V: A VENTURE IN LAND SETTLEMENT

KNAPP, now fifty-three, could look back on a creditable performance in the East and on a noteworthy career in Iowa. The man who arrived in the Middle West in 1866-a cripple, facing a pinched and obscure existence as a handicapped farmer-had made himself into one of the agricultural leaders of the state. As educator and editor he had made his influence felt from one end of Iowa to the other. Strenuous years of travel, lecturing and demonstration had earned for him the confidence and gratitude of the plain dirt-farmer. With these men he had an influence equaled by only a few such leaders as Wallace, Wil​son, Welch, Luce, and Cole. By Iowa standards he was well off and his future seemed secure.

Most men would have been content to go along the rest of their lives on paths so comfortably marked out. Not Seaman Knapp. Deep within this solid, steady citizen garbed in prosaic Victorian costume, wearing side burns and an old-fashioned square-topped derby, was the spirit of the social pioneer who could not resist the challenge to participate in the creation of new communities. In 1885 he moved from Iowa, leaving behind him nearly all the rewards of twenty years toil, to help colonize and bring into cultivation a region in Louisiana as large as the State of Delaware.

The sober Yankee who went about earnestly and endlessly lectur​ing farmers upon that first duty of good husbandry-strict book​keeping-now joined in an enterprise the financial expectations of which rested upon factors as unpredictable as those of the South Sea Bubble. This sweeping colonization scheme was reminiscent of count​less American precursors stretching from Puget Sound's Astoria back in time through the Transylvania project, the Holland Grant, and the Virginia Company to Gilbert and Raleigh's "Plantations." It was not Knapp's idea, but the project of Jabez B. Watkins, a restless and competent entrepreneur of America's Age of Enterprise.

As a banker in Lawrence, Kansas, Watkins had prospered, placing Eastern money in Western farm mortgages at 9 and 10 percent.' Impatient, in true American style, for larger operations, he saw in the Louisiana long-leaf pine lands prospects for large profits.

He went to England for backing and persuaded a group of English Quakers for whom he had been making loans in Kansas to join in the organization of the North American Land and Timber Company, Ltd. The company was chartered in September, 1882, with H. R. Brand, M.P., as Chairman, and was quartered at 14 Bishops gate Street, Without, London, E. C. Stock was sold to the amount of two and one half million dollars, most of it in England. The ownership of the land purchased was shared between this English company, the Orange Land Company, Ltd., and other companies controlled by Watkins. Usually the group was referred to as the Watkins Syndicate.2

Before Watkins could close the deal on his timber tract, this stretch of land was bought up by capitalists from the lumber centers of Saginaw and Bay City, Michigan. But Watkins, who had the dis​cernment and the gambling instinct of the empire builder, had a ready alternative-a huge land-colonization scheme involving large scale reclamation of sea marshes.

In May, 1883, he bought from the state and Federal government more than a million and a half acres of vacant land in the parishes of Cameron, Vermilion, Acadia, and Calcasieu.3 This principality fol​lowed the Gulf Coast eastward from the Sabine River on the Texas border to the Vermilion Bay and River. It reached inland to the timberland, distances that varied from thirty to sixty miles. Along its northern edge, four or five miles south of the timber belt, the newly completed Southern Pacific ran from New Orleans on the east to Houston and beyond on the west.

Two thirds, or one million acres, of the Syndicate's domain was coastal marshland, and the remainder was prairie grassland which lay between the timber to the north and the marshes along the coast.4

This section of Louisiana was the last to be settled. Until the con​struction of the railway no highroads traversed its immense prairies, marshes, and woodlands, only the tracks and trails of stockmen, hunt​ers, and lumberjacks.5 The scattered settlers were mostly the descend​ents of the Acadians, Evangeline's people, exiled from Nova Scotia in 1755. The 'Cajuns led a more or less happy-go-lucky pastoral life, retaining their French language and customs. They lived in cabins half of frame, half of mud, and many of them could claim no more than squatter's right to their homestead. Some were located on the open prairie, some in the shelter of a wood. If a marais, or slough was near by, they threw up a crude palisade, scattered a few handsful of rice and trusted "Providence" to provide a crop for home use. Almost their only property was in scrub cattle which ranged the common prairies.6

The Syndicate paid twelve and one half cents an acre for the marsh​land and seventy-five cents to one dollar and a quarter for the prairie land. The plan was to drain the marshes for conversion into rice fields and to dispose of the prairies for general farming.

Rice in America prior to 1885 had been cultivated for nearly two centuries. Cultivation was started in Charleston, South Carolina, in 1696 and spread along the tidal coast lands into North Carolina, Georgia, and Florida, flourishing until the Civil War abolished slavery and disrupted its labor system. Thereafter it declined in commercial importance decade by decade.

In Louisiana, rice was raised almost from the days of the earliest French settlements at the end of the seventeenth century, although it never had the commercial importance of the crop in the Carolinas. It was grown chiefly for local consumption, the bulk of it on the bottom lands near the levees of the Mississippi or its tributaries where water was easily obtained. On the upland prairies, which lacked the available water supply of the river bottoms or the coastal marshes, small garden patches were raised by the 'Cajuns in "Providence style." They put earthen dams across sloughs to form little reservoirs. Below the dam when it was dry, they plowed a few acres, sowed the seed by hand, and gradually let the water down across the dam onto the crop as needed. Providence, they hoped, would supply the rainfall needed to keep water in their shallow reservoirs until the crop was safe.7

The Watkins reclamation project undertook to enlarge the rice​growing area of Louisiana by carrying the cultivation of the crop beyond the river-bottom plantations of the Mississippi into the coastal marshlands, and to engage in large-scale commercial production, hitherto confined to the Carolinas, by substituting "plow boats" for the plowing, cultivating, and harvesting done by the old slave gangs. This part of the scheme was hazardous because it depended upon an unproven technique, but if successful the profits would be enormous, calculated at several thousand percent.8

Long before Jabez Watkins put his ingenious mind to the job of transforming the marshes of southwestern Louisiana into arable soil, men had puzzled over the means of making productive to the home​steader the long coastline stretching from Cape Sable to the Rio Grande. To transform brackish stretches of sea marsh-shelter for the gull, the muskrat, the whooping crane, and the 'gator-into fecund acres was an appealing idea long before the project had any possible economic justification.

The Swamp Land Acts of 1849 and 1850 donating Federal tidal lands to the states can be looked at as landmarks of accumulating interest in reclamation. Twenty years later a special report prepared by the United States Coast Survey views the marshlands as offering "tempting schemes of conquest." The Foreword states that "The period has arrived when the seaboard of our Northern States has be​come so densely populated that projects of reclamation are becoming popular and promise favorable investments for capital." 9

Capital was less responsive than the writer of these words antici​pated. It was not until powerful steam-dredging machinery had been developed that reclamation appeared practical and attracted the seri​ous attention of capitalists. The first large-scale ventures using power machinery undertaken in the United States were both begun in the Gulf tidelands of Louisiana.

The Louisiana Land Reclamation Company led the way, reclaim​ing in 1883 and 1884 and cultivating in rice, jute, and vegetables, a tract of 13,000 acres in Terre Bonne Parish. The superintendent of the company, Captain C. J. Allan, devised novel methods of drainage and cultivation that were adopted a few months later by the Watkins Syndicate.

The Terre Bonne project was literally washed out when the great Mississippi flood of 1884 broke through near-by levees. This pioneer​ing company confirmed the belief that marshlands could be drained and made to produce good crops. But could it be done profitably? This was the unsolved question. 10

Watkins excavation crews dipped the buckets of their new dredgers and dikers into the Louisiana marshland, January 20, 1884-just twelve months after the purchase of the land. The experiment was given its try-out on a 12,000 acre tract in Cameron Parish near Lake Calcasieu. The man in charge of operations was Alexander Thomson, Watkins's brother-in-law and a colleague of Knapp's.

Parallel canals 21 feet wide by 6 feet deep were dug half a mile apart, then cross-cut with similar canals at three-and-a-half mile in​tervals to form a gridiron. Traversing these one thousand acre blocks at appropriate distances were shallow drainage channels. The ex​cavated material was deposited along the banks of the main canals forming levees three to four feet high.  11

Several purposes were served by this network of canals. They were channels of drainage for excess water. They were storage reservoirs of water which could be pumped back at will to flood lightly the fields of growing rice. They were also arteries of transportation for machinery.

The land was plowed, sowed, cultivated, and reaped from boats. Floating barges, stationed opposite each other in the canals half a mile apart and equipped with engines, paid out or pulled in cables fixed to gang plows, cultivators, or reapers, first drawn to one side of the field then back to the other. After the project was under way, seventy acres a day was plowed by means of this horseless hus​bandry. .12

The drainage of the land was to be controlled in part, also, by boat. Automatic tide gates and strategic windmills were expected to handle the normal surplus of water. Should the wind fail or storms submerge the fields, the plan was to float all the available engines to the danger area, attach them to powerful suction apparatus and pump off the water.13

With reclamation safely under way, Watkins looked around for someone to take charge of the prairie development. He needed an agricultural expert, a man of wide influence and large acquaintance in some farming state to attract a st6ady stream of settlers. He offered the job to Seaman A. Knapp. The acquaintance of the two men had arisen from Watkins's frequent stops at the Iowa Agricultural Col​lege to visit his sister, wife of Alexander Thomson who was Professor of Mechanical Engineering there. In the five years that Watkins had known Knapp, he had been impressed by his steady rise to prominence and leadership in agricultural affairs. To get this man, known to farming Iowans from one end of the state to the other, would be a good stroke of business.

Watkins offered Knapp a salary considerably larger than he had received as president at Ames.14 He presented him with a job of en​ticing scope, and large authority. He was to blueprint the prairies, determine the most salable crops and rotation for the land, and work out programs that promised the greatest profit for prospective settlers. He was to have unrestricted opportunity to buy and sell land on his own account and in other ways to get in on the ground floor of an ambitious scheme of land development.

All throughout his hard-working, none too affluent life, Knapp had seen entrepreneurs rising in wealth with the developing resources of the West in land, in cattle, in farm machinery. Almost every issue of his Iowa Farm Journal carried accounts of fortunes being made in land-from investments along the course of the transcontinental roads, wheat lands in the Red River Valley, town sites such as Dodge City, Abilene, and Fargo.15

Knapp's initiative had taken him into various activities in local enterprises, but it had never been directed toward large-scale profit​making. He was profoundly in earnest about teaching. His energy had always flowed into this field, naturally and effortlessly, but at the moment he was at a standstill. After the presidency at Ames, he found no other educational opening with suitable possibilities. The Watkins project with its plan for developing and settling an almost uninhabited area of remarkably fertile land larger than half the state of Connecticut possessed a sweep which would have tugged at the imagination of any American of pioneering stock.

Before he made up his mind Knapp made a trip to Louisiana to see the Company's holdings. Watkins had arranged this trip as a grand sight-seeing and curtain-raising tour of the project and had invited thirty newspaper owners and feature writers from the larger Northern cities to be his guests, along with Seaman A. Knapp and his daughter, Maria.

Riding in boats, the party traveled through nineteen miles of completed canals and saw the big machines eating through .the bog at the steady rate of a mile a month. They saw "a vast scientific experiment" 16 which was "making of the coast a perfect Holland." 17

Describing the Company's tract, Knapp wrote:

It is watered by the Sabine, Calcasieu, and Mermentau Rivers (all navigable by the largest vessels) and by many smaller streams. It en​closes within its broad acres, six large and beautiful lakes, the smallest not less than two miles long and the largest eighteen miles long. . . . It is an excellent grass country . . . cattle do well from March to January. From these ranges, cattle fat and ripe, can be marketed every month in the year. On the uplands there are fewer flies and mosquitoes than in Iowa, and with a slight shade it is as comfortable in summer. ...

It is a superb country for fruit; strawberries produce abundantly and continue in fruitage more than three months. Blackberries are indigenous and fruit beyond anything I ever saw elsewhere.

Grapes, peaches, plums, apricots, nectarines, quinces, pomegranates grow on the slightest invitation. Until the last winter it was considered to be one of the best orange producing sections. It suffered from the cold in January last in common with the entire Gulf Coast. Figs are as sure a crop here as grass in Iowa and much more profitable. 18

Knapp was leaving school teaching forever, he believed, when he and his family moved to Lake Charles in November, 1885. For twenty years he had lived in Iowa. There his family had grown up. Already they had begun to leave his roof. Herman, a graduate of the school and working now as his Assistant in Agriculture, was married and settled in his own home. Maria, also a graduate of Ames, herself would soon be married. Bradford and Arthur, mid-adolescents, were on the verge of their departure to enter Vanderbilt in Nashville. Only Helen, who was eight, would be a child much longer. All this made their departure easier-and harder.

The red-brick college buildings at Ames, the little college town, the men he had worked with, and the friends he had made were all part of his life, and he was an affectionate man. He left them re​gretfully. But there was relish in the new job. Five years before the close of the American frontier, the schoolmaster, descendent of seven generations of pioneering people, neatly stacked away his notebooks, uprooted home ties, and set out to play his part in one of the last large mass settlements of vacant lands.

The Watkins Syndicate spent two hundred thousand dollars mak​ing Southwestern Louisiana the best-known development in the South. All advertising mediums of the day were used. Watkins launched a newspaper, The American, in New York, devoted to extolling the wonders of Calcasieu Parish and the Gulf Coast. In florid language it dilated upon the dazzling opportunities to be found in a section which was soon to "rival the famed California region." Forty thou​sand copies were distributed monthly throughout the United States, some even going to Canada and Europe. Tons of pamphlets and cir​culars broadcast the possibilities of the new "Garden of Eden . . . an Italy of America." 19

After Knapp joined the Company, he supplemented its national advertising with a special program of his own, directed at the farm​ing population of the upper Mississippi Valley. He placed in all the leading Northern farm journals advertisements depicting the attrac​tions and advantages of the congenial Gulf Coast climate and soil. He arranged a sight-seeing junket of a trainload of the most important agricultural leaders from the Midwest. Among those who made the trip were James Wilson, soon to become Secretary of Agriculture; Henry Wallace, father and grandfather of two Secretaries of Agri​culture; Governor Hoard of Wisconsin, editor of Hoard's Dairyman, and others of similar standing. 20 These men could, if favorably im​pressed, powerfully affect public opinion by printing in their papers detailed accounts of what they had seen, and by serving as unofficial consultants to those thinking of investing or settling in the new region.

Acting for the Company, Knapp subdivided the prairie land into "small farms for fruits and the dairy, larger farms for grain and horses, and still larger farms for cattle." 21 Each farm was of a size most efficient for the type of farming the purchaser wished to follow, and each located at an appropriate distance from the market or shipping point .22

Before an acre was sold he began improving the breeds of stock which the Company had bought from the natives before his arrival .23 He set out an experimental plot of one hundred acres to test and acclimatize a large array of fruit, berry and vegetable, and field-crop varieties .21 In this way he was ready to start off purchasers with high quality and well-tested seed and stock at low prices.

Soon the first home seekers attracted by the publicity were climb​ing off the cut-rate excursion trains at Lake Charles. 25 They had read the advertisements, and heard talk about these new farmlands where figs, oranges, and apricots grew, and strawberries could be picked in winter. They were interested but skeptical.

They saw miles of level prairie growing only grass on which grazed the runty cattle of the 'Cajuns. On talking with the natives, they learned that for a hundred and thirty years the section had been a cattle range, and the 'Cajuns believed that it was good for nothing else.

"I recall," Knapp wrote, "a carload came one afternoon, heard the natives, and left before we could see them in the morning." 26

So many farmers got back on the cars again, their greenbacks for deposit payments still pinned in their wallets, that the colonization scheme, Knapp says, faced failure. He planned a sales demonstration -farms dotted throughout the territory, usually one to each town​ship, where the farmer could see with his own eyes livestock grazing, field crops ripening, fruit trees and berry bushes in leafage.

He selected energetic and thrifty Western farmers who, in return for large concessions on the price of land, seed, and stock, agreed to manage their farms so as to display the wide diversification possible to the soil and climate. A visit to one of these farms did more to con​vince the farmer buyers than endless hours of talk ?7 The immediate effectiveness of this simple, common-sense object lesson was an eye​ opener to Knapp who saw possibilities in this "show me" method that he remembered for years.

About this time, in a friendly letter to his former students at Ames, he sketched developments:

Gangs of men are busy building houses, fences and highways. . . . A large city market, a slaughter house and three dairy houses are nearly completed. Seven cowboys leave today to bring in one hundred and fifty cows for dairy purposes. There are eighteen thousand cattle, two hundred and twenty brood mares, and a good number of hogs and sheep. ... 400,000 acres are under fence.28

The publicity given to southwestern Louisiana by the Watkins Syndicate, by Knapp and his efforts, by the Southern Pacific Railroad and its agents, and by other interested local groups and individuals had begun to draw a steady stream of settlers into the new region.

Overnight the rivulet of immigration rose to floodtide proportions. A few of the early Midwestern immigrants discovered they could raise rice, a marshland crop, on the upland prairies and, if attended with luck in the way of rainfall, come out with a fortune. News of the new bonanza rice farming spread. A land boom was on.

The prairies up to this time had not been sold as rice lands. The first Midwestern settlers had not thought to make rice their principal crop, but when some of them found on their land sloughs already dammed up as little reservoirs, and learned their purpose from the neighboring 'Cajuns, some of them adopted the local custom of raising small patches "Providence style."

Rice everywhere in the world up to this date was handled by methods of cultivation older than the Bible. It was cut with a reap hook or a cradle, pounded out with a flail, winnowed in the breeze, and milled with a pestle and mortar." These medieval methods of cultivation held down production per man to starvation levels. In Japan one third of an acre was an average rice farm. In India and China, where the water buffalo was used, the size ran from one half to two acres." In Louisiana prior to 1884 a field of five acres was about the largest ever devoted to rice growing.31

When the farmers from the Northwest tried their hand at raising patches of rice "Providence style," it was natural for them to use as far as was practical the wheat machinery they had brought with them. These heavy implements, which the soggy soil of the river bottoms or coastal marshes would never support, could be used on the prairies where the elevation was sufficient to permit the farmer to draw off the water when the grain was ripe and dry out his land firmly enough to carry them. In place of the hoe or the walking plow, the Northern farmers used their gang plows; their seeders and disc harrows instead of sowing by hand. All these worked beautifully except for the twine binder, with its complicated mechanism that continued to clog in the coarser stalks of the rice grain. By persistent tinkering, Maurice Brien of Jennings, Louisiana, succeeded by 1886 in making the adjustments that enabled him to harvest a rice crop with his Deering Twine Binder.32 Other Northern migrant wheat farmers promptly applied Brien's adjustments to their own binders, and soon the Deering Com​pany incorporated these modifications into their machines at the fac​tory. The first shipment of twenty-two cars loaded with three hundred Deering binders built for rice reached Lake Charles in 1890.33

Brien's accomplishment eliminated the last bottleneck holding back the complete substitution of modern farm machinery for the primi​tive, back-breaking hand-tool methods that had enslaved all rice growers since the domestication of the seed. This worked a revolu​tion in rice growing by increasing the yield per man ten- and twenty​fold or even more. One man and four mules, thereafter, could plant and harvest on the Louisiana prairie land one hundred acres of rice .14 "One binder, four horses, and two men in the United States daily do the work of two hundred women in India." 35 Production jumped at such a rate that Louisiana became the leading rice-producing state by 1889. Between 1890 and 1893 the state's production increased fivefold, and ten years later Louisiana was producing 70 percent of the total American crop.38

Often, one crop in the early years of the prairie rice industry​ years of good rainfall-would sell for enough to enable a farmer to more than repay the cost of his whole farm." Land values within ten years rose from fifty cents or a dollar an acre to eight or ten dol​lars-a rise of 1,000 percent.38 Five years later they had advanced on the average another 500 percent. Values of choice positions near the railroad, the waterways, or the towns, were two or three times higher-"one of the most remarkable increases in land values for agricultural purposes in the history of America." 39

Home seekers came in numbers that startled the South, a region shunned before the Civil War because of slavery and neglected after the war because of the rush to Western homesteads and mines and to the Pacific Coast. Within five years after Knapp's arrival, the unin​habited prairies were "transformed from a vast cattle range to a region thickly populated and dotted with the best aspects of a well​settled Western Prairie State . . . the most distinctive Anglo-Saxon migration ever known to the South since the settlement of Jamestown, Virginia." 40

The Syndicate did a land-office business. Jabez Watkins's grandiose colonization scheme was working out in typical American success​story fashion, but in the most paradoxical way possible. The Syndi​cate had invested a quarter of a million dollars in draining marshland for rice growing. Along came an utterly unpredictable twist of events: the application of wheat-machinery technique to the cultivation of rice, which transferred the growing of rice, a crop of the swamps and marshlands, onto the well-drained acres of the upland prairies. This topsy-turvey development sent the Syndicate's prairie property sky​rocketing, but left almost valueless the Company's million acres of swamp land.

The reclamation project had to be abandoned. One of the diffi​culties, Knapp wrote later, was that plowboats for cultivation cost three times more than mules .41 F. H. Newell, Director of the United States Reclamation Service, reported that the pumping equipment was inadequate for proper drainage .'Z But these specific shortcomings could have been eliminated had not the expensive nature of reclama​tion in the marshlands rendered the production of rice there uneco​nomic and unprofitable in competition with rice raised on the prairies.

Although the Syndicate lost more than a third of a million on the marshland venture, the price of prairie land jumped at such a rate that losses were easily recouped. Both Watkins and his English backers made handsome profits; later, however, they came to serious disagreement and parted via the law courts." Knapp seems to have held no stock in the Watkins Syndicate, but when he saw the boom coming, he acted promptly to interest some English capitalists in land investment in Louisiana.

He hurried to Great Britain in 1887 and there completed arrange​ments begun by correspondence with James Ellis, who carried through the organization of the Louisiana and Southern States Real Estate and Mortgage Co., Ltd., of Leicester, England, known afterward as the "English Company." This Company supplied capital for opera​tions in Gulf Coast real estate, accepting mortgages on the lands pur​chased for the money advanced.

In America a second company was organized the following year among Knapp's friends. Incorporated in Vinton, Iowa, as the South​ern Real Estate Loan and Guaranty Company, Ltd., and referred to as the "Home Company," it functioned as the operating agent for the English group as well. Knapp was president and served also as general manager and director on the spot for both companies. The Home Company began operations in 1889 with the purchase of more than half a million acres of unoccupied Louisiana prairie land. Both companies bought and sold real estate, and loaned money on mortgages. They laid out the towns of Iowa and Vinton, Louisiana, east and west of Lake Charles; operated twelve large rice farms; pur​chased timber land; ran sawmills; and entered sugar production on a large scale.44

Knapp severed connections with the Watkins Syndicate early in 1889 when the enlargement of his own affairs had reached a point requiring all his attention.

In mid-twentieth-century America, a man is either a professional man or a businessman-so subdivided has our world become. But no such notion existed in our country prior to this century. For three hun​dred years the "good all-around man" was the characteristic American figure. Seaman A. Knapp was preacher, teacher, farmer, and business​man-and well worth his salt as each of these. At different periods in his life the emphasis shifted from one of these pursuits to another. Like Ben Franklin he would have thought it a limitation to feel himself fit for only one calling. For nearly two decades following his arrival in Louisiana, he was primarily the businessman, but a businessman who considered community affairs a part of his business.

Less than a month after Mrs. Knapp had unpacked her trunks and boxes, the congregation of the Methodist Church of Lake Charles were listening to a sermon preached by the Reverend Dr. Knapp on Sunday evening, in the absence of their regular pastor." From this characteristic beginning Knapp thrust himself into all the affairs of community. Whether it was a meeting of groups to foster immigra​tion into Louisiana, to secure the location of industries in the South, or to encourage farmers in better methods of farming, Knapp was sure to be one of the prime movers and principal speakers. He appeared on the platform on so many civic occasions that he must have seemed more indispensable than the local officials.

Old newspaper clippings show him presiding at banquets, serving as toastmaster, making addresses of welcome, or interpreting new milestones in the region's progress, such as the arrival of the first trainload of harvesters in the new rice region. His activities soon reached beyond the area of his business affairs in Louisiana. One finds him addressing the graduating class at the Mississippi Agri​cultural College, jibing at the unreal and remote content of the classical education of his times and expanding on his favorite theme of a practical education for the masses. 46

These were the days of Bloody Shirt waving, with Reconstruction barely over, and Knapp in addressing Southern audiences showed his adroitness and kindly tact:

We have tried to divest ourselves of the remembrance that we were former residents of Northern and Western States. . . . We feel that this is as much our country as yours of the Manor born. (Applause.) ... I have not experienced a single act of discourtesy from even the humblest citizen on this soil. (Cheers.) ... my political opinions . . . at no time have . . . interfered with the good will and the friendship and the love of my fellow citizens of the South. (Cheers.) 47

The Southerners liked him, recognizing behind the verbiage of the day his sincerity and friendliness. They soon repaid him with a tribute in kind, more flowery, but equally well meant. "By tongue and pen and many phases of public action, and marked identification with industrial affairs, he has, in a brief sojourn in Louisiana, made a reputation here second only to that of the great distinction he achieved in Iowa .” 48

In 1891, Knapp and his associates in the Home Company, feeling the need of a local bank friendly to their interests, secured a state charter for the Calcasieu Bank of Lake Charles, which opened on January 1, 1892, with a paid-in capital of one hundred thousand dol​lars. Knapp was president. The other officers and principal stock holders were his friends and associates from Iowa who had previously joined in the organization of the Southern Real Estate Company, and some of whom had been with him far earlier in the formation of the Farmers Loan and Trust Company of Vinton, Iowa, in 1873. Knapp continued as president for two or three years until the number of enterprises he had begun obliged him to resign.49

In the same year Knapp established the Lake Charles Rice Milling Company, the first rice mill west of the Mississippi. Until this time, farmers in the rice belt had been obliged to consign their crop to commission merchants in New Orleans, two hundred miles away, who sold the grain, either in the rough or clean, and accounted for the proceeds less expenses. Northern farmers accustomed to cash when they delivered their crop objected to the Southern usage. Knapp tried to persuade the New Orleans millers to accommodate the newcomers, but failing in this, he secured capital in New York from some of the large sugar firms with whom he was then dealing, and established a mill conducted on the principle of cash on delivery. In time, the new practice supplanted the old and was accompanied by an almost complete shift of the rice-milling industry away from New Orleans to the towns in the prairie rice belt.50

Knapp's business ventures were always direct expressions of the needs of the community in which he lived. To set up a rice mill in Lake Charles on Northern principles seems so obvious that it must have occurred to many of the grumbling farmers from the Northwest. But it was Knapp who took the lead and it was Knapp who took the lead again when the prairie rice growers, who had enjoyed seven years of bonanza farming, met their first sharp set-back.

In 1894 the new Wilson-Gorman tariff (enacted under President Cleveland) lowered the rates on head rice-the top quality grain most popular for table use-and exposed the growers to the competi​tion of rice from the Orient. About the same time a succession of years of poor rainfall dried up the creeks and the poorly constructed reservoirs, leaving the farmers without the water to make a crop. Production of rice in Louisiana, which reached 182 million pounds in 1893, fell off to 92 million pounds in 1894, to 76 million pounds in 1895, and to a low point of 56 million pounds in 1897.51 There was a large decrease in acreage and a general depression throughout the rice belt.

To meet this emergency, Knapp prevailed upon the discouraged growers to join him in organizing during the winter of 1894-1895 a Rice Association of America: to promote and foster the rice industry by collecting and disseminating statistics and information; to pub​licize the food value of rice; to induce immigration and investment in all branches of the industry; and to find and secure markets for the sale of all rice products.52

After McKinley had beaten Bryan in 1896, and an upward re​vision of the tariff seemed certain, Knapp helped draft a petition to Congress setting forth why the rice industry had "special and just claims for protective legislation." '3 The argument ran that the in​dustry occupied an area a thousand miles long and, when prosperous, bought much from the North. It needed time to make the adjustment to machine methods of production. It was burdened with heavy capital investments in levees, canals, pumps, and machinery, and found it​self obliged to compete with the lowest paid labor in the world pro​ducing rice that was shipped across the oceans from the Orient to New York at rates lower than those paid by the rice region for shipments within the United States.54

Knapp headed the delegation which presented the petition to Con​gress and remained to lobby among the members.55 In June, 1897, a schedule of rates for rice was adopted which met the express approval of Knapp, who explained in a letter to the Committee that the in​dustry raised no objection to low rates on broken rice and the low grades used by brewers and others .56

Irrigation canals, to replace the 'Cajuns reservoirs, had been started in a small way as early as 1890, but they were shallow, carelessly con​structed, and poorly engineered. When they were proved inadequate by the drought, the first big canal, forty feet wide, was ready in 1894. By 1898 a network of these giant ditches, made up of four hundred miles of mains and eight hundred miles of laterals, criss-crossed the region. They were supplied with water by powerful steam pumping plants built on the river banks at the heads of the main canals.

No sooner had this system of surface canals proved its usefulness than an apparently inexhaustible reservoir of soft water one hun​dred and twenty-five to two hundred feet underground was tapped. This water rose in pipes under its own pressure so near the surface that it was easily pumped into the canals and, taken with the river water already available, provided as large a supply of water as was ever wanted, ending the old dependence on rainfall, "Providence style." 57

With an ample supply of water, and with tariff rates on head rice raised, production in Louisiana rebounded vigorously. The first crop of 75 million pounds following the new Dingley tariff amounted to a 50 percent increase over that of the previous year. Production in 1899 hit 107 million pounds-a return to the yields attained before the drought and the tariff had checked expansion. By the end of 1898, our victory over Spain held out the prospects of new markets in Cuba, Porto Rico, and the Philippines, with an annual demand in excess of three hundred million pounds, to be brought within our tariff wall. Hawaii had just been annexed, and there was also promise of a large demand there.58 The outlook for the rice industry had brightened.

After his return from Washington, Knapp was responsible for the founding of the Rice Journal and Gulf Coast Farmer, first issued in December, 1897. The magazine was Knapp's idea. He designed the make-up, outlined the scope, and remained as one of the editors, regularly contributing the leading article, until he left Louisiana in 1906.59

Most of Knapp's writings were on the old familiar theme of what practices make good farming. These were the same for rice farmers in Louisiana as for corn and hog farmers in Iowa: produce the family's food at home; do the same for the stock; grow more than one cash crop; look to low-cost production as a more certain source of profit than high prices; cultivate carefully; keep tight fences; plant good seed; and so-unrelentingly-on, in the same vein.

"Farmer John," the rustic grumbler of the Iowa Stock Journal, who joshed his readers into better farming by caricaturing in himself their collective shortcomings, now became "Tim Jones," who wrote the "Confessions of a Rice Farmer." 60 Knapp was back at his old tricks, prodding and cajoling the farmer in the vernacular of the bucolic.

"Tim" confesses to his "brother rice farmers" last year's mistakes. "Tim" laid out a third more work for himself than he could handle, and instead of good husbandry fell back on good promises.

I noticed that rice sprouted better with plenty of fine, well packed dirt around and over it than when it was covered with fine, well packed promises. The promises did not hold moisture; they dried out beyond all account. ..

My wife told me in the spring that I was undertaking too much, but I was always of the opinion that women did not know anything about farm​ing, and I think so still; but I am bound to admit now that they can make some pretty shrewd guesses. In fact, my wife hits the bull's eye more fre​quently by pure guess work than I have by shooting with both eyes on the target.

"Tim" planted nothing but rice because they told him it was the most profitable crop. That was good logic but 

the canned goods, bacon, groceries, and truck garden products we hauled from town this season and the time we spent going after them took the stuffing out of a good-sized pocketbook. . . . I have learned that if you open the front door of a grocery store and stick one corner of a hundred and sixty acre farm in, the whole farm will slip in quicker than a small boy will crawl under the canvas of a circus tent.81

In creating the role of "Tim Jones" and "Farmer John," Knapp shrewdly skirted the farmer's prejudices against book-experts, literary language, or urban modes of thought. He identified himself with the husbandman who day by day clumped along behind his solitary plow, his routines dictated by the vagaries of the weather, the accidents and endless needs of his stock and crops. The difference between "Tim Jones" and other farmers was that "Tim" had learned to learn not only from his own mistakes, as most farmers can, but from the experiences of others. Evidently Knapp was close enough kin to "Tim Jones" and "Farmer John" to spin out their shrewd and homely wisdom as congenially as Benjamin Franklin spoke through the famous role of "Poor Richard."

Once a month through the pages of the Rice Journal, Knapp, in the thin disguise of "Tim Jones" or an equivalent character talked in overalls language to his fellow rice-farmers. The rest of the month he could be found behind his desk as a bank president, or among the bins and rollers of a rice mill, or wielding the gavel on the speakers platform of the Rice Association, or driving his rig out from the little villages to the most distant acre of the rice belt on the business of the Land Companies.

Since his arrival in 1884 he had seen a "score of young cities ... sprung from the prairies . . . clamoring for harbors and public buildings, and . . . heralding themselves as the future urban cen​ters of the South." °'- Within the decade during which he built his own residence on Pujo Street, Lake Charles had quadrupled its pop​ulation and, by 1900, had doubled it again.63 Jennings, starting with a storekeeper and station agent in 1883, had become the center of its own large settlement of Northerners and was a rival of Lake Charles .64

In the year of Knapp's first visit, Crowley had been laid out with a tripod and sextant, and had not a building standing nor a spear of rice growing within miles. The Southern Pacific railroad refused to stop its trains on the empty prairie. The town's promotors promptly moved a shed to their chosen site, hired a ticket agent at their own expense and forced the reluctant railroad to accept the place as a depot on their lines." When Knapp's Rice Journal began publication at the end of 1897, it was printed in Crowley, then the rice milling center of the nation.

Knapp had not made a fortune. His land companies had taken losses when the bounty to domestic producers on sugar granted by the McKinley tariff of 1890 had been eliminated in 1894. But on the whole he had done well. He had seen the new rice industry born, and had watched it grow to "one of the finest examples of efficiency in agricultural production to be found anywhere in the world." 66  No man in the rice belt was known to so many people, or knew more about the region or the rice industry.
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