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Abstract 

 

This project focuses on the links between the conservation movement and civil 

rights through an examination of the reach and impact of the Outdoor Recreation 

Resources Review Commission (ORRRC) and its chairman, Laurance S. 

Rockefeller (LSR).  The Commission’s landmark report in 1962 identified large 

racial disparities in access to public lands and recreation across the USA, which 

prompted the National Park Service (NPS) to establish new National Recreation 

Areas and Historical Parks in urban areas in the 1960s and 1970s.  The project 

examines the history of the ORRRC, contextualizes the Commission’s work within 

the longer history of the civil rights movement’s efforts to desegregate state and 

national parks, and NPS efforts to increase recreational opportunities in urban 

areas.  Based on research in the records of the ORRRC at the Rockefeller Archive 

Center and in the National Archives, the project also discusses the central role of 

LSR in the Commission’s history, as well as his views on civil rights and public 

lands.  

 

The entire study, commissioned by Marsh Billings Rockefeller National Historical 

Park, includes five chapters.  This report is drawn from chapter 3, which examines 

the ORRRC’s uneven efforts between 1958-62 to identify and recommend 

remedies for racial disparities in outdoor recreational opportunities in urban 

areas.  The complete chapter examines ORRRC studies of New York City, Chicago, 

St. Louis, and Los Angeles, as well as Atlanta, the focus of this report.   
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The Matter Deliberately Not Touched On:  The Outdoor 

Recreation Resources Review Commission and Race  

 

Introduction: Race and the ORRRC 

 

On June 1, 1959, Marion Clawson of Resources for the Future sent Outdoor 

Recreation Resources Review Commission (ORRRC) advisor Luther Gulick a 

letter outlining his recommendations for special studies that the ORRRC might 

undertake.  In an aside, Clausen remarked, 

 

One matter which I deliberately did not touch on in the outline of 

projects but which I think the Commission must seriously consider 

is the relationship of outdoor recreation to the racial issue in the 

United States.  It seems quite clear that the NAACP and other Negro 

organizations are going to make a major effort to lift the segregation 

now applicable to parks in the Southern states.  As I understand it, 

there have already been some moves in this direction.  I was recently 

at a meeting in Virginia Beach and found that the major park in the 

area has been closed for the last three years because the park 

authorities would rather see it closed than to have it open to 

Negroes.  There is surely a major problem in the making here—in 

some ways more difficult than the school problem in relation to 

racial segregation.  Several of the studies I have mentioned might 

give special consideration to racial issues or it might be separated 

out as a separate study or studies in itself.1   

 

Gulick apparently forwarded this letter on to Laurance S. Rockefeller (LSR), but 

the ORRRC never organized a separate study of “racial issues” on the future of 

outdoor recreation.  However, the issues were all but impossible to ignore amid 

the period’s escalating campaigns for the desegregation of public schools and 

recreational facilities.  Several ORRRC volumes mentioned racial conflicts, 

though deliberately downplayed them, as the draft chapters from the study 

directors made their way into print.  Given the administrative structure of the 

ORRRC, it is unlikely that LSR directly ordered these changes, but they were in 

line with his belief that the ORRRC needed to steer clear of public controversy to 

accomplish its goals.2  LSR had no personal ties to the civil rights movement, and 
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civil rights organizations were not among the organizations represented on the 

ORRRC Advisory Board nor among the long list of local and national 

organizations that the ORRRC staff consulted with during the period of the study.  

While LSR did not oppose the goals of the civil rights movement, he showed little 

interest in using ORRRC studies as a tool to advance them.3   

 

 

Race and the Demand for Recreation 

 

Although the ORRRC senior staff did not give “racial issues” a high priority, it did 

not ignore race as a factor influencing the demand for outdoor recreation.   On 

December 7, 1959, Norman Wengert, the deputy director of studies for ORRRC, 

requested that the Library of Congress Reference Department include the 

literature on “Negroes” in its bibliography of the various topics that the ORRRC 

staff should  examine.4  And it included 266 African Americans among the 2750 

adults it interviewed for its national survey, Participation in Outdoor Recreation: 

Factors Affecting Demand Among American Adults.5  A chapter on “Outdoor 

Recreation on Weekend and Vacation Trips” reported that “the multivariate 

analysis indicates that Negroes are less likely to take a vacation trip than white 

people with the same income and vacation privileges. The racial differences 

appear quite substantial … and are statistically significant.”6    

 

However, the survey researchers remained deliberately incurious about the 

reasons for these racial disparities.  The paragraph that introduced multivariate 

analysis explained: 

  

It is important to find out (regardless of reasons) that Negroes on 

the average engage in outdoor recreation less than white people. 

And it is equally important to learn to what extent these racial 

differences are attributable to other factors such as low income, low 

education, or lack of paid vacations on the part of Negroes.7   

 

The study’s elaborate table of factors left out segregation and discriminatory 

practices, the factors that would have been most obvious to any Black person at 

the time.8 
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ORRRC and Metropolitan Area Studies 

 

One ORRRC study, however, was less hesitant to name the largest reason for the 

racial disparities in access to outdoor recreation evident in the statistical 

snapshots.   Volume 21, The Future of Outdoor Recreation in Metropolitan 

Regions of the United States, identified discrimination and the battle for civil 

rights as significant factors shaping the future of outdoor recreation in America.   

 

The metropolitan areas study grew from LSR’s keen interest in cities and 

improving outdoor recreational opportunities in urban areas.  LSR told Gulick on 

April 24, 1959 that “I feel we certainly have a responsibility, before our report is 

turned in, to consider the effect that the availability of urban recreation has on the 

overall outdoor recreation problem.”9 

 

By December 1959, this feeling had coalesced into Project 10, “Study of the 

Recreation Needs, Habits, and Preferences of the People in Selected American 

Cities and Regions.”10  Deputy Director Wengert assigned what became known as 

the metropolitan areas study to the “Forecasts and Economic Studies Group,” 

headed by ORRRC Chief Economist Laurence I. Hewes.  Immediately before 

joining the ORRRC in July 1959, Hewes, age 57, worked in Denver for the Bureau 

of Reclamation as the principal assistant to the Chief of the Economic Resources 

branch.  ORRRC Executive Director Francis Sargent informed LSR that Hewes 

had a PhD in Economics from George Washington University, was engaged in 

“economic analyses of recreation problems,” and had “wide government 

experience, including that of Regional Director of the Farm Security 

Administration.”11  But Sargent’s memo to LSR did not mention Hewes’ work with 

movements for racial justice in the years that followed his employment with the 

FSA. 

 

When the FSA ended in 1944, Will Alexander, the former executive director of the 

Commission on Interracial Cooperation, recruited Hewes to work for the 

Rosenwald Fund in Chicago, which sent him to Fisk University for a month to 
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study race relations.  There he met the prominent African American sociologist 

Charles Johnson and economist Robert Weaver.  As Hewes recalled in the “Color 

Line” chapter of his memoir, published in 1957: 

 

Our objective at the Fund in those months was to find a way to deal 

with requests from public administrators and industrial leaders for 

technical aid in reducing racial tensions. These requests poured in 

from all over the Northern and Western sections of the country. The 

immediate cause of those demands was a great influx of Southern 

whites and Negroes to the great war plants of these regions … 

Evidence of the need for such work was tragically manifest in such 

disastrous events as the Detroit riot, the LA zoot suit riot, and the 

so-called hate strike at the Detroit Packard Plant.12   

 

The Rosenwald Fund established a new organization, the American Council on 

Race Relations, and Hewes remembered attending its founding conference in 

Chicago in June 1944, along with Johnson, Weaver, Walter White, Charles 

Houston, Mary McLeod Bethune, and Ralph Bunche.  After the Chicago 

conference, Rosenwald Fund Director Edward Embree sent Hewes to San 

Francisco as the Council’s West Coast director.13 

 

Hewes listed among his accomplishments with the Council organizing a training 

school in race relations for the Richmond, CA Police Dept.14  He also joined in a 

controversy over the building of suburban housing with restricted covenants 

south of San Francisco, complaining that the FHA would not guarantee loans to 

open-occupancy builders in predominantly white neighborhoods.15  The “Color 

Line” chapter relates several other incidents when his civil rights activities were 

thwarted by the actions of higher political officials, and concludes, “so ended my 

experience in the troubled area of race relations.”16  In 1947, Hewes departed San 

Francisco to become land reform advisor at General McArthur’s headquarters in 

Tokyo, and remained there until taking the Bureau of Reclamation job in Denver 

in 1949.   

 

Hewes worked to bring focus to the ORRRC’s general idea of studying recreation 

in metropolitan areas and select cities.  By May 1960, Hewes and Wengert had 

persuaded LSR and the ORRRC to increase the $20,000 originally approved for 
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the metropolitan areas study at its December 14, 1959 meeting to $100,000. 17  

They explained that: 

 

By 1976 nearly half of the American people will be living in urban 

communities of more than 500,000 population, and that conditions 

of urban living will significantly affect needs, wants, and preferences 

for outdoor recreation.  Since metropolitan regions differ in 

physiographic setting, in the availability and accessibility of 

recreation resources and opportunities, in economic and social 

structure, in political mechanisms for planning and providing 

recreation, in rates of growth and stages of maturity and in degree 

or urgency of recreation needs, it is proposed to undertake studies 

in five metropolitan regions in different parts of the country.18 

 

The five metropolitan areas proposed for study (with a total population of over 30 

million) were Chicago in the Midwest, Los Angeles in Southern California, New 

York City on the East Coast, Saint Louis in the Central Plains, and Atlanta in the 

South.   

 

Hewes was keenly aware that racial discrimination existed in these cities, having 

grappled with it directly earlier in his career in Chicago and California.  Raised in 

Virginia, he also understood that racial segregation existed by law throughout the 

South, including Atlanta.  Several months after LSR and the ORRRC tabled 

Marion Clawson’s suggestion that the Commission study racial discrimination in 

outdoor recreation, Hewes made sure that it was included in the metropolitan 

area studies.  

At the time of Atlanta’s selection, the NAACP had made state and local park 

systems in every Southern state, including Georgia, the target of major 

desegregation efforts.  State parks had been established relatively late in the 

South, and grew with the support of federal New Deal programs in the 1930s.  

Nearly all of the state parks were white only, with only a few set aside for Blacks.  

Georgia established George Washington Carver State Park in 1950, and added 

four more “colored” parks by 1956, in addition to opening up “colored” sections 

at two older parks.  But as Georgia and other states hustled to establish “separate 

but equal” facilities, Blacks sought to desegregate them all, both through the 

courts and through sit-ins, “wade-ins,” and other non-violent direct actions.19   
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Georgia’s government actively resisted these efforts. Immediately after the 

Supreme Court decision in Brown v. Board in May 1954, the director of the 

Georgia State Park system declared that the only trouble between the races in his 

state was the result of “outside influences.”20  The following year, in November 

1955, the Supreme Court issued a separate ruling outlawing segregation in public 

parks, and in Holmes v. Atlanta, ordered Atlanta to integrate its public golf 

courses. 21   The Supreme Court ruling prompted Georgia’s governor, Marvin 

Griffin, to warn that “Georgia would abandon all state parks before race mixing 

would be allowed. …While I cannot speak for city officials, I can make the clear 

declaration that the state will get out of the park business before allowing a 

breakdown in segregation in the intimacy of the playground.” In 1956, the Georgia 

state park agency leased twelve of its parks to private operators to avoid 

desegregation.22  

 

 

Frank Gibson and the Atlanta Metropolitan Area Study 

 

To direct the Atlanta Metropolitan Area Study, Hewes hired University of Georgia 

Political Science professor Frank K. Gibson (1924-88), a native of West Virginia 

who received his PhD at UNC Chapel Hill in 1953.23   Gibson’s principal area of 

research was public administration; before taking on the Atlanta recreation study, 

he had published articles on topics such as “Financing Municipal Sewerage 

Systems in West Virginia” “and “Forms of Municipal Government in Georgia.”24   

 

On January 5, 1961, Gibson met with Hewes and the directors of the other 

metropolitan area studies in Washington DC to discuss “the major outdoor 

recreation problems peculiar to each area.”  He returned to a University of Georgia 

campus in upheaval over the enrollment of its first Black students, Hamilton 

Holmes and Charlayne Hunter, on January 9.  Two days later, the campus erupted 

in violence as white students marched to Hunter’s dorm, smashing windows with 

bottles and bricks, until the Athens police dispersed the crowd with tear gas.  

Immediately after the disturbance on campus on January 11, Gibson helped 

organize several faculty meetings to rally support for embattled University 

President O.C. Aderhold, whom several state politicians had threatened with 
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dismissal.  When asked about it in 1975, Gibson recalled that at the time, Gibson 

was untenured, and feared losing his job.  He also recalled receiving a sufficient 

number of obscene telephone calls at his home number that he advised his wife to 

stop answering the phone.  There is no evidence that Gibson was especially active 

in the civil rights movement before or after January 1961, but his experience that 

month likely had an impact on the views that he would express in successive drafts 

of the Atlanta Metropolitan Area Outdoor Recreation Study.25   

 

Gibson’s first draft was replete with references to the civil rights struggle 

underway.  He declared that “All other factors influencing outdoor recreation 

demand fade into insignificance when compared to the Negro problem.”  He 

added, 

 

As Negroes concentrate more and more in urban areas, as their 

income and education rise, they will demand more and more in the 

way of outdoor facilities.  If they are satisfied with segregated 

facilities the state will doubtless meet their demands.  If, as appears 

a certainty, they bring pressure to force integration, the effects on all 

public outdoor recreation will be chaotic for an undetermined 

number of years.26    

 

It was Hewes’s job, however, to edit Gibson’s study so that it would be acceptable 

to the ORRRC leadership.27  Upon receiving Gibson’s first draft, Hewes marked it 

up extensively in red pencil, identifying places in the draft where Gibson's 

comments were "not particularly relevant to the topic of outdoor recreation."28  

Wrapping up his critique of one chapter, Hewes complained "It appears that this 

chapter is chiefly concerned with the problem of race.  Even though race is 

specifically treated as a topic, there is constant re-reference to it to such an extent 

that it is difficult to get a sense of balance in reading the chapter."  He noted,    

 

At this point, I should like to introduce the thought that in dealing 

with these problems of race, politics, and administrative structure, 

wisdom should dictate a relatively delicate handling of these various 

attributes of the outdoor recreation problem…The effect on readers 

of continual reference to these points raises first a question of their 

relevance to the central issue, and second, the question of the 

writer's sense of proportion.  I do not suggest that these various 

points should be suppressed, to the extent that they are significant, 
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they should be stated, but, once stated and put in relatively 

moderate language, there seems to be little point in continually 

agitating the issue.29 

 

Hewes concluded, 

 

The report in general is a good one.  However, by virtue of pounding 

too hard on certain topics, I believe some critics would charge the 

author with a lack of objectivity.  It would be a shame if this 

otherwise splendid report were to lose its significance as a public 

document because of a possible judgement that some of the material 

does not relate directly to outdoor recreation, or that outdoor 

recreation has been used as a vehicle to air the author's views on 

other topics.30 

 

Hewes visited Athens, Georgia to meet with Gibson in person, bearing his 

marked-up copy of Gibson’s draft.31  Hewes reported that during the meeting he 

“explained to Professor Gibson when published our metropolitan regional studies 

would constitute official government documents and therefore we would have to 

be extremely careful in our comments relative to the administrative, political, and 

economic structure of the several states.” He cautioned that “the document must 

give the impression of balance and that criticisms must be carefully worded and 

tempered.”  Hewes reported that Gibson was “very cooperative” in response to his 

criticisms.32  

 

Gibson completed his revisions in a week and returned the document with a note: 

"Under separate cover I am sending a "defanged" copy of the Atlanta Study.  You 

will note that in a few instances I was unable to carry out your recommendations-

-a matter of principle."33  

 

 

The Atlanta Metropolitan Area Study as Published 

 

Despite Gibson’s characterization of the report as “defanged,” much of his initial 

draft made it through to final publication.  Chapter 4, “What Does the Future 

Hold?”  concludes  with  the  following  passage,   not  very  much  changed  from  
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Gibson’s first draft:  

 

It can be predicted that the Negro problem will not be solved in the 

South by the year 2000. While great strides have been made in 

raising the economic and social status of the Negro in Georgia, he 

still remains in a definitely inferior position.  The decreasing 

number of Negroes engaged in agricultural production and domestic 

services will result in a higher income level for this race, but the 

concentration of Negroes in urban areas, and in particular in the 

Atlanta area, will serve to intensify rather than mollify the conflict 

between the races.  

 

A pattern of recreational use has already developed in Atlanta that 

is similar in many ways to the "block busting" that occurs in most 

northern and some southern cities. As the colored section in the 

downtown area spreads, an exodus of whites occurs from those 

neighborhoods into which the Negroes move. The inevitable result 

of this spread is that white playground areas tend to become 

surrounded by mixed or colored neighborhoods. When this occurs, 

the end product is a transfer of the playground from white to colored 

status. Within the past 12 months, two previously all-white 

playgrounds in the city of Atlanta have changed status in this 

manner. […] 

 

What the future will bring can be only a matter of conjecture. At 

present, Negroes in Atlanta have instituted legal proceedings to 

integrate city parks. Opinion among veteran observers is unanimous 

in believing that if successful, this action will result in closing all 

swimming and picnic facilities. Opinion is just as unanimous that an 

attack on segregated State parks will have the same result. … 

Certainly new park acquisitions and capital expenditures in present 

parks are both kept at a minimum as a result of the ever-present 

specter of integration.  

 

While the Negro's status will doubtless improve in the South, it 

would be optimistic in the extreme to expect his assimilation into 

the traditional southern culture any time in the near future. Should 

the courts force an end to segregation in State parks, attempts will 

first be made to circumvent integration by lease or sale of the parks, 

then closure will be ordered. Since those persons with the greatest 

political influence in this State have private recreation resources, or 

are rural residents whose demand for outdoor recreation is low, the 

pressure to reopen will be resisted for many years.34 
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Gibson identified what would come to be called “white flight” as the most 

important trend that would affect Atlanta and other major cities trying to provide 

additional public recreation facilities for its citizens.35   

 

In April 1962, Hewes circulated to the directors of the five metropolitan area 

studies the edited manuscript that would be released later that year.  Gregory 

Stone, the director of the St. Louis Metropolitan Area Study, commented, "The 

only general criticism I have is the playing down of race relations. This problem 

is not only found in St. Louis and Atlanta, but particularly in Chicago, and 

probably in Los Angeles.  I know it must be present in New York."36  

 

 

Conclusion 

 

In many ways, the ORRRC began its work in one era and finished it in another. In 

1953, Colonial Williamsburg Director Kenneth Chorley, who would serve as a 

member of the ORRRC five years later, declared that when it came to integration, 

“We are, to the best of our judgement, doing all we can in this situation.  We have 

felt that by pushing too fast too far we might only aggravate a prejudice we want 

to see disappear.”37  By the time ORRRC ended its operations in 1963, steady 

pushing from the civil rights movement had integrated Colonial Williamsburg 

along with many other public accommodations in the South and elsewhere.   

 

Laurence Hewes quietly pushing the authors of the five metropolitan area studies 

to say something, but not too much, about the impact of racial discrimination on 

outdoor recreation opportunities in urban areas exemplifies the position of LSR 

and the ORRRC on race.  The ORRRC sought to produce credible social science 

while steering clear of public controversies that could sidetrack its primary goal 

of convincing local, state, and federal government agencies to set aside more space 

for outdoor recreation in rapidly suburbanizing metropolitan areas.  Hewes’s 

prior experience with the American Council on Race Relations made him aware 

of sociological studies of urban race relations, and he recommended that his study 

directors read this literature.  But significantly, in over two years of planning and 

implementing the five metropolitan area studies, there is no evidence that Hewes 
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or the study directors consulted with leading African American scholars, such as 

St. Clair Drake at Roosevelt University in Chicago, E. Franklin Frazier at Howard 

University in Washington, DC, where the ORRRC staff worked, or prominent 

social work faculty at Atlanta University.38   Nor did they reach out to either 

national leadership or local branches of civil rights organizations such as the 

Urban League or the NAACP.  As a result, the ORRRC received little or no mention 

in African American newspapers such as the Atlanta World, New York’s 

Amsterdam News, or the Chicago Defender.  Taking an essentially paternalistic 

approach to the “Negro problem” in US cities, the ORRRC analyzed the projected 

recreational needs of African Americans with little or no participation by African 

American scholars or organizations.   However, by the mid-1960s, as African 

Americans gained more political power and positions in local government, the 

Supreme Court, and the cabinet, that would begin to change.     
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