 

The first “assumption” on which the proposal was based was: “It is desirable to decentralize 

population. It is well to assist in the movement of breaking down the congested urban centers 

and building up small communities.”
257

 In this way, it was a northeastern version of the 

subsistence homelands of the Farm Security Administration, tailored to an urbanized proletariat, 

with one crucial difference. While it resembled the same anti-communist, decentralist politics 

that lent tentative support for early New Deal policy, its solution was to turn the homeless into 

farm workers, not farm owners. 
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The ideology surrounding labor, worked out in the lineage of Camp LaGuardia’s 

rehabilitation program, therefore bridged some of the problems regarding relief that plagued 

New Dealers. It did not compete with “free labor.” It did not duplicate already-existing services 

or production. It was a “self-help” program. It seemingly helped to relieve the congestion of 

industrial cities and extinguished the embers of urban political contestation. Local relief was 

supposed to be free of politics, but this was a foil for undercutting the political positions and 

solidarities of an emergent critique of relief by the political left. 

Antecedents: “The Emergent Resolution” 

The Charity Organization Society of the Russell Sage Foundation had been interested in a 

Farm Colony for New York City’s surplus population since at least the early 1900s.
258

 In their 

advocacy of this model, they drew on work by Edmund Kelly to designate farm colonies as a 

central plank of prison reform policy. Kelly was the most stalwart American proponent of the 

farm colony archetype, as well as its most consistent and thorough theorist, his simultaneous 

commitments to utopian socialism and eugenics apparently resolved in his adherence to the 

model. Kelly saw in the camp structure a way to protect employable workers displaced by 

depression from the degenerative influence of “professional tramps”: permanent and 

unemployable vagrants who could not be reformed. For the group of relief organizations 

affiliated to the Russell Sage Foundation, this translated into the belief that “every prison from 

the village lockup to the State Reformatory” should be designed toward “cur[ing] the inmates of 

criminal inclinations rather than [acting] as a school for the perfecting of criminal education.”
259
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This was why they counterpoised work camps against prisons, which were expensive and did not 

offer sufficient opportunities for work. A main tenet of the farm colony system, based on 

European industrial farms, was that they made homeless men “self-supporting.” Moreover, they 

saved the state money, because the farms themselves would be “self-sustaining.” The men would 

produce everything that they needed to live and thereby lend an “indirect saving [to the taxpayer]” 

that would be “incalculable.”
260

 

While originally conceived as a way to reduce rising costs associated with prisons, the 

“Joint Application Bureau” working at the Municipal Lodging House began to see how they 

could use work camps for those living in shelter, then still understood in poor law parlance as 

“vagrants” or “tramps.” The Joint Application Bureau, dating back to 1888, was a collaboration 

between the Charity Organization Society and the Association for Improving the Condition of 

the Poor, private agencies that specifically coordinated their services “in aid of homeless men” to 

prevent duplication. Homelessness was an area of experimentation for these groups, and their 

reports were titled “the emergent resolution,” alluding to both uncertainty but also hope in their 

development of modern methods toward its alleviation.
261

 Under the leadership of Johnston de 

Forest, son of Robert de Forest, they began to interview men at the Municipal Lodging House to 

determine their eligibility to perform manual work, and thereby to identify candidates for the 

program of hard labor. They argued that the Municipal Lodging House, the city’s only public 

shelter, continuously failed because it offered little in terms of employment opportunities. The 

only work assignment which appeared on the Joint Application Bureau’s periodic reports was 
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chopping wood in the Charity Organization Society’s woodyard, yet the overwhelming reason 

that men gave when they applied for lodging at the lodging house was a loss of work. 

Additionally, fewer than one-fifth of the men applying for aid had spent their entire lives in New 

York, which was a problem given that poor laws regulated the disbursal of relief based on a 

graded system of settlement and residency. 

Clearly, to these men, vagrancy was a draw on the state during economic downturns. But 

in this view, vagrancy also fed on periods of recovery. In the run up to the “hard winter” of 

1908-1909, the tail end of the 1907-1908 depression, the “labor colony idea” was forefront in the 

plan of “those interested in organized charity” “to alleviate [destitution] without attracting to the 

city a large number of professional vagrants,” which would jeopardize relief efforts in total.
262

 

Accordingly, the Joint Application Bureau envisioned the farm colony for the “arrest, detention, 

reformation, and instruction of persons convicted of vagrancy, habitual drunkenness, and 

disorderly conduct.”
263

 The Municipal Lodging House opened that year, and administrators were 

anxious that “vagrants” would abuse its “generosity.”
264

 In 1911, they reiterated this worry: “the 

general prosperity has apparently made it easier for vagrants to rove over large districts with the 

assurance that they would find little difficulty in supporting an idle and aimless life by begging 

or stealing supplies.”
265

 As poor law era relief addressed widespread homelessness, its tools of 

surveillance became insufficient, since, it was held, people could move constantly between 

localities collecting relief or panhandling. The situation was urgent that spring. Almost nine 
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thousand more men applied for lodgings in April 1911 than in the same month the previous year, 

65% applying for the first time.
266

 

Political-geographic scale was a major concern of farm colony proponents. In meetings, 

the bureau expressed worry over the model’s violation of the “principle of local responsibility for 

local burdens” because the institution would not be located in the county where its charges “had” 

settlement. Added to this was a concern for “securing the support of the railroads” – an 

inevitability that required state, rather than local, mobilization.
267

 Based on the Bureau’s work, 

Senator William Grattan introduced a bill into the State Senate on March 9, 1909. It authorized 

the institution of a “State Industrial Farm Colony,” and provided for the formation of a state 

police for enforcement.
268

 The labor colony was to be run from the State Department of Prisons, 

and the Trustees of the Labor Colony would report to both the State Board of Charities as well as 

the State Board of Prisons. The general idea was in keeping with the Joint Application Bureau’s 

philosophy: putting “vagrants” in prisons was too expensive. A farm colony could reform them 

for a fraction of the cost. Johnston de Forest testified, “Without a labor colony where permanent 

compulsory treatment of the vagrant may be held, practically all attempts to treat the vagrancy 

question with the facilities now available in New York City, the workhouse among the number, 

do not diminish vagrancy.”
269

 Switzerland was his outstanding example, where by use of farm 

labor colonies, “not only [had] vagabondage disappeared, but it [had] been eliminated without 
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cost to the State.”
270

 In a circular sent by the National Vagrancy Committee, a lobbying group set 

up to promote the bills, the Joint Application Bureau succinctly described the ideology and 

function of a state labor colony. 

The present correctional treatment of vagrancy is costly and inadequate. 

Short, idle sentences in jails and penitentiaries, (with the expense of 

maintaining the vagrants met by the local community or by the counties) 

are not reducing vagrants or ensuring their imprisonment for any length 

of time. The bill provides for a colony at which agriculture, horticulture, 

and the industries shall be taught. The vagrant shall be committed under 

indeterminate sentence, the maximum period of commitment to be two 

years.
271

 

The Farm Colony was to be used to keep people who they believed were actually 

employable and temporarily out of work from debasement by “professional” tramps and vagrants. 

The camp would “segregate all others, both criminals and inebriates, who are beyond the hope of 

cure.”
272

 If they were reformed, all the better. But, more likely, at least they would pay their own 

way, or be repelled altogether by the idea of “real work.”
273

 An editorial in the New York 

Evening Post, in 1915, restated this idea: “It would be a much more simple matter to care for 

those who are victims of depressed industrial conditions if the vagrant element were eliminated 

and handled by other and more efficient methods.” The article quoted the Superintendant of the 

Joint Application Bureau, Charles Blatchly, “The State is in a position to remove in large part the 

menace of voluntary unemployment, to save a large proportion of the expense which it now 

entails, and to simplify to a considerable degree the difficulty of meeting effectively the 
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conditions created among genuine workers as a consequence of involuntary unemployment.” 

This sentiment was reinforced by the Superintendent of the Bowery Mission, who complained to 

Blatchly that the wording in the draft bill was too vague, because “bona fide workingmen, 

temporarily out of work” might be scooped up by it. Given specificity on this point, he assured 

Blatchly of his support. Blatchly agreed, and Section 218 of the bill read: 

Board shall notify Governor of readiness to receive inmates, whereupon 

he shall notify courts and magistrates, who may then, in lieu of other 

commitment, commit to the colony, for indeterminate period, any male 

over the age of sixteen (twenty-one) adjudged by them to be a vagrant or 

tramp; but no person proving habitual self-support.
274

 

Other benefits apparent to prison and charity reformers of a state industrial farm colony 

were articulated by a Cornell Professor in an article describing Switzerland’s famous farm 

colony, Witzwil. In this institution, the state kept labor in reserve without empowering it 

politically. The gravitational draw of Witzwil was that its return on investment “has been done 

without the lease or the contract systems of labor, and with no injurious competition with, or 

protests from, free labor.” It was devised from the “ground up”: the laborers reproduced 

themselves as well as the camp. The laborers consented to their “reform” in an institution such as 

this, and were kept healthy—physically, psychologically, emotionally—rather than left to 

become depressed themselves. It was also a place of congregation for seasonal workers, one sub-

group of “vagrants,” in which their labor could be harnessed and regularized.
275

 In terms of land, 

                                                 
274

 Hallimond to Blatchly, March 11, 1909, Box 141, Folder “Legislation, 1907-17, Farm Colony, Vagrants,” 

Community Service Society Records, 1842-1995, Columbia University Rare Book & Manuscript Library; Blatchly 

to Hallimond, n.d., Box 141, Folder “Legislation, 1907-17, Farm Colony, Vagrants,” Community Service Society 

Records, 1842-1995, Columbia University Rare Book & Manuscript Library. 
275

 “Shows Need of Hobo Farm,” The New York Times, February 4, 1917. This was argued immediately subsequent 

to the act which made the land available for military training purposes on February 1, 1917, and the project was in 

danger of being abandoned. “State of New York Law No. 342: An Act Providing for the Use for Military Purposes 

of the State Lands at Beekman Acquired for the Industrial Farm Colony,” February 1, 1917, Box 141, Folder 

“Legislation, 1907-17, Farm Colony, Vagrants,” Community Service Society Records, 1842-1995, Columbia 

University Rare Book & Manuscript Library. 



  103 

the director of Witzwil counselled that the model would be even more appropriate to the United 

States given his impression of its geography, “In America, land is cheap and labor is dear; and 

labor is the factor of production which the prison has in abundance.”
276

 The labor colony, applied 

to the U.S. situation, solved the problem of urbanization and the loss of agricultural knowledge 

that it entailed. These tenets later became the dominant ideological arguments for Camp 

LaGuardia, which would feed workers into jobs in the upstate economy. 

Surplus value had a distinct place in making these institutions self-sustaining. For the 

model to work the state did not appropriate surplus labor as profit, but did so “in kind.” As local 

fiscal crisis intensified during recurring depressions, New York City ran up against limits on the 

amount of money it could spend on relief.
277

 These material limits were also of political and 

ideological importance, expressed by critiques from the conservative law-and-order position. 

One way the farm colony idea, later embodied and expanded in Camp LaGuardia, resolved these 

limits is that it was to be self-sustaining. In the view of some antagonistic to public relief in 

general, Camp LaGuardia actually made a “profit” for the city at the expense of the federal 

government. It therefore became a target of Congressmen opposed to and investigating the New 

Deal.
278

 The self-sustaining aspect was achievable by appropriating a portion of the surplus value 

produced there as a “cost” of the men’s rehabilitation—50% of their wages were held for their 

upkeep. As a result the city paid the workers far lower than the prevailing wage rate—$15 per 

month. Thus, the more opportunities to work the better, to achieve “union of agricultural and 

                                                 
276

 Fetter, “Witzwil, A Successful Penal Farm,” 762 and 766. 
277

 Jeff Singleton, The American Dole: Unemployment Relief and the Welfare State in the Great Depression 

(Westport: Greenwood Press, 2000); Thomas Kessner, Fiorello H. LaGuardia and the Making of Modern New York 

(New York: Penguin, 1989). 
278

 Investigation and Study of the Works Progress Administration: Hearings before the Subcommittee of the 

Committee on Appropriations, House of Representatives, Seventy-Sixth Congress (Washington: United States 

Government Printing Office, 1939), 922–27. 



  104 

manufacturing industry” and the bigger the camp the better, to make it more productive and 

“more economically managed.”
279

 These methods, all together, resolved major points of dissent 

among actors designing a state reform program structured to control resistance to economic crisis. 

The overlap between prison reform and welfare modernization was apparent in the literal 

overlap of other parcels of land, not just at the Women’s Farm Colony/Camp LaGuardia site. 

While the Grattan Bill failed to pass, in 1911 a similar bill authorized the Board of Managers of a 

State Industrial Farm Colony to acquire land. They managed to purchase an 826 acre parcel in 

Beekman, New York, in Dutchess County, but could not begin construction because of a 

controversy within the Department of Prisons over whether to build the farm colony or “new 

Sing Sing.”
280

 The dispute delayed the Board of Managers putting the Farm Colony into use. By 

the time it was agreed that Sing Sing would be built in Wingdale, NY, the Beekman land had 

been turned over to the state Board of Armories for military training exercises in preparation for 

World War I. Johnston de Forest was resigned: “the chances this year [1917] in view of the 

military situation are poor for getting results.”
281

 The Beekman property was later a camp in the 

Federal Transient Program, and then the location for Greenhaven Correctional Facility. While 

success was achieved in pressing legislation through and actually acquiring a site, the project of 

implementing a farm colony was delayed for another few years. Energy for the program in the 

city was channeled into the women’s prison, described in chapter two, which was the cutting 

edge of a modern social service program in the wartime moral crusade against prostitution, and 

located on 326 acres near Chester, NY. 
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Subsequent reformers revived these evolving ideas and reconfigured them to smooth over 

contradictions in welfare and relief programs. In the late 1920’s, the Welfare Council drew on 

the Joint Application Bureau’s legacy, but changed its political tactics to suit the circumstances 

which shaped the new depression. For its vagrancy work the Council wanted to create farm 

colonies that would not accept “chronic alcoholics, drug addicts, or homo sexuals [sic.].”
282

 The 

conservative Welfare Council was a private umbrella organization that coordinated the various 

aspects of the City's welfare programs and William Hodson was its Executive Director. It was 

funded by the Russell Sage Foundation, and conceived in the early 1920s to coordinate the over 

2,000 separate private charities in New York City. According to their contemporary study, 

private charity accounted for over 60% of all welfare in the city, public welfare nearly 40%.
283

 

Hodson came directly from a position at the Russell Sage Foundation, which had initially 

supported Herbert Hoover's President's Organization on Unemployment Relief, based in a 

philosophy of private philanthropy and self-help.
284

 

In the farm colony model the Welfare Council found political coalition with those further 

to the left. Originally meant to keep “professional tramps and vagrants” from corrupting 

“genuine workingmen” the industrial farm was now marketed as a progressive measure to help 

those thrown out of work in the normal business cycle. Nels Anderson, of the Chicago school of 

sociology, was involved in devising programmatic responses to “the hobo” nationwide as well as 

in the New York City area. Having written a dissertation on “the sociology of the homeless man,” 
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in 1925,
285

 he worked at the Whittier Settlement in New Jersey, authored a report for the Welfare 

Council of New York on the region's homeless, and administered programs of the Federal 

Emergency Relief Administration. In 1927, while at Whittier, Anderson wrote to Hodson about 

the intriguing possibility of a work camp as a rehabilitation program for idled workers: “I am 

quite taken with the idea of turning that farm into a rest camp for homeless convalescents.”
286

 

Combining Anderson’s support for convalescent camps with the rehabilitative aspect of a work 

regime, in 1931, the Council, in collaboration with the City's Department of Correction, 

instituted a work-training program for men within the Women's Farm Colony at Greycourt. 

As the depression deepened, Hodson, well connected politically, continued to promote 

this composite idea in the Senate. Soon after Roosevelt was inaugurated in March 1933, and days 

before he signed the bill that activated the CCC, Hodson wrote to Senator Robert LaFollette 

about the success of Camp Bluefield, in Blauvelt Park along the Hudson River, and the second 

experimental camp opened through the Welfare Council’s initiative. Progressives touted Blauvelt 

as “the ideal in the care of homeless unemployed men, a project which might be offered as a 

model for other communities to emulate...a dream come true.”
287

 It was housed within a summer 

camp for children formerly owned by the New York Tribune. Hodson wrote to LaFollette: “I 

enclose a statement prepared by one of our committees in connection with a work relief camp 

experiment which has proved unusually successful.” In his view the camp presented a way to 

coordinate the different scales of relief: “I still believe that the best way to administer relief for 

all classes of society is through local machinery. Perhaps the President's program for 
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conservation camps can be tied in with local effort along these lines.”
288

 The camp, instituted in 

December 1932, was “a cooperative enterprise of the State Temporary Relief Administration, the 

Interstate Palisades Commission and the Work Colony Committee of the Welfare Council” and 

was modeled on the program that had been unrolled at Greycourt two years earlier. The 

difference was that men were referred from the Municipal Lodging House rather than from the 

Department of Correction and the courts.
289

 Demonstrating the overlap, Bluefield was turned into 

a CCC camp in October 1933. By January 1934, Hodson could assert “I’d like to see every 

homeless man and woman in a camp of this sort.”
290

 When Edwin Cunningham was tapped to 

become Camp LaGuardia’s Director in December 1935, he had already run both Camp Bluefield 

as well as Camp Roosevelt at Bear Mountain, the first CCC camp in the state.
291

 He was 

experienced with the model, hired to get the program in shape to counter the disorder that 

McKay had described the previous winter. 

Anxiety that rural displacement was feeding urbanization was at the forefront of the 

Welfare Council's concerns. A 1932 confidential study of the men in the municipal lodging 

house by Nels Anderson “[revealed] an increasing drift of the adults into the city.”
292

 Thus, the 

Welfare Council's Farm Colony Committee proposed that a primary purpose of a “work relief 

project for the homeless” during the depression in the form of a reinvigorated farm colony based 

on the experience at Beekman, was that “mendicants will be discouraged from coming to New 
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York and professional vagrants will leave New York.”
293

 This was an integral part of how its 

designers described the camp to the public. In its first year of operation, Stanley Howe, First 

Deputy Commissioner of Welfare who was instrumental in Camp LaGuardia’s setup and 

ongoing administration, said: “Most of the men have no desire to return to New York. The city 

spells defeat to them.”
294

 As a result, the program was designed so that the men would learn rural 

occupations, like farming. All men worked the soil during harvests. In the fall of its first year, 

Howe commented, “[the] most remarkable thing of all is that the men from the city, who have 

never been in the country before, are showing a great interest in all forms of farming. Some of 

our best men had never seen a farm before May 1 [1934].” While the country supported a healthy 

work ethic, the city enabled apathy. As Hodson put it, “The men should be removed from the 

idleness of the city as fast as possible and given self-respecting work to do.”
295

 The camp was 

beginning to fill a gap: it was increasingly “impossible to get a competent hired man [for farm 

work].”
296

 Yet it was the productive capacity harnessed by the model that was its biggest benefit 

to the city. Camp LaGuardia produced all of the food for the Municipal Lodging House that 

autumn.
297

 This aspect of a work regime was so successful that administrators continually 

expanded the types of work offered, and even considered putting a factory there. Each year there 

was a push to extend farm productivity. In its second year, the camp added the “cultivation of 
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additional land, tree surgery and the erection of additional stables, also the making of pillows, 

sheets and night clothing for the camp’s population.”
298

 

While Hodson said his relief effort was apolitical, in reality it was honed over many 

rounds of Progressive Era depressions. Downturns of 1907-08, 1914-15, and 1920-22 

demonstrated to reformers the imperatives of revising the existing poor laws in New York State 

for the administration of relief. As industrial and factory employment went into freefall after 

1929, and county lodging houses across the state became overcrowded, penitentiaries captured 

much of the overflow. In the early 1930s, New York City constructed two annexes on its 

Municipal Lodging House as a result of the increase in those seeking shelter.
299

 The massive 

displacement was managed by use of the State's new 1929 Public Welfare Law, which was a 

revision of the patchwork of complicated poor laws, the most recent of which was from 1896.
300

 

One of the central theoretical considerations in these changing laws concerned settlement: in 

order to receive state aid, applicants had to demonstrate residency within the state for two years. 

If people applied for aid but could not sufficiently prove their legal settlement they would be 

placed for a night in a lodging house, or in jail, then “passed-on” to the next locality. They would 

be removed from the state altogether if New York could establish their settlement elsewhere. 

(According to its charter New York City was forbidden to give outdoor—non-institutionalized—

relief prior to TERA.) The 1929 law gestured to reform but kept intact these aspects of 

settlement and removal. Crouse notes, “in dealing with removal the new law actually was a step 
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back from 1896” because under the old law, “persons were to be cared for in the locality where 

they became disabled [i.e. the county]” but now, removal was “sanctioned even if force were 

necessary” and “intrastate removal was one again acceptable.”
301

 

Work camps—whether for youth enrolled in the Civilian Conservation Corps, people 

moving across state lines in search of work in the Federal Transient Program, or the local 

homeless—were situated within this changing same. The Federal Emergency Relief 

Administration (FERA), beginning in 1933, provided the first nationwide standards to manage 

“transiency.”
302

 The Federal Transient Program (FTP), embedded in FERA, defined transiency 

geographically as a subset of homelessness. Transients were those moving across state lines in 

search of work, without legal settlement or with legal settlement elsewhere.
303

 Local homeless 

were those without a place to live but with legal settlement in the locality in which they applied 

for relief. The distinction between different forms of displacement were therefore legal-

geographic rather than social, and appeared at the moment that people applied for relief. This 

fact filtered into different camps’ identities. Camp LaGuardia, for example, was a camp for the 

“local homeless,” rather than a transient camp, and its residents wanted to maintain this 

hierarchical distinction. 

The FTP temporarily halted poor law removal in the 48 participating states, and 

simultaneously standardized definitions of settlement for the purposes of defining responsibility 
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for various segments of displaced workers. Amid historic dislocations of people moving across 

state boundaries in search of work, and a patchwork of state laws governing the administration of 

relief, the FERA provided uniform definitions of transiency—an unemployed person “in the state 

for less than 12 months”—and settlement—“residence within the state for a period of one year or 

longer.” On the one hand, this bolstered the previous poor law definitions at a time when states 

were attempting to attenuate their responsibility for welfare by writing legislation that would 

revoke settlement privileges. On the other, however, it began a process that would eventually 

make those same laws obsolete.
304

 In any case, it was a major transformation based on the 

ideological principles already outlined by the Joint Application Bureau. The National Committee 

on Care of Transient and Homeless hired Ellery Reed to assess the FTP in 1934. Reed’s 

dissertation explored institutional ways to combat revolution by working classes dislocated by 

economic downturns, arguing that “sound social progress is impeded and threatened by the 

increase of social unrest and radicalism…Radicalism is…symptomatic of a diseased condition of 

the social body.” These were ideas consistent with the Joint Application Bureau’s philosophy 

with regard to “vagrancy” and economic stagnation. In his final report, he outlined the FTP’s 

various functions, which included: “The protection of society from vagrancy and crime, incident 

to the old policies of neglect and punitive treatment of transients” and “relieving the labor market 

of the competition” of younger men.
 305

 The laws of settlement had previously prevented 

sufficient solutions to transiency, and by extension, to preventing the development of radicalism. 
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The federal government’s official final report described these same ideological underpinnings for 

segregative methods in its transient program. 

Poor relief procedure based upon [the principle of local responsibility for 

relief] makes no attempt to distinguish the temporary unemployed who 

have set out to find work, from the chronic wanderer—the hobo, the 

tramp, and the bum. By excluding all needy non-residents, the poor laws 

force the former to adopt the means of livelihood employed by the latter, 

with the result that some of the temporarily unemployed never resume a 

sedentary life.
306

 

New York State’s transient division, administered by the Temporary Emergency Relief 

Administration, began in November 1933 and lasted for two years. Overlaid over the 1929 Poor 

Law as well as the Wicks Act, which established statewide relief efforts, it was a confused 

amalgam that required detailed instructions to sort out who was “eligible” for transient aid. 

Moreover, since the money spent for transient rehabilitation was 100% refundable by the federal 

government, the state had incentive to classify more people as transient. This meant that there 

were four categories of displacement: federal transient, unattached state transient, family state 

transient, and local homeless. The program’s core policy was its transient camps. At its peak in 

September 1935 there were 3,216 “cases” in the state’s transient camps, in which they received 

$1 to $3 per week to operate the camps. The camps were not as robust programmatically as 

Camp LaGuardia, and did not serve its productive function. They did not farm. Laborers in New 

York’s transient division worked on short-term projects, such as upstate flood relief efforts in the 

summer of 1935. (Prior to this emergency work they were not readily accepted by the rural 

communities in which they were located—foreshadowing the experience of Camp LaGuardia.
307

) 

But while FTP camps were not as fully integrated, nevertheless they reflected the shifting 

                                                 
306

 Webb, “The Transient Unemployed: A Description and Analysis of the Transient Relief Population,” 4. 
307

 Joan M. Crouse, “The Remembered Men: Transient Camps in New York State: 1933-1935,” New York State 

History 71, no. 1 (1990): 68–94. 



  113 

ideological character of work as relief. Crouse alludes to this with respect to how services were 

encoded in the law: “This talk of service, prevention, and implied rehabilitation was dramatically 

opposed to the earlier emphasis on poorhouse confinement as a form of punishment meant to 

deter applicants rather than to serve them.”
308

 The labor done by the homeless in the camps 

sustained the camps themselves, and lowered costs. 

These legal changes point to the encoding of an emergent structure of feeling with respect 

to the governing of the relative surplus populations in this period. The first poor laws sought to 

prevent transients from entering localities. The 1929 revision, while “only a symbolic break from 

the past,” was nevertheless different in its function, because it sought to extract transients from 

localities. The relief effort took for granted that displaced people would be coming into the city, 

and therefore sought to re-place them in country settings and occupations.
309

 Progressive Era 

segregation methods, which attempted to define who was an able worker, and, therefore, who 

was a target for relief, both carried over and were in flux during the Great Depression. Removal 

continued to be the prevailing policy, even during the short-lived FTP.
310

 Through 1934, the vast 

majority of those applying for relief were either sent out of the state or discharged from 
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consideration, and there were more people removed than accessed aid. At the same time, the 

number remaining “in state care” steadily increased through 1933 and 1934. 

“It will be a long, slow process and there will be no revolution”
311

 

Before LaGuardia appointed Hodson as Commissioner of Welfare, they met to discuss 

the relief effort and the future of department policy. The winter of 1933-1934 was the winter of 

the CWA, and there was an increase in the number of applicants for a limited number of jobs. 

Hodson's duty to create a flexible system of relief was mandated by Mayor Fiorello LaGuardia 

during this meeting. Hodson wrote, “Major LaGuardia … had in mind some kind of a reservoir 

of projects which would take up this surplus of registrants.” Yet LaGuardia was also worried that 

CWA wages were too high, and that “the effect…would be to pull men from regular industry 

where they were receiving a lower hourly wage into civil works.” Hodson quoted the CWA wage 

rates to the mayor-elect: 50 cents an hour for unskilled labor and $1.20 for skilled labor. Workers 

at Camp LaGuardia eventually made 15 dollars a week for 40 hours of work, or 38 cents an 

hour.
312

 The industrial farm colony model offered a flexible program that would provide a large 

number of jobs but also contain wages. At the same time, Hodson was tasked with “reorganizing 

the department” by creating a model of Welfare that would subsequently take on functions of the 

Emergency Relief Bureau. For the first few years of Hodson’s tenure, the Department coexisted 

with the ERB. They merged at the end of 1937, and the ERB was officially disbanded on the 

final day of that year.
313
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Like the relief program broadly, Hodson’s job and approach were never secure. In early 

1935, he appeared before the “Aldermanic Committee Investigating Relief” and gave testimony 

defending accusations of relief fraud.
314

 This was only one investigation among many which 

caused him great stress, necessitating stays in the hospital and convalescent periods out of the 

country.
315

 He was consistently on the offensive as well as the defensive, and gave radio 

interviews, addresses, and statements about the role of the reconfigured Welfare Department in 

administering what came to be a permanent relief effort. These radio addresses had as part of 

their audience the staff of the Welfare Department.
316

 

In Hodson’s ideal political economy, relief efforts were the negative image of industrial 

production. As the “business index” improved, less relief was necessary. Soon after he addressed 

the New York State Constitutional Convention’s Welfare Committee in 1938, Hodson advocated 

for a permanent relief program on these specific grounds, and reiterated the temporal feeling that 

he had expressed in describing his colossal task of institutionalizing welfare: a long, slow 

process. 

There will always be a considerable number willing to work and able to 

work who will never be employed again. In a rapidly mechanizing 

industry, many hand skills are no longer needed, and many of the older 

workers cannot meet the demands of a highly competitive labor market. 

When skills are no longer marketable, it is a long, slow process to 

acquire new ones. The machine is likely to throw people out of work 

faster than the new industries can absorb them, even in times when new 

industries are being established…Under these conditions the necessity 

for a permanent public assistance program is inevitable, and for a long 
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time to come we shall have to face the fact that large numbers of persons 

must be cared for at public expense, the number decreasing in good times 

and increasing in bad times.
317

 

The work camp model was meant to achieve a reduction in home relief costs, a fact that 

sheds light on Hodson’s gendered program of relief during this period. When he came to the 

Department Hodson expanded the shelter program based on gender segregation. According to 

contemporary ideology, women needed individualized care, which was usually provided through 

private charities. Men lived in the barracks-style shelters associated with the city’s municipal 

lodging houses and annexes.
318

 This was the basis for the operation of women-only shelters. As 

Hodson put it, “They used to care for the women and men together, as you know. I’ve changed 

all that. And women now have their own shelter with a medical clinic.” This view informed the 

program at Camp LaGuardia in important ways. Women and children entering the labor market 

during depression prevented the state from being able to effectively end the crisis. In a radio 

interview with a Times reporter in Spring 1940, Hodson offered this gendered explanation of the 

Welfare Department’s emerging ideology. 

If the usual breadwinner in the family is employed at steady work and 

decent wages his wife will not be looking for work, and the older 

children will stay on in school and not try to find jobs as soon as they are 

of working age. A recent study of the Committee on Social Security 

shows that very clearly. Insecurity…starts a chain of events that 

increases the labor supply. These persons, temporarily looking for work 

because of hard times, are sometimes called “additional workers,” over 

and above the so-called usual workers, who are the regular breadwinners. 

Now these additional workers greatly increase the competition for jobs at 

the very time when jobs are scarce. The result is that in times of 

Depression, there are many more persons seeking jobs than there are 

workers who have lost their jobs. In other words, if 1,000 regular 

workers are laid off, perhaps 1,100 or 1,250 people will then be seeking 
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work. Once jobs and incomes are stabilized, mother and the older 

children may withdraw from the labor market entirely and the number of 

those looking for work drops automatically.
319

 

It may not be a coincidence that the numbers he cited—1,000 workers—was the exact 

number that Camp LaGuardia was supposed to be able to rehabilitate at any time. In any case, he 

gives a brief political-economic outline of the local state’s plan in managing a crisis in 

reproduction, and its view of how an industrial reserve army would be reabsorbed “automatically” 

by industry. Hodson was motivated by the fact that WPA appropriations were in danger of being 

cut again, arguing that, if the proposal went through, it would increase competition in the labor 

market and intensify the state’s ability to end the depression. The WPA had already pulled out of 

the Camp LaGuardia project three years earlier. It is in this way that he positioned the WPA, as 

he consistently did in these addresses, as a temporary fix until jobs could be created. His ultimate 

concern was that industry produce more and more jobs as quickly as possible. In other words, 

relief labor in this scenario, paid for by the state, was short term, until the “business cycle,” 

measured by factory employment, picked up again.
320

 

Relief agitation was already turning into an organized political movement by the early 

1930s. On March 6, 1930, a nationwide proclamation of “International Unemployment Day” by 

Communists was accompanied by protests around the country, including demonstrations in New 

York City. 35,000 people marched on Union Square, and Police Commissioner Grover Whalen 

sent “hundreds of policemen and detectives, swinging night sticks, blackjacks, and bare fists” 

into the crowd.
321

 The brawl with police prompted New York City Mayor Jimmy Walker, in 
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accordance with the city charter’s prohibition of outdoor relief, to initiate a committee to collect 

and distribute private funds for the unemployed. William Hodson defended Whalen's actions to 

John Fitch of the New School for Social Research, writing, “I do not believe that what happened 

was any serious abridgement of free speech or free assembly.”
322

 

Unemployment Councils organized by Communists were only the largest and most 

visible of groups involved in organizing the unemployed. Nationwide protests targeted official 

relief, especially when it was being cut. The political impact of a place like Camp LaGuardia 

should be measured in relation to those in organized political groups, not in terms of total relief 

numbers, especially given Hodson’s declaration of a gendered relief program that targeted 

breadwinners as the key to pulling entire families out of poverty. Seeing relief in this way 

contextualizes Piven and Cloward’s conclusion that relief was not adequate. While fiscal crisis at 

the local level was certainly important, and highlights the conditions which impelled federal 

involvement, it also points to the fact that relief was never meant to be adequate. It was a 

temporary holding place until private industry could pick up again and “absorb” the unemployed. 

The Unemployed Councils (later renamed Unemployment Councils) were made official in 1930, 

and favored direct action over organizing for the first few years of their existence. The early 

depression was therefore a period in which the politics of unemployment were emergent, prior to 

their institutionalization in the national Workers’ Alliance (in 1935), a coalition which unified 

Communists, Socialists, and Musteites during the Popular Front period.
323

 

Local relief administrators in New York City were undoubtedly attuned to actions of the 

Unemployed Councils, which consistently made themselves known directly. Communists made 
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it a practice to organize in the flophouses, municipal lodging houses, and breadlines. Yet their 

scope was also wider. A report from the time documented that the majority of district relief 

offices had experienced “frequent dealings with unemployed groups, most of them led by 

Communists.”
324

 In 1933, for example, Unemployed Council members approached the Joint 

Application Bureau on a weekly basis to register together for relief. This was a strategy to 

undermine the relief program in general because the Bureau insisted that they apply as 

individuals rather than as a delegation. Each single person or family had to demonstrate an 

individualized need for relief. These encounters demonstrate, on a small scale, the willingness 

within the local, institutionalized relief effort, to change its program in order to counter and 

deflect the political positions and strategies of the Councils, or to avoid them altogether. Since 

many of the encounters took place on Saturdays because of the work relief schedule, a staff 

member submitted a request, approved by the supervisor, that they close the office early on 

Saturdays, thus eliminating completely all possibility of confrontation with this group.
325

 

From the outset Hodson also faced growing political radicalism among staff of the relief 

agencies, especially among younger social workers who came from working class backgrounds 

and identified with those on their caseloads. The line between staff and client, employed and 

unemployed was equivocal,
326

 relief workers were paid among the lowest salaries of employees 

of any city department,
327

 and the rapidly expanding profession of social work was in 

considerable flux, giving workers the sense that their political actions would have impact. As a 
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result of the “proletarianization” of sections of these workers and their lack of previous 

experience in the field, they were “closely supervised.” While the social workers in private 

agencies maintained status as a more experienced and professional workforce, public workers 

increasingly were charged with impersonally managing and investigating vast amounts of relief 

cases.
328

 

In 1933, Emergency Relief Bureau workers organized into the Emergency Home Relief 

Bureau Association, which the following year became the Association of Workers in Public 

Relief Agencies (AWPRA). These workers were part of the growing “Rank and File Movement” 

of Social Workers, which grew out of discussion groups nationwide in the field, and dated back 

to 1931. According to Reisch and Andrews, the movement “arose primarily from the heightened 

consciousness among social workers of the contradictions between their daily work and the 

imperatives of a capitalist system.” The groups were formidable. By the mid-1930s, the growing 

membership in the discussion clubs was double that of the membership of the American 

Association of Social Work, one of two main national professional organizations. The New York 

groups were large and “most radical of all,” in a political field which by 1934 had adopted a 

“specifically anticapitalist program” and had joined with the Communist Party to form the 

Farmer-Labor Party in Minnesota.
329

 The Rank-and-File Movement, which “seemed to win 

majority support” among social workers in the Department of Welfare, specifically embraced a 

program which saw the interests of caseworkers and clients intertwined, and thus “enable[d] 

radical caseworkers to engage a social context for diagnosis and treatment.”
330

 AWPRA was 
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racially integrated. Black workers constituted 14% of AWPRA’s membership, inclduding 

Division 4 of the Unattached and Transient Bureau, and there were five Black executive Board 

Members on its citywide body that coordinated policy, which was then rare among New York 

City unions.
331

 Perhaps the most important aspect of AWPRA’s success in organizing was 

making relief political, against the intentionally apolitical program of the Emergency Relief 

Bureau and Welfare Department administrators. After all, it was ERB workers who, based on a 

complicated and ever changing schema of laws, had to tell a relief applicant that, if he was 

evicted, “his furniture would be confiscated, his children would be placed in homes, and he and 

his wife would be sent to shelters.”
332

 For clerical workers in the relief bureau to remain 

occupied they were tasked with moving other workers, with whom many identified, through the 

relief program after adjudicating their claims for relief. This was a de-skilling of relief workers 

as they became managers for the administration. 

The Rank-and-File Movement mounted some of the most vocal and persistent opposition 

to early New Deal programs, especially the replacement of FERA’s “direct relief” with the 

“work relief” of the WPA, which they deemed Roosevelt’s “work or starve” policy.
333

 Work 

relief had an impact on the number of social workers employed by the relief program. When the 

WPA was implemented, the Emergency Relief Bureau reported that a 40% decrease in its staff 
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(1,800 jobs) was required.
334

 As home relief cases were transferred to work relief, AWPRA, 

which represented employees who investigated home relief eligibility, and who were therefore 

no longer needed after cases were transferred to work relief,
335

 organized a three-hour work 

stoppage in the ERB in October, 1935. Hodson, in Buffalo at the time, received a telegram from 

his Secretery, William McClure, that morning: 

NEW REPUBLIC DATED OCTOBER THIRTIETH OUT TODAY 

CONTAINING ARTICLE ALSO SEE TODAY'S NEW YORK TIMES 

STOP TOTAL ERB WALKOUT 2,936 IN BOROUGHS AND 536 IN 

CENTRAL OFFICE OR SLIGHTLY OVER TWENTY PERCENT 

ENTIRE STAFF STOP ERB MEETING TOMORROW AT FIVE.
 336

 

McClure underestimated the number of workers who had walked out. The percentage 

was actually about 45%, or 7,500 workers out of a total of 16,778 in the ERB in that month. The 

action “crippled the machine at the central office” and completely halted the distribution of 

relief.
337

 The union claimed that the number was actually higher, and that some employees 

agreed to remain on the job to deal with “emergencies.” In response, the ERB initially rescinded 

seniority rights for the striking workers.
338

 This punishment almost equaled job termination, 

since 3,500 workers were disciplined for the action and downsizing would likely require 3,000 

layoffs by January 1936. Under pressure from AWPRA and other unions, the ERB dropped the 

sentence, and docked the workers for the time they were on work stoppage.
339

 Although the 

strike did not block the layoffs, days later, on October 29
th

, the Emergency Relief Bureau signed 
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a collective bargaining agreement with AWPRA.
340

 Many of the laid off workers were 

transferred to WPA payrolls, while a substantial number were fired for “incompetence.”
341

 

In the midst of this controversy, a New York Sun editorial expressed a logical solution 

that the Board of Managers of the ERB must have contemplated: heightening the contradictions 

to a political boiling point: “fill the places of the strikers from the ranks of the unemployed men 

and women who will not try to dictate to the State and city governments.”
342

 The Daily Worker 

claimed that LaGuardia suggested the same thing to an AWPRA protest against the Mayor’s 

termination of 2,000 ERB employees in December of that year.
343

 Walkowitz identifies an 

individual case where the recommendation of the Relief Bureau to a fired employee was that he 

was eligible for Home Relief, and concludes that the circumstance demonstrates “one of the 

tragic ironies of the decade—the unemployed could one day be dispensing welfare as a form of 

work relief and the next day [be] receiving it.” 

The AWPRA walkout of October 1935 mirrored the general politics of the early WPA. In 

the first two and a half years of its existence, there were 571 strikes of WPA workers across the 

country. The strikes were concentrated in four states, and New York had the third highest of any 

state. The first strike in the country took place in New York City starting on August 6, 1935, 

when the WPA was just one week old. Bricklayers, building the low income Astor Houses, went 

on strike to protest a lowered hourly wage. Workers on other projects walked off the job in 

sympathy actions for nearly two months until a compromise was reached that workers would be 

paid the same monthly amount yet work fewer hours. As Ziskind put it, “In this first WPA strike 
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almost every problem and situation to be experienced in the numerous future strikes was 

rehearsed.”
344

  

The fact that the WPA was a work relief program brought inherent contradictions. Chief 

among these was the question over whether striking workers would get relief. Harry Hopkins 

was adamant that they would not, but left home relief up to local administration. LaGuardia 

deferred to him, stating, “The city administration will not scab for the Federal Government.” But 

in one high profile case, pressed by the Unemployed Council, LaGuardia gave a worker’s family 

not relief but “necessary food for his sick wife and children,” a turn of phrase which deliberately 

begged the question.
345

 AWPRA’s early successes positioned it to protest consistently these cuts 

in the relief staff. 

This radicalism and solidarity extended into ongoing protests against emerging homeless 

policy. Protests explicitly rejected the false choice between “forced labor in transient camps and 

jail.”
346

 As funding dried up for the CWA and the workers were laid off, 1,000 demonstrated in 

the Bronx and 250 protested outside the central relief administration office, where “Hodson and 

his deputy commissioners were forced to receive delegation after delegation of workers 

protesting C.W.A firings, discrimination against Negroes on jobs and relief, and demanding jobs 

for the fired C.W.A. workers and unemployed.”
347

 In the fall of that year, 300 homeless men in 

the Council of Unattached Men of the National Unemployment Councils demanded a meeting 

with Howe at the ERB office and won demands over food and lodging.
348

 As federal aid ended 
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for the FTP in the fall of 1935, the Unattached Local of the Unemployed Council organized a 

picket on the ERB, at which a protester explained their purpose, “There is talk about sending us 

to camps, where we will work for a minimum of $15 a month, but so far we have received no 

order to go to the camps.”
349

 At the same time, a “week of uninterrupted picketing by the 

Unattached and Transient Local 1, Unemployment Council” disputed the eviction from decent 

lodgings of Black transient workers, and their relocation to a “flophouse.”
350

 March 1936 

brought the occupation of the Unattached and Transient Bureau on Fulton Street by a group 

affiliated to the Unemployment Council demanding an increase in relief. In May 1939, a three-

day picket outside City Hall by the “Unemployed and Project Workers Union” of the Workers 

Alliance was timed to coincide with Mayor LaGuardia’s meeting with out of town mayors 

visiting New York for the World’s Fair. It “was run night and day, on four hour shifts, with the 

local homeless, unemployed single mothers, not eligible for home relief, contributing a large 

share of the man-power despite the fact that they eat only an unsatisfactory breakfast at the 

Municipal Lodging House early in the day, and then must go hungry until five p.m.” One 

rallying call on the picket was “Close Camp LaGuardia—Give Jobs!”
351

 These protests were in 

the context of what groups affiliated to the Minnesota Farmer-Labor organization understood to 

be the “deportation of single men to transient camps.”
352

 

Surveillance was common practice for the Welfare Department. Under the ideology of 

maintaining a “non-political” department based in scientific case management, left-leaning 

affiliations were consistently targets. Howe was part of a wider controversy over the Welfare 
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Department’s surveillance of political groups in the midst of the ERB walkout. Writing in The 

New Republic in October 1935, I.F. Stone accused Hodson of colluding with the New York City 

Police Department to target political opponents and organizers who were on relief rolls. Drawing 

on a TERA investigation that was never published,
353

 Stone wrote that according to this report, 

which quoted Deputy Welfare Commissioner Howe, the Welfare Department had assigned two 

“special investigators” to work with the police’s “Alien Squad” to build a list of “professional 

agitators, Communists.” One of the specific targets was Richard Sullivan, leader in the 

Unemployment Councils. A July, 1934 report by a city detective corroborated, “[I] was assisted 

during the entire investigation by Confidential Investigators White and McCormack of Deputy 

Commissioner Howe’s staff of the Department of Public Welfare and will state that without their 

coöperation this investigation could not have been made.”
354

 Howe was the First Deputy 

Commissioner of Welfare under William Hodson, and went on to become Executive Secretary to 

Fiorello LaGuardia in mid-1935, and his anti-communism was public. Acting as Commissioner 

of Welfare at the end of 1934, the year that the camp opened (Hodson was on medical leave), 

Howe argued that “The Communist Party is conducting a regular educational campaign to teach 

[employable men] how to chisel. We are going to crack down on them.”
355

 Howe used his 

influence in the Mayor’s office to push this agenda. In December, Hodson received a memo from 

Howe with instructions to investigate an organization’s political position, asking for his “usual 

spirit of cooperation.” His language shows that this was not an isolated request. 

The Mayor has asked me to confirm my impression that the organization 

circulating the enclosed petition is communistic. I interviewed a 

delegation representing the People’s Press recently and concluded from 
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their characteristic phraseology that this was the case. While this is not 

exactly within the scope of the Welfare Department, I would appreciate it 

very much if, in your usual spirit of cooperation, you would ask Levin to 

make a special investigation for us.
356

 

Camp LaGuardia opened on May 1, 1934 as Camp Greycourt, in the midst of these 

ideological, infrastructural, and organizational upheavals. Its function to segregate, left over from 

prison reform work camp design, remained. But, rather than segregating prisoners who corrupted 

working people in “universities of crime,” the camp began to segregate relief recipients who 

could be disentangled from universities of politics. The reversal accounts for the swing to the left 

of the model’s proponents, pushed by agitation to defend and reconfigure its relief efforts. The 

ideology that pure work was a cure remained, while the camp siphoned off a portion of the 

unemployed to wait out the depression until they could be reabsorbed by increased investment in 

private industry. Yet in contrast to other work relief projects, this one formed the basis of what 

was intended to be a permanent function of Welfare. 

“Camp LaGuardia: A Human Repair Shop” 

A press release calling Camp LaGuardia “a human repair shop” described its 

rehabilitation program. 

New York City's Department of Welfare maintains a farm where, it 

might be said, human character is grown. It is a rehabilitation project 

operated on a 326-acre tract in peaceful Orange County. The farm is 

known officially as Camp LaGuardia, and much of its success can be 

attributed to the interest and energy of Stanley H. Howe, the former First 

Deputy Commissioner of Public Welfare in New York City.
357

 

Howe’s anti-communism were part and parcel of Camp LaGuardia’s operation. 

Allegations of “outside agitators” characterized any opposition to camp policy, however modest. 
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When residents of the camp staged a strike to oppose conditions, wage exploitation, and food 

quality, Hodson threatened residents while reassuring the readers of the newspaper that 

published the account: “I have strong suspicion that certain persons are at work at the camp 

engaged in stirring up strife and confusion. I have a good idea of who they are. Among them are 

some people who were formerly in the department. As to the agitators who are disturbing the 

peace at the camp, I am going to take vigorous steps to discover who they are, and when I do I 

will see that drastic action is taken against them.”
358

 Even if there was not consistent agitation 

among the workers living at the camp, the Communist Press relied on the former understanding 

of labor as punitive to politicize the Welfare Department’s unfolding policies. To them it was a 

“forced labor camp” and their intended political intervention was to delink relief from the 

requirement of work.
359

 However, what they did not consider was the possibility that the camp 

was a place from which these politics were segregated. As McKay wrote to Eastman on the same 

day, “no working-class pride exists here—no hope of a better nobler life for the workers.”
360

 

McKay's explicit descriptions of the camp as lacking cohesion and the staunch anti-

communism of its director are notable, especially since these observations came from an 

experienced revolutionary who was a subordinate in the camp's hierarchy. Why would Clarke 

even mention this to McKay? In fact, Clarke's personal indication to McKay that he was on an 

anti-communist crusade was not out of the ordinary; it was his public representation of the 

camp's purpose. Although the tactic was a dubious one given the numerous strikes on rural relief 
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projects, including the CCC and the CWA, Camp LaGuardia was imagined to be a place where 

laborers would be partitioned from the prevailing political mood in New York City, including its 

labor unrest and developing solidarities among those administering relief and those receiving it. 

For New York City administrators, it made political sense to have a self-sustaining work project 

located outside of the city.
361

 

In an editorial in the camp newspaper in 1935, Clarke linked the rehabilitation program to 

its pursuit of an anti-communist agenda. According to his argument, the camp's success would 

hinge on the inmates' ability to withstand persuasion by communist saboteurs, who wanted it to 

fail. 

“[W]e know for a fact that Communists are being assembled here to 

foment trouble, to tear down this work which has taken months to build 

up.  

And what have they to offer? NOTHING EXCEPT VAGUE PROMISES. 

We know that they personally don't care, being paid propagandists. They 

have their rates of pay. Here are some of them: For causing a local 

disturbance, $3; speeches on street corners, $1 per speech, limited to $3 

per day; for being arrested, etc. $5; for being “mussed up” by police, $8 

while in hospital.  

Greycourt actually gives what they can only promise.  The graft and 

greed within their own ranks makes it impossible for them to fulfill their 

hypocritical promises. While they rant against “capitalism”, they have 

never been known to refuse money. While they express horror at the 

United States increasing its armed forces, -- the SMALLEST, 

incidentally, IN THE WORLD per capita -- they themselves boast of the 

mighty Red Machine of six millions of men, the largest standing army in 

the world today, and greater than the combined armies of Italy, England 

and France. 

We will not bother these paid propagandists, my friends, just so long as 

they are willing to abide by the camp rules: In bed by eleven o'clock, and 

no drunkenness. So long as they do their fair share of work willingly, 

Greycourt is theirs. 
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But we don't need them and we can do very well without them, WE 

HAVE NO ROOM HERE FOR CRACKPOTS!
362

 

Clarke’s intentions could not fend off September and October actions at the camp that year.  

The city faced the same problem it had on other of its work relief projects: unhappy 

people with a common experience assembled in one place. It had a clear interest in defusing any 

type of political alliance among workers that it could not control. This may have been why the 

city capitulated to certain demands by the Unemployment Council, vehemently opposed to the 

contingency of relief on “forced labor” at the camp. For example, early on, the Unemployment 

Council advocated for Alexander Mendoza, who was dropped from relief after refusing a 

placement at the camp. According to the Council, this was a marked victory that demonstrated an 

end to established city practice: “The victory against the forced labor drive against single men in 

the case of Mendoza marks a number of similar victories by the Unemployment Councils 

throughout the city in winning relief for workers who had been denied relief after refusing to go 

to Camp Greycourt.”
363

 Yet it may also have been a concession the city was willing to grant in 

order to keep the camp segregated from those movements. In any event, the fact of Mendoza’s 

successful defense corroborates McKay’s early vision of the camp, which disputed the city’s 

official position, and as he described to Max Eastman in his letter of the same day. 
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hand in editing and publishing subsequent versions. McKay wrote to Eastman that "[Clarke] told me one day that his 
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too, bad stuff." Although the very earliest issues of The Greycourter are unavailable, the following year Clarke 

wrote consistently for the magazine, editorials as well as short stories. 
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Camp LaGuardia was a model for managing the “local homeless,” and the city planned to 

open a second, even larger camp in Columbia County immediately. Hodson told the New York 

Herald Tribune “I'd like to be able to place 10,000 men in establishments similar to this.”
364

 

Three years later, as the WPA pulled out and local homeless were transferred to city, Hodson 

expressed his desire to “gradually work toward increasing the number of these camps until the 

entire homeless problem is dealt with in that way.”
365

 Administrators anticipated that sites would 

be cheap and easy to come by as federal transient and CCC camps were decommissioned.
366

 

Intentions of expansion were accompanied by an increase in policing, a recurring pattern in New 

York City’s history of welfare. Part of Hodson’s radio propaganda was to center legitimacy for 

welfare provision in the state by calling into question the subsistence practices of poor people, 

including what he called “charity rackets.” He dedicated a number of shows to this topic in the 

late 1930s. Describing Camp LaGuardia’s function, he said, “With the cooperation of the police 

department, begging has almost been eliminated.” According to this plan, Hodson confidently 

proclaimed the end of need in New York: “No man, woman or child needs to go without food or 

shelter in this city.” Throughout August 1935, New York Police Commissioner Valentine headed 

a series of crackdowns on “Hoovervilles” and “derelict centers” in a round of arrests totaling 

over 700.
367

 

In mid-1937 the reallocation of federal funds for the WPA required that New York City 

reduce its WPA workforce by nearly 30,000 people in the short timeframe between July and 
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October. The elimination of Camp LaGuardia from the WPA budget was part of the first rollout 

of cuts, along with layoffs from the Department of Hospitals, the Commodities Distribution 

Project, and 1,200 Social Investigators from the Department of Welfare. According to a plan 

devised by New York WPA Administrator Brehon Somervell, which he described in a 

confidential letter to Mayor LaGuardia in June, 1937, layoffs from these projects, along with 

“normal losses,” which included a moratorium on transfers from the Home Relief Bureau, would 

“cause the reduction of approximately 5,000 persons between [June 11] and July 15.” More “cuts” 

would be achieved after “the necessity of actually dropping 12,000 persons in July.” He assured 

the mayor that Home Relief would only need to absorb half of this, an estimate based on 

“experience in the past.” The plan was to transfer many of these jobs, including the spots at 

Camp LaGuardia, to city departments. In the case of Camp LaGuardia, the expectation was that 

the state would pay 40% of its future costs. One of the reasons the city wanted to hold on to the 

camp was its low labor-materials ratio; work at the camp was manual, done without expensive 

machinery. The city would have had to fund any amount above the federal allocation of $9.50 

per person for “other than payroll” costs, which then stood at $15.60. (It was already paying the 

difference of $6.)
368

  It achieved other savings through a pay cut. WPA pay rates started at $42 

per month, with $24 deducted for “maintenance,” the men receiving $18 in wages. Later, the 

camp rate was $30 per month with $15 deducted for maintenance, or $15 in wages.
369
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When the city took over full financial responsibility for the camp in November, it began 

negotiating with the state over partial reimbursement. Given the state’s hesitation, confusion over 

the camp’s legality under the 1929 law, and the possibility of the camp’s closure absent state 

funds, Hodson’s rationale for the state assuming 40% of the costs of the camp’s operation rested 

precisely on the vague and moving distinction between relief workers and staff. He wrote a letter 

to the State’s Department of Social Welfare, which argued: 

The $15.00 monthly wage should not be regarded as a work relief wage, 

because these men are performing the necessary work of operating a 

relief institution. We make this distinction because there is some doubt 

about the State’s authority under the law to reimburse on work relief 

projects, whereas there is no doubt about the authority of the state to 

reimburse on wages paid to men engaged in the administration of a 

necessary welfare function even though these men have a relief status. 

The organization of the Commodities Distribution Division furnishes an 

excellent precedent for this view.
370

 

In other words, the program at Camp LaGuardia collapsed the distinction between 

different types of labor in its operation for purposes of finance and accounting, but maintained 

them for purposes of rehabilitation in its ideological sense. Hodson’s letter revealed the changing 

definitions of labor as they connected to politics. While Hodson’s Department established Camp 

LaGuardia as a work relief program under the Civil Works Administration, at this moment in 

time, his argument was that the workers at Camp LaGuardia ran the institution as well as 

effected their own rehabilitation. They were administering relief (by actually running the camp) 

and they were receiving relief (by doing the work of the camp). 

When the state refused to reimburse on costs for the camp, the referral process changed 

significantly. The city began to substitute single men from home relief for the homeless men that 

had previously been referred there. That is, it intentionally reclassified home relief cases as 
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dislocated homeless/transient cases. In the process, it solved two major problems of cost. The 

state agreed to pay “40% of the cost of food and administrative personnel on the theory that the 

operation of the camp was ‘an extension of the home relief program’ in New York City.” (This 

meant that the city-state percentage of total funding of the camp was about 84%-16%. The city 

continued to fund its portion through relief funding. “No part of its expenditures is included in 

the regular tax budget.”) Additionally, the city saved on the costs of home relief, since the cost of 

maintaining a man at Camp LaGuardia was cheaper by nearly $4 than maintaining a man on 

home relief, a fact substantiating the city’s plan to establish many more of these camps, 

recommended as late as 1940.
371

 However, as opposed to the Progressive feeling that “Any 

unattached person ‘in the know’ would be a damned fool NOT to go transient,” the city 

expressed extreme difficulty “recruiting” campers from home relief.
372

 

The process for referring men to Camp LaGuardia was always closely monitored and 

managed. Men were “selected on the basis of their apparent adaptability to the camp 

program.”
373

 Staff in the central bureau as well as in the district offices maintained a list of men 

which included their work histories, and men were chosen from this list when vacancies became 

available. This list was carefully matched to the ongoing labor needs of the camp.
374

 In 1940 the 

camp remained a springboard program for “unattached domiciled men…if active Home Relief 

cases,”
375

 in addition to homeless men. The homeless continued to be referred to the Municipal 

Lodging Houses on 25
th

 Street and South Ferry and, for women, to the Emergency Shelter on 
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East Sixth Street.
376

 For a “case” to be closed, that is, to be removed from the purview of the 

Department of Welfare’s relief program, they had to be moved into private employment, a 

federal government program such as WPA, CCC, or National Youth Administration, or to “local 

homeless.”
377

 The men at the camp, therefore, were not considered “homeless,” a fact that was 

ideologically central to Hodson’s understanding of relief, that they should be “[considered] 

human beings…self-respecting and self-sustaining.” Further, this emphasis of their belonging 

was important for maintaining a working relationship with other residents of Orange County. 

The jobs secured “outside” to get men off relief were intended to be in the surrounding towns: 

“Employment is secured for camp members in the surrounding towns and cities through the 

camp Social Service Department,”
378

 an aspect of the program meant to counter migration to 

New York City from the rural areas of the state. Therefore, although the camp’s budget fell 

under “homeless relief” the consistent emphasis was that the men were a “cross section of any 

neighborhood, of any borough, or of the city as a whole.”
379

 The camp began to more closely 

resemble the CCC efforts—pulling people from home relief onto work projects, actions that were 

consistently met with citywide protests.
380

 

Conclusion 

In “an unusual series of broadcasts,” Mayor LaGuardia “[put] his commissioners on the 

spot” in order to defend his welfare programs against Tammany criticisms that it was ineffective 

                                                 
376

 “Informational Number 39-43” (New York City Department of Welfare, March 1, 1939), Box 3243, Folder 7, 

LaGuardia and Wagner Archives, LaGuardia Community College. 
377

 “Reasons for Closing Cases” (New York City Department of Welfare, March 1939), Box 3243, Folder 7, 

LaGuardia and Wagner Archives, LaGuardia Community College. 
378

 “Procedural 39-7--Referrals to Camp LaGuardia/Factual Information Concerning Camp LaGuardia.” 
379

 William Hodson, “Home Relief Budget Request for April, May, and June 1939” (City of New York Department 

of Welfare, Bureau of Finance and Statistics, March 30, 1939), Box 3243, Folder 7, William Hodson Papers, New 

York Public Library; “Social and Industrial Reconstruction.” 
380

 1938, Welfare Department Terminations, Feb-March, LaGuardia and Wagner Archives, LaGuardia Community 

College. 



  136 

and too expensive. An interview with Hodson in October 1937 allowed the Welfare 

Commissioner to give specific examples of reforms made in the previous three years. Hodson 

focused on infrastructural changes to the city’s shelter program, including appropriations of “half 

a million dollars remodeling the Municipal Lodging Houses and its annexes” and the 

establishment of “a rehabilitation Camp in Orange County called Camp LaGuardia,” expressing 

that the “human repair shop” was central to Hodson’s overall plan for reorganizing the 

Department of Welfare. By 1939 the city was displaying the innovative aspects of its 

professionalized welfare program in an exhibit at the World’s Fair, which included vegetables 

produced at Camp LaGuardia and a scaled relief map of its 326 acres.
381

 Hodson boasted about 

the number of people that stopped to see the exhibit. Production at the camp was on the increase, 

with the goal to can enough vegetables there for all of the city’s institutions.
382

 New jobs were 

being added yearly. Yet the laborers there remained in a holding pattern—sustaining themselves 

until the end of the Depression. Camp LaGuardia, like the Civil Works relief projects in the city 

that substituted for the “dole” of the early New Deal, was merely the first of many farm labor 

camps envisioned.
383

 By the late 1930s, Hodson could assert to Mayor LaGuardia, “you must get 

to Camp LaGuardia soon. It’s one of the best pieces of work in your administration.”
384

 The 

camp, once experimental and disorganized, was now a crucial addition for homeless men to the 

Welfare Department’s customary programs of caring for the aged, veterans, the blind, and the 

“needy unemployed.” It eased mobilization and demobilization of various aspects of the ongoing 
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relief effort, helping to solve the problem of social and ideological reproduction. It extended the 

penal system’s program of rehabilitation through labor to a segment of those unemployed 

persons cared for by the city’s Welfare Department at the same time that welfare for the 

unemployed, previously administered predominantly by private charities, was brought within the 

centralized control of the state. 

As this chapter has shown, homeless shelters have historically been places where the 

processes of extraction and containment are worked out by the state. This is a process continuous 

with the historical development of prisons, and visible in competing and overlapping programs 

that are either corrective (for “the good”) or punitive (for “the evil”).
385

 Who do they extract, and 

why? What are the purposes of their segregation? This contradiction, which lies at their heart and 

was present from the very beginning, can be expressed simply by describing homeless shelters’ 

primary function: extraction for the purpose of integration. Yet this contradiction also shows the 

inherent instability of the institutional model, and therefore its fitness as a place for revolutionary 

change. Its masking function is both in the open and hidden. The following chapters take up this 

masking function in greater detail. It examines the consolidation of the work program at Camp 

LaGuardia around the ideologies of race and nation, and the various explicit programs for 

cohesion among workers at the camp, especially through performances coordinated by its theater 

program. Into the dramatic flux of political agitation, hierarchical salaries, types of workers, 

relief functions, geographic scale, and state financing, in a segregated work camp in the midst of 

the Depression, a minstrel show at Camp LaGuardia provided the basis for communal 

identification among workers. This crucial aspect of New York City’s first modern homeless 

shelter has never before been identified. As opposed to hip-hop, music of rebellion, in the camp’s 
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daily, mundane mixture of ideology and experience “blackface minstrelsy conspired with 

power.”
386
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Chapter 5  
Consolidating Consent, Part I: Contradiction and Camp 

LaGuardia 

 

Figure 5.1 Cover of “The Greycourter,” May 1935. 
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From the sidewalks of New York 800 men have returned to the soil at 

Camp Greycourt.
387

 

Introduction 

The previous chapter established the importance of Camp LaGuardia, and similar 

institutions designed on the model, to the national as well as the regional relief program. Though 

disorganized as it opened, and referred to as an “experiment” by its designers,
388

 the camp 

enjoyed widespread support, demonstrating the resonance of its enduring foundational ideologies. 

Celebrities no less than Babe Ruth, who gave an inspirational speech to the men in March 1935, 

visited the camp in its early days.
389

 The camp was a crucial part of an institutionalized relief 

effort that required suppression of a collective oppositional consciousness then emerging to come 

to terms with the particular historical moment of economic crisis and the politics of relief 

administration and reform. Camp LaGuardia, as its newspaper insisted, was an innovative place 

where a select few would learn that a “sit down job” was better than a “sit down strike,”
390

 and 

where “wildcat schemes and shortcuts to utopia”
391

 were unnecessary. The broad narrative that 

the camp drew on and helped to recreate, like the relief effort in general, was that crisis was an 

aberration, rather than normal. 

This chapter analyzes Camp LaGuardia, rural workhouse and early homeless shelter, in 

its function of dissembling social crisis by veiling political challenges to efforts at stabilization. 

While the camp played an important role in isolating its inmates geographically, it also 

consciously developed programs that cohered life there, so that the men would accept and live 
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out the premise of rehabilitative work. Removed from the political ferment of New York City’s 

effervescent relief politics, the men at the camp, in their collective isolation, were completely 

dependent on the state, even if the state, in a way, gave to them their own means of 

subsistence.
392

 These “morale-building” aspects of the program masked contradictions at the 

camp, especially the irony that the men were expanding the infrastructure of a former prison, 

where they and future generations of homeless people would live, as their relief assignments. In 

exchange for their agreement to participate in the program, the men living there received 

consistent reassurance that they were not homeless because of their own fault: they remained 

working class. As such, all men there, including new arrivals, were referred to formally as 

“workers.”
393

 This chapter examines the demotic aspects of camp life given these particular 

political and geographical conditions. It describes the consolidation of a fictitious white working-

class identity that encouraged inmates to buy-in to their sequestration in an upstate labor colony 

to wait out the depression. 

The idea of work as an aspect of rehabilitation, which extended from the productive 

aspects of the city’s reform program, was connected to a historic 1930 revision of New York 

City’s long-standing policy with regard to the homeless. In the Municipal Lodging House, 

overnight stays had been limited to five nights per month for residents and one night per month 
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for those without the entitlements of settlement.
394

 The need for a continuous labor pool for 

planting and harvesting meant that in Camp LaGuardia long-term stays for the unsheltered were 

institutionalized programmatically for the first time. In six months in mid-1935, the camp’s first 

full year, it provided an average of nearly three months lodgings to each resident, and there was 

only one new resident admitted in August of that year, demonstrating very little turnover.
395

 In 

1938, nearly 70% of residents had worked there for over six months; 50 men had lived there for 

over two years. Average time spent there was on the increase, and in 1939 was up to 14 

months.
396

 By 1940, at least 55 men had been living there for more than 5 years.
397

 This was not 

only a result of the impracticality and expense of transporting men back and forth the 70 miles 

between the camp and the city. Workers with trans-seasonal knowledge about farming, gained 

working there over a number of years, were increasingly valuable as the city strived for 

efficiency in its production. Men with any farming experience were prioritized.
398

 Yet this aspect 

of policy became a contradiction; both the administration and the workers themselves began to 

view their employment there as permanent, when in reality relief status made their jobs 

temporary.
399
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The geographical knowledge that Camp LaGuardia drew on, and in turn helped to 

recreate, was central to the camp’s coherence and expressed in its newspaper. The paper 

comprised an assortment of features on the commonplace aspects of camp life. It included 

nostalgic reminiscences about the mythology of the camp’s genesis, practical advice from the 

clinic about working in the country and outdoors, instructions for administrative requests, 

overviews of recreational schedules, and reviews of camp events. Yet in this assortment can be 

gleaned a glimpse of the unifying structure of feeling underlying not only the camp, but New 

York City’s relief program as a whole, and its anxieties about both the recent past and the near 

future.
400

 Relief efforts aimed at making depression seem anomaly rather than norm, and men 

needed ongoing convincing that proper recourse for their consistent, long-term unemployment 

was work relief. This was imperative in the mid-1930s, five years after the stock market crash of 

1929, and given that men at the camp averaged three years out of work.
401

 The paper’s mixture 

of discipline, nostalgia, myth, and empowerment characterized the life of the publication, 

informed the men’s consciousness of their experiences there and regarding the Depression, and 

was the expression of the complex and contradictory nature of camp life. 

While the blues named, minstrelsy masked. Minstrelsy relied on the rhetoric of apophasis, 

ambiguously saying in order to hide, to deny what it articulated. In this process, not only were 

relief efforts at the camp superimposed on already existing racist and gendered geographies and 

practices, but also those racist and gendered geographies and practices were reproduced as a 
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function of the relief effort.
402

 Racial perforations dramatized in a camp-initiated minstrel show 

congealed an exclusive definition of the working-class at the camp: it was composed of white, 

male workers. The camp members’ working-class identity was forged through a nationalism that 

bound people from a diversity of places, international as well as national, in an upscaling of 

“settlement” status to “citizenship” status with regard to relief benefits.
403

 Ralph Astrofsky, the 

first Director of the Welfare Department’s newly-formed Division of Shelter Care, gave 

Congressional testimony in 1940 regarding the city’s experience with interstate migrants. He 

explained what he was trying to preserve but also to address, and gave a succinct view of the 

state’s approach to rehabilitation at Camp LaGuardia and its connection to nationalism. 

The homeless have a fairly good background in a variety of skills and 

semiskills; the transient are the more capable by virtue of their more 

recent experience in their regular occupations. Camp LaGuardia, 

providing maintenance work relief to unattached men, has been a self-

sufficient community by being able to draw from its population every 

skill necessary to operate it — cooks, bakers, butchers, laundrymen, 

workers, electricians, painters, carpenters, clerks, etc. Few of the men 

have had an opportunity to remain long enough on a job to join any trade 

union. They have worked, however, at one or more of their several skills 

along their journeys and helped build this country by their appearance 

when they are needed. The industrial migrant secures only seasonal work 

of such brief duration that he does not accumulate sufficient credit to 

entitle him to benefits of social security laws of any single State.
404

 

The ideology of “vagrancy” that had regulated settlement had been institutionalized in the 

vagrancy statutes of the poor law era. The old “benefits” of local relief accruing to individuals 

who had settlement status in a particular county, no matter how slight, would be superseded by 
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benefits accruing from the national relief effort. This was the practice of the Progressive mantra, 

“we will take you in and consider you a worthwile citizen,”
405

 and was fused to reformers’ 

notion of work as a recuperative process in itself. Single men extracted from urban space had the 

opportunity to mix their labor with the land, a “privilege” that would allow them to support 

families if they succeeded. From the standpoint of social reproduction, this was a part of a 

broader effort to keep a chosen segment of laborers productively occupied during the depression, 

which required replenishing their labor power socially, physically, and psychologically, until the 

crisis ended. At Greycourt, workers could “gaze out over the black velvet soil, a hundred acres of 

which have been reclaimed by the sweat of their brows.”
406

 

Race and Gender Politics during the Depression 

Race and gender were central to general relief politics during the depression.
407

 Racism 

adjudicated who got limited relief funds, while gender was formative in creating a distinction 

between home relief and work relief. Naison argues that there was both strong pressure for black 

communists to subsume politics of race to politics of class, especially after the 1934 National 

Convention of the Party, but also that they were able to create space to organize independently of 

the party line. During a period of intense proletarianization of black as well as white migrants 

from the south to northern urban centers, New York City had the biggest, and one of the fastest 

growing, working-class migrant populations of Northern cities.
408

 William Hodson claimed that 
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relief was a “cross-section of the community,”
409

 but the unemployment rate among black people 

was up to three times that of whites in New York City.
410

 Contemporary estimates of the Harlem 

situation placed the unemployment rate among black workers as high as 85%.
411

 For single men, 

this was as high as 64%, and for all household heads the rate approached 80%.
412

 Despite these 

high numbers, there was only one relief office in Harlem in 1933.
413

 “Systematic discrimination” 

was especially prevalent in the programs of work relief, according to the official contemporary 

report.
414

 

Harlem became forefront in the Communist Party’s organizing efforts beginning in the 

1920s, a decade that ended with the genesis of the Unemployed Councils. The area was officially 

a “national concentration point” of the party, evident in its high-profile defense efforts in the 

Scottsboro case and its “black belt” policy of 1931. Both were expressive of a working-class 

black nationalism on which a declining Garveyism had previously built. These politics were 

strategic attempts to expand party membership in the early depression, leading up to the party’s 

Popular Front tactics. Women provided the backbone of the Harlem Tenants League, a pre-

depression organization which fought evictions and organized rent strikes, and which was the 

prototype for the expanding Unemployed Councils.
415

 In April 1931, the Harlem Unemployed 

Council had 500 members. By 1935, it was the largest in the city, with over 3,000 members and 
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10 locals.
416

 A majority of the rank-and-file were women.
417

 Black women made up 70% of 

Harlem’s Communist Party membership in general, and their activity was “concentrated in the 

unemployed movement.” Leaders such as Grace Campbell, Louise Thompson, Esther Cooper, 

Williana Burroughs, and Thyra Edwards all came from backgrounds of social work.
418

 Black 

women’s labor sustained families during these periods of depressed conditions and high 

unemployment. Sixty percent of all black women over 15 worked in 1931, a higher percentage 

than both the recent pre-depression rate as well as white women.
419

 As McDuffie argues, black 

left feminism of this period—with its layered understanding of gender, race, and class in an early 

articulation of intersectionality, and which saw in the Communist Party a vehicle for liberation 

even as it disputed and reworked Marxist-Leninist dogma—was a rejection of “the ‘worker’ as a 

white male factory laborer, the ‘working woman’ as white, and the shop floor as the determinant 

of class consciousness.”
420

 

Part of the radicalization of various segments of the working-class during the Depression 

were multi-racial alliances that challenged the New Deal’s authority, especially its definition and 

treatment of workers. As Davis puts it, “far from pacifying those who suffered the effects of the 

Great Depression, the New Deal served as a further catalyst for the organization of multiracial 

mass movements.”
421

 At the same time, as Kelley details, left organizers encountered a 

predicament with regard to the New Deal’s unfolding programs, because “Communists 

nationwide were already placed in the ironic position of having to fight for improvements within 

                                                 
416

 Ford and Sass, “Development of Work in the Harlem Section,” 317. 
417

 Naison, Communists in Harlem during the Depression, 136. 
418

 McDuffie, Sojourning for Freedom: Black Women, American Communism, and the Making of Black Left 

Feminism, 84. 
419

 Greenberg, “Or Does It Explode?”: Black Harlem in the Great Depression, 69. 
420

 McDuffie, Sojourning for Freedom: Black Women, American Communism, and the Making of Black Left 

Feminism, 84; 4; 44–48. 
421

 Davis, Blues Legacies and Black Feminism, 191. 



  148 

the WPA while simultaneously trying to build an alliance with the WPA’s creators.”
422

 The 

Communist Party explicitly fought “white chauvinism” in its ranks, in attempts to forge black-

white political power among the working class.
423

 In contrast, the New York relief 

administration exploited these politics, attempting to reverse political strength into weakness, 

and to diffuse the Party’s influence among relief recipients, relief workers, and the unemployed. 

Usually, the relief effort’s practical interests motivated these politics, rather than any generalized 

ideological commitments.
424

 As part of that process, the administration exploited the Popular 

Front strategy to maintain liberal influence over the relief program. In this way, Camp LaGuardia 

demonstrates a break in the Popular Front coalition, specifically in the transformation of the 

state’s carceral institutions managing surplus labor, a process that turned on race and gender. 

Despite limitations, both the united and popular fronts’ “unity against fascism” expressed 

a structure of feeling that could be detected in much of the cultural politics emergent from the 

class struggle of the depression. As Naison puts it, “despite cynicism on both sides, the united 

front had an élan and emotional force which should not be underestimated” and “opened the way 

for a significant expansion of Party activity among Harlem’s creative intelligentsia…to generate 

a black cultural movement explicitly identified with the left.” This emergent politics, consistent 

with the Black radical tradition’s contestation of the working-class as white, male factory 

workers, was still tentative. Clifford Odets’ play, “Waiting for Lefty,” performed at the Negro 

Peoples’ Theater, was criticized on the left because it did not transmit “the experiences of the 
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Negro people.” Marvel Cooke, reviewing the production in the Amsterdam News, concluded, 

“Lefty’s pals did not quite convince us that they belonged ‘deep down in the working class.’”
425

 

The minstrel show at Camp LaGuardia solidified white workers’ continued claims on 

working class identity within the institutionalized relief effort itself. As described in the previous 

chapter, the city saw the flourishing of radical organizations as a threat, indicated by its grouping 

together of all “agitators.” Concomitantly, much of the Communist Party’s organizing was 

underground or through relationships among affiliated organizations and memberships, 

prompting relief authorities to see its influence everywhere. It is notable that these performances 

were motivated by the politics that surrounded an early “homeless shelter,” an institution 

emerging to smooth out political contradictions and to diffuse politics surrounding crisis, and 

that the Communist Party was the political organization best positioned to reject the model. On 

the one hand, the “socialist” nature of the camp as a refuge for white workers demonstrated to 

those workers a generosity of the state in a time of need. This was particularly resonant in the 

continuing struggle against the patronage of political machines, which presented a real 

contradiction as the Democratic Party inherited its structure, a structure it fought against but also 

drew power from.
426

 On the other hand, the Communist Party explicitly repudiated the camp, as 

a result of its building energy around a united front against fascism that self-consciously 

attempted to integrate concerns of white and black workers. 

These politics were particularly evident in the AWPRA. It explicitly forged interracial 

solidarities and was a keystone of the Communist Party’s Popular Front policy of “linking 

groups which shared a strong consciousness of oppression, but possessed vastly different 
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histories, cultures, and economic profiles.”
427

 As the AWPRA expressed this position, “The 

union recognizes that it is not enough to seek united action on the economic front alone, but that 

the same must be done in the cultural, political and social life of its members.” AWPRA fought 

racism, which it viewed as central to the ongoing relief structure. Part of AWPRA’s strategy, 

which shared office space with the Harlem Labor Committee and Frank Crosswaith’s ILGWU, 

was to build consciousness among workers in segregated district offices, where there was “no 

question of Negro discrimination in my precinct because ‘there are no Negroes,’ ” as William 

Gaulden, the union’s Vice President, stated at its convention, in January 1936. It further 

explained its tactics in a pamphlet, “were it not for the union’s consciousness, driving power and 

initiative on the specific issues already mentioned, a community movement would not have been 

built up.”
428

 AWPRA built community support in Harlem, which had the highest rates of 

unemployment in the city, by tapping into long-standing religious and civic organizations. The 

effectiveness of relief bureau agitations in 1932 and 1933, Hitler’s rise to power, and the Italian 

invasion of Ethiopia, boosted Communists’ antifascist image in Harlem, even if official 

membership in the party continued to be slow. Further, the “Harlem Riot” of 1935 was critical in 

AWPRA’s ability to make connections with the rest of the Harlem community. The Communist 

Party helped to turn the official commission investigating it, in part, into a critique of the entire 

relief program, especially its racial discrimination, and an expression of the structural origins of 

the uprising.
429

 This was the reason the final official report could conclude that, “the generally 

low economic status of Negro workers is, of course, due fundamentally to the operation of our 

competitive capitalistic system.” The Amsterdam News, claiming that Mayor LaGuardia tried to 
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