Farrell Thomas Interview at Wendy’s in Albemarle
This interview is part of the work of the History Committee for Friends of Morrow Mt. State Park

JY – Mr. Thomas I have a tape recorder here I hope you don’t mind.

FT – No I don’t mind.

JY – I’m John Young and I am here today to talk to Mr. Farrell Thomas about the CCC Camp.  It is May 9th (2013) and Mr. Thomas is 92 years old and worked at the CCC Camp at Morrow Mt. 
FT – For a short period.
JY – You worked for several weeks at the tail end?  

FT – I’ll tell you what happened.   I was going to school at Oakboro; I had been out of school for three years.  I started back to school and I was living with one uncle and I decided I wanted to live with the other one.  I just got my room and board for work and so I decided to go down here and join the CCC Camp.  I liked the CCCs.  It was kind of like a vacation down there.

JY – Well you initially worked in a couple of CCC Camps.

FT – Oh yea, I was in three before, in one year.  I was at Madison, NC, a soil conservation camp, and Cathlamet, Washington for three months.  It’s about halfway between the Kelso and Longview area and the Pacific Ocean.  I had a good woodworking course there and learned good woodworking skills with power tools, lathe and joiners.
(All the above from an initial three minute segment recorded on my Ipad using Recorder Plus.)

JY – Now Mr. Thomas after working at those other camps when did you start working at Morrow Mt.

FT – Summer of 41.  40 or 41?  (It was the summer of 41.)
JY – Can you tell me what the camp looked liked on Morrow Mt.?
FT – Well it was all new, temporary buildings, built like most of them here in this area

JY – So it was a typical CCC Camp just about like the one in downtown Albemarle (Jay’s Seafood).

FT – Very much like it and I don’t think it had an educational building, it didn’t have a school, most of them had schools.  They had a mess hall, shower and bath house and had maybe just two barracks.  It was smaller than most of them were.  Have you seen the foundations?  Can you tell where the long buildings were?  They were 20 by 50 feet.
JY – Yes, I think so.  So you think there were two barracks?

FT – Maybe three.  I was there six months after Pearl Harbor.  It was easy to get in the CCs at that time.

JY – And you think there were three barracks.

FT – I think there were three.
JY – How many people were in a typical barracks?
FT – I don’t think there were over 125 people down there at no time.  Not all of them were there.  The barracks could hold fifty people.

JY – So it could hold about 150 people (three barracks).
FT – Your normal camp would have had 200 people and four barracks in this area.  And the barrack I was in had maybe 10 or 15 people in the barrack and it could hold 50.  And they only had the bunks we were sleeping on.  They had the assistant leader.  He didn’t know that I had been in the CCs before.  He didn’t know what to think of me.  They took me up to the top of Morrow Mountain and had me cutting along the right hand side of the road down to the swimming pool.  When I got down there I thought to myself  school was about ready to start up at Oakboro so I think to myself I was going back to school cause I wanted two years of algebra and one year of geometry because I had been promised they would get me down to NC State.  I don’t spell too good because of an injury I got and I was paralyzed on my right side when I was two and a half years old.  (An early childhood injury that basically healed.)  I don’t write much I get my wife to do the writing.  We wore the regular uniform, light weight blue denim jacket or jumper.  I had pants the same way pockets made on the outside.  They were comfortable and easy to wash.  Pockets were all on the outside unlike a normal pants pocket.   It wasn’t a bad job; no one would mess with you.  I cut on one side and another guy cut on the other side about thirty feet, maybe 50 feet back from the road.
JY – So you were cutting thirty to 50 feet back from the road from the top of the mountain to the swimming pool.  
FT – Yes, we were just maintaining the park.  We cut the small bushes and limbs and made it look nice.  I would like to see volunteers do the same thing we had done.  We got $6 a month to spend. You know that?
JY – Six dollars to spend.  Did you also send some home?

FT – We didn’t have nothing to do with that.  They sent it home.  I had them send mine to my aunt and she put it in a checking account for me.

JY – And how much did they send to your aunt each month?

FT – Twenty-four dollars a month to my aunt and she put it in the bank to my account.  I had that when I got out of the CCs.

JY – Let’s go back to the camp itself.  So you think there were three barracks?

FT – At least three barracks.

JY – You said the first time I spoke to you that there may have been four barracks.
FT – There  might have been four barracks.

JY – So three or four barracks?
FT – What have you found when you look at the foundations?
JY – We need to look at that more carefully.  But each barrack held fifty people and there were either three or four barracks.  And you said a mess hall and a bath house.  Kind of describe the bath house?

FT – About two to four shower heads, about four commodes, and the way you took a shower you went in there and put your clothes on a bench, you run through the shower.  One feller would be getting wet while you were rinsing off.  In a full camp maybe fifteen in there at a time with four or five big shower heads and maybe two or three people could get under a shower head.
JY – What other buildings?

FT – Maybe one or two equipment sheds and we didn’t have more than one or two trucks there.  They used the pick-up most of the time.  They would take me up there.  Me and the other guy and come and get us for lunch.  We’d take about an hour and a half for lunch.  They’d come and get us and take us back up there.  I don’t remember even having a water bottle with us, maybe we did.  We worked only about six hours for the day.

JY – You worked about six hours per day?

FT – Yes, and you could do about as you pleased.  There were not tough restrictions like in some camps.  We could walk to the swimming pool.  They were nice to us.  I think the park service ranger had more to do with it than at most CCC camps.
JY – Was there also a small first aide hut?

FT – Probably so. Yes.

JY – I think you told me before that there was a first aid hut

FT – There was a little first aid building.

JY – Was there a building the officers lived in?

FT – Yes there was.  I don’t think there was but one Army officer down there.  Normally there would be two and maybe an enlisted Army man.  He would be a leader; he would be a Master Sergeant.  Most of them were Army guys.  The camps had two lieutenants and a sergeant and sometime a full Captain.  Sometimes they were in the Army Reserve and sometime in the full Army.

JY – So at Morrow Mt. you had a lieutenant and a sergeant in charge.
FT – Yes, but most the camps had two officers.  (FT spoke a little about Pearl Harbor.)
JY – Now back to the camp itself we have three or four barracks and then the mess hall, we have the bath house, and we have a first aid house and an officer’s house.

FT – Yes

JY – Did the people at Camp Doughton join you for work activities?
FT – No, that camp had been disbanded.
JY – Camp Doughton in Albemarle had been closed by the time you were working there.  (At Morrow Mt. in 1941.)
FT – Yes.

JY – Tell me what your food was like?

FT – It was strictly Army rations.  They served a lot of food that the government had bought up to keep the price up and it wasn’t first quality.  It was alright and eatable.  The peaches might be half on the green or the ripe side.  The eggs would be old eggs and not fresh eggs.  The way we would fix the eggs, we bought the trimmings of shoulders and where they’d cut the nicer bacon pieces off the shoulder we’d take the little corners and cut them up and dice them and put them with eggs in the pan in the oven.  We cooked with wood and they put the eggs and the bacon bits in there. They would actually take the bacon bits and cook them until about all the grease was out of them, strain off the grease and throw it away then dump the eggs in there and cook them with the bacon bits - scrambled bacon and eggs.  And they tasted good.
JY – Did the mess hall have an attached kitchen?

FT – The mess hall and kitchen were all together.  At one end was the kitchen with wood stoves for cooking and they used wood to heat with.  They did not heat the barracks much and if it wasn’t raining we had to open the windows so the air would get in there.  There would be fresh air and cool.  Your bed was like here and your footlocker was out here and you kept your cloths and stuff in there.  You’re supposed to have two pairs of shoes but up at Madison (another CCC Camp) the guys would steal your shoes and you wouldn’t have but one pair of shoes.  You suppose to have your good pair of shoes for what they called the - retreat.  You had to come in of an evening from work, take a bath, and then before you eat - stand at attention and everything until an officer spoke to you and told you a few things.  Then you had to go in the mess hall and one of them would ask the blessing and then say – let’s eat.  (A few sentences here have been edited out about a guy he knew.)
JY – Now at the camp there, when you were working, how many people were there?

FT – I’d say 75 to a 125.
JY – Now how many total weeks did you work there?

FT – I’d say four weeks.  I quit and left to go back to school.

JY – In all of your different CCC camp activities how long did work?

FT – I worked about 13 months in Washington and around here.  I worked and became a fires squad leader in Cathlament, Washington.  I had ten or twelve of us in the squad.  A lot of CC boys got killed fighting fires in the West.  Where we were we had ground fires more than anything else.  The wood’s mold would be maybe six feet deep.  Be like peat moss and the fire would get in there and you would just have to trail it and let it burn out.  You’d have to dig a ditch.

JY – When you were working at Morrow Mt. what did the top of the mountain look like?

FT – It looked pretty much like it does now.

JY – But there weren’t as many trees as now?
FT – The trees were smaller probably and not as many.

JY – When you walked around could you have a good vista looking everywhere in every direction?

FT – Yea, a good view and pretty up there.  It’s a nice place.  I don’t want any of these go happy people who want to sell it.  And as far as maintaining it there are plenty of people. Just put a camp there with some Army supervisors, kind of like the CCs but a smaller group and let you go down there for maybe the weekend.  Have some kids who would like to use the swimming pool and the park and go for a walk.  They could work on the trails and stuff.

JY – Had the pool been built, completed when you worked there?

FT – Yes.

JY – And had the park office and the lodge been completed?

FT – And what was that?  I’m not sure about that.  The guys that had been cutting stone and one got a steel rod lodged in his body and he was in a lot of pain.  The CC boys cut all that stone.  They hadn’t got it out the rod.  I didn’t see much machinery down there.  They did have a bulldozer at a lot of these camps.  I’ll tell you because he’s dead and I guess his daughter doesn’t care but Sam Morton, his daddy was making moonshine

JY – Did he work at Morrow Mt.?
FT – He worked there in fact he was the best worker.  He’s down as Lee J. Morton and he was the best worker.  His father was making moonshine around Oakboro, western Stanly County.  They were going to send his daddy off and he said his daddy would have died if they had sent him off.  So he said I told them I was running the still.  He said he’d been down there but his daddy had done most of it.  So they hoisted him off to a prison.  He took advantage of it and learned to be a diesel mechanic and operate heavy equipment.  And how long he stayed down there I don’t know but he wasn’t suppose to join the CCC camp.  His real name is Sam Morton and he joined with me over at (the CCC Camp) at Troy.  He showed me pictures where he was chained to a heavy piece of equipment.  And we were digging out the end of a water diversion ditch (in Troy) and we called him Lee J. and he said I think I can run one of those bull dozers.  They taught us about equipment.  He got on the bulldozer and operated it like a professional.  He was special assistant at (Morrow Mt.) because of his skill and he got $45 a month. (FT continues for several more sentences talking about Sam Morton.)
JY – Do you have any memories of working at the park?  You said you use to walk some from the CCC camp over to the swimming pool.
FT – Yes, I did that a few times.  We went swimming there whenever we wanted to.  They were nice to us.  Everybody was nice.  The forest service, the park service was really good to us.  We didn’t have to pay for anything; I think you have to still pay for going in the swimming pool now.  We had privileges of everything we didn’t have to pay for nothing.

JY – Did you have any friends that worked at Camp Doughton, downtown?

FT – Yea, but I don’t remember who they were.  I’m like you I don’t know any CCC boys still living.  Me, I’m the only one.

JY – Yea, you are the only one around who we know worked at the CCC Camp.

FT – I don’t know of anyone, anywhere.  

JY – If you were standing there at Camp Doughton you could take that camp and put it up at Morrow Mt. and have the same thing?  Did it look the same?

FT – Yes.  All the arrangements of CCC camps here in the East were the same.  In the West they were different.

JY – We have some pictures of Camp Dounghton and by taking those we can almost visualize what the MM camp looked like.  You think they were very similar?

FT – Yes, there wasn’t as much of it as downtown.  The camp downtown was crowded and the reason that camp was there was because of sewer and water access.  Morrow Mt. was just wilderness.  There were a few WPA workers but most all of the work was done by the CC boys.
JY – Now we heard that people from Camp Doughton use to go to Morrow Mt. to work some.  Do you think that is right?

FT – All of them around here worked at Morrow Mt.  None of them worked anywhere else but Morrow Mt. (Camp Doughton folks worked at some other areas.)

JY – Everyone at Camp Doughton and the camp at the Morrow Mt. camp did their work at Morrow Mt.?

FT – Yea, they worked pretty hard.  Tell you what I went to a CCC reunion up at Asheville one time and a feller said.  They treated us like royalty up there (Asheville CCC reunion).  One feller asked him what I’m doing and said I’m pushing a wheelbarrow; another said I’m digging with a hazel hoe, a kind of mattock.  The other guy said – I’m building a park.  I’m building a park so people will be proud of us for years to come.  We going to have something they didn’t have before we’re going to have swimming pools, we’re going to have trails and camping areas for all these people to come.  And we said were building a park and the other guy said – I’m pushing a wheelbarrow.  I’ll tell you what, most of them got along pretty good.  Sam Morton did a little better than most of them and his daughter, my wife can tell you his daughter’s telephone number.  I tried to get him to come down here and look at that picture of him being the best worker.  He wasn’t down there when I was down there.  I joined with him at Troy and we went on to the Madison camp.  I was up there about six months with him before I went out to Washington.  (FT goes on to speak for a few minutes about several things.)
JY – Those 75 to a 125 folks who were working at Morrow Mt. when you were; do you have any memories of any of those folks?
FT – Just one and I don’t know his name.  (FT goes on and speaks a couple of more sentences.)  
JY – The argillite quarries where they took the blue stone out, were they still working in the quarry when you worked at Morrow Mt.  Were they still cutting stone?

FT – Very little.  What we were doing mostly was maintaining the grass and the bushes to make it look good.

JY – So pretty much the infrastructure of the park and been build?

FT – The walls and the building had been built.  They got right good at cutting that stone and did a pretty good job.  I never worked in the quarry at all.  They took me out there or up there to cut the limbs and the bushes.  Who’s doing that now?  (He speaks a couple of more sentences.)  You all should try to get some of these young folks in there and get them free passes at the swimming pool for pay and free camping privileges and stuff like that…  Why don’t they get these young folks out there and learn to do something.  Like most of these guys are dead who built the park at Morrow Mt.  But they created something you cannot buy today.  It would take a lot of money to buy that property because the real estate people would be against you.  And another thing labor would cost you so much you couldn’t do it.  But they did it.  It’s a native looking place it looks like it was suppose to be and it is.   Didn’t Mr. Morrow give a lot of the land?
JY – He did.  And a lot of people in Stanly County gave land but the Morrow family was the biggest land contributor.  You spoke earlier about the guy saying I pushed a wheelbarrow and you said “We built a park” and were you folks all proud of what you built.

FT – Oh yea, most of them felt like we were really doing something.  I’ll tell you what, you take a boy out here who couldn’t do anything and take him down there and learn him how to use an axe and a saw, a crosscut saw, how to use different tools and the first thing you know he can be handy to most anything while before he was awkward and embarrassed to use those tools.  But after he was down there a while he was proud to show his work.  I can take a hazel hoe and slope these areas and make them look so natural and look like they were supposed to be.   Now I think it is a shame that people are growing up without knowing how to do this work.
JY – And back to the look of the CCC Camp.  It was pretty much like all the other East coast CCC camps.  It may have had one less barracks?

FT – Yes, other than that it looked just like the one downtown.  If you were a CC boy and wanted to spend the night, like a Saturday night in another CCC camp, rather than go pay someone, you go check out some linen and get a bunk and then you go to the mess hall and eat too.  Nobody would say nothing, nor would it cost you nothing either.  You just say you were a CCC boy.  (We speak a couple of sentences.)

JY – Now where were you born Mr. Thomas?

FT – I was born in Richmond County but grew up in Hampton, Va.  I am a descendent of John George Ehrenfreid, a German blacksmith who came to Pennsylvania.  Created a blacksmith business and hired 30 employees.  His son came to Stanly County, started a yarn mill, a cotton gin, a grist mill, a saw mill and his grandson started American & Efrid Mill that had a thousand employees.  (FT speaks a little more.)
JY – And do you have any final memories about the park and what you ran into? About the people you worked with?

FT – It was nice. Everybody was nice to us down there.  They didn’t holler at you or yell at you.  But they encouraged you to work as fast as you could.  They didn’t let you sit around.  You had to go there to work.  They let you know that you were supposed to work and you were supposed to behave yourself.  But some of these camps didn’t I can tell you…  We must have had the worst there was.  We had a bunch of them that were stealing from the boys in the camp and from some civilians in the area.
JY – And was this happening at all at Morrow Mt.

FT – Oh, no.  We had no discipline problem at all at Morrow Mt.  It was easy to get in if they knew you could behave yourself.  It wasn’t a prison and it wasn’t supposed to be for people who were a bad people.  In fact, you weren’t supposed to be in there (CCCs) if you had any criminal record.  Like Sam Morton wasn’t supposed to be in there at all.  The boy who worked his side coming down the mountain was a good worker like the people in here. (Wendy’s)  They did their job and kept their mouth shut.  I’ll tell you one thing – it was Army discipline.  They told you their side and you weren’t suppose to tell your side of it.  (We spoke several more sentences about his experiences in WWII.)
JY – Was the road up to the top of Morrow Mt. paved or was it a dirt or gravel road when you worked there?

FT – I’m not going to say but it was a pretty good road.  It was well graded and in good shape.  They didn’t carry me around.  I mostly walked so I didn’t see all of the park.  They basically took me up the mountain to work and brought me back.
JY – Then after those four weeks that you worked at Morrow Mt. you went back to school

FT – I wanted to go back to school.  School was starting back.  When it started back I left the CCC Camp

JY – We sure appreciate you talking to us.  Thanks for all the information.

(Second recorded segment started in the second half of page 1 above and took forty-one minutes.  Recorded on my Ipad using Recorder Plus.)
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