XI: EXTENSION OF THE COUNTY FARM AGENT SYSTEM

A PARTY OF GENTLEMEN visiting Hampton Institute in 1905, went out in a bus to see a new barn at the school farm, Shellbanks. The barn was modern, with cement floor and every device for efficiency. As we were driving back, many spoke with delight of the excellence of the barn, which had cost $30,000. I happened to be sitting beside Frederick T. Gates, who said nothing. Finally I turned to him, and asked: "Mr. Gates, what do you think of the barn?" His reply was this: "If that land will build and maintain the barn, it is a good thing. If the land will not support the barn, it is a bad thing." Looking out of the bus, as we passed a country school, he added: "Gentlemen, we are interested in the schools of the South: but we ought to be interested chiefly in the soil of the South, which supports the school; and so with the home, church and  community. The fundamental problem in the South is the recovery of the fertility of the soil." 1

The Mr. Gates, who put his finger on the very heart of Southern problems with such precision, was a remarkable individual. He was a minister who had played a decisive role in founding the University of Chicago, who-as a business adjutant-had helped add many mil​lions to John D. Rockefeller's fortune and now was occupied with the task of disbursing hundreds of millions of that Standard Oil for​tune along the most useful lines discoverable.2 At the time of the episode just related he was touring the South on a special train with a group of men interested in the "Ogden Movement" to improve Southern education for both Negroes and whites.

Dr. Gates was on the trip with a special mission of his own. The General Education Board, organized in 1902 to promote education under a charter virtually unlimited in scope, had received from Mr. Rockefeller a pledge of one million dollars-the first of gifts which ultimately totaled nearly $150,000,000-with the donor's stipulation that it be used to promote the educational interests of the people of the South over a period of ten years.3 Studies were at once undertaken in order to determine the most fruitful use of the million dollars. The basic fact was not long in emerging-the region was too poor to sup​port anything except the pretense of a school system then in precari​ous existence.4

The economy of the South in 1900 was amost completely agricul​tural. In the absence of widespread mining, forestry, manufacturing or trade, the only important tax resource available came from farm​ing. The average earnings of those engaged in agriculture in the Southern states ranged from $150 to $300 per year. In Iowa this figure stood at $1,000, and upwards.5 No wonder Southern schools scarcely deserved the name. More to the point, as far as the Board was concerned, such figures made it plain that the Southern people were not able to support an adequate educational system even if it were given them. And a million dollars wouldn't give much when spread over the thousand counties of the section. Gates and others on the Board saw the problem as Knapp expressed it later: "Schools should follow as the sequence of greater earning capacity and should not be planted by charity to become a tax on poverty."

Mr. Gates, when he made his comment on the new barn at Hamp​ton Institute in 1905, was searching for a means of increasing farm income as a prelude to improving education. Fortunately, the gentle​man to whom he spoke had a suggestion to make. "I then reminded Mr. Gates that the Assistant Secretary of Agriculture, Mr. Hays, was to speak that night at Hampton. The last time I saw Gates, on that trip of the Ogden train, he was closeted with Hays." 6

It was in this way that "Dr. Knapp and his success in helping farmers was learned of,"' and Dr. Wallace Buttrick, secretary of the General Education Board, was dispatched to Texas to investigate his methods.8 There he found Knapp, "taking agricultural knowledge right out to the farmer on the farm," raising the crop yields and money income of every faithful demonstrator.

The answer to the problem of the General Education Board had been found. The Board reasoned that if the demonstration work paid in dealing with a pest-ridden farm it should pay still more handsomely where no such handicap existed. A series of conferences with Knapp and Secretary Wilson were held in Washington by Gates and Buttrick. A number of issues were threshed out: the cost of extending Knapp's method as an educational measure; whether it would attract com​munity support and thereby enable a private, outside agency ulti​mately to withdraw its aid; and what sort of an arrangement could be made with the government for Knapp to supervise such work in noninfested regions where the government money could not be applied, as it appropriated for use only against an interstate menace like the weevil.9

Knapp was confident his work would catch on if the pump were primed. He felt sure that once started in a local community, county, or state, it would attract local support and would spread throughout the farming states until it became an accepted feature of rural edu​cation. On his part, Knapp made sure of the seriousness of purpose of the group seeking to sponsor his work as a means of increasing farm efficiency: "They assured me when I went into it-because I was careful about . . . being gotten into a thing and having it advertised and then dropped . . . they assured me that they were ready to back me for a million." 10 An agreement was drafted which made the Gen​eral Education Board "a silent partner with the United States De​partment of Agriculture and the Knapp movement became possible." 11

The phrase "silent partner" catches the gist of the agreement signed April 20, 1906, by Wallace Buttrick for the General Education Board and by James Wilson for the Department of Agriculture. Work in weevil-infested states was to be paid for, as before, with govern​ment funds, while work in noninfested States, where the government could not go, was to be undertaken at the cost of the General Educa​tion Board. People in any state had no way of knowing whether the demonstration work carried on within their boundaries was financed by the Department of Agriculture or by the General Education Board; all funds were disbursed through the Department; all ap​pointments were made by the Department; all reports were made to the Department; and all authority was exercised by Dr. Knapp.

The Board wisely eschewed all control, asking only to be kept informed with monthly reports on expenditures and a final year-end report on progress. Its single purpose was to extend the "Knapp move​ment" as the best means to its own end of increasing the taxable wealth of the South in order to provide the financial base for the better educational system so badly needed.12

The Board began its partnership with a contribution of $7,000 for 1906, which was all Knapp then could use. Year by year aid was increased, soon passing the $100,000 mark and reaching a peak of $252,000 for 1913-1914, the last year of contribution before the enactment of the Smith-Lever bill. The total sum came just short of the million dollars originally pledged by Mr. Rockefeller in 1902 to the newly organized Board, and then repledged by its officers to Dr. Knapp after their conference in Washington in the spring of 1906.13

The Board's money went first into Mississippi, then to Alabama, Virginia, Georgia, and the Carolinas. 14 As the weevil advanced into uninfested States, the Government took over the costs of the cam​paign there; the Board withdrew and applied its funds to starting the work in new territory. The force of agents expanded with the work and with the increasing sums allotted both by Congress and the General Education Board. During the years 1904 to 1906 the number of agents employed is an estimate only; it fluctuates between twenty and fifty men depending on the season of the year. 15 In 1906 twenty were supported by the Government and four by the Board; the following year, there were twenty-one and fifteen, and in 1905, seventy-one and eighty-five; 16 by 1914 the total had risen to 1,138 agents in all .17

Shortly after the participation of the Board began in 1906, the or​ganization of the work assumed the form it has since largely retained. Agents were given annual, not seasonal, salaries and were assigned to one county in place of the ten or twenty they at first had tried to look after. The name county agent, coined at this juncture, gained currency and superseded the earlier terms of government or Special Agent, because the rapid spread of tax support appropriated by county commissioners or local school boards enabled each man to intensify and localize his efforts within one county. As supervisor of fifteen to twenty-five county, or local agents, a district agent was placed, and over all, a directing agent for each state. The state and district agents helped the county agents with their problems, saw that the work was kept concrete, individual, and specific. Confer​ences were arranged which held the original principles up to view, and allowed for exchange of experiences in the way the early meetings did which Knapp had found invaluable in clarifying and inspiring his men. Four general field agents kept the central authority in close touch with the work everywhere in the field, discovering local diffi​culties and communicating observations on successful methods de​vised here and there.

Although the work was supported locally, in part, and agents were chosen from the vicinity by consultation with community lead​ers, authority to control the quality of the work done was carefully retained by its originator, Knapp. In this way, sterilization of the demonstration method by substitution of verbal explanation for per​sonal experiment and actual farm-condition tests was avoided. Ex​pansion was not allowed to produce mechanization of the all-im​portant technique of learning-by-doing. Organization of the work, to safeguard its basic features as it grew, was made so plainly hierarchical that one of Knapp's early agents greatly amused him by declaring shrewdly:

"Dr. Knapp, you must be a Methodist. You have your organization just like the Methodist Church. You are the Bishop. Mr. Bentley

[the State agent] is the Presiding Elder, I am the local preacher or pastor, the demonstrators are the Amen brethren, the cooperators the common members while the rest of the people are the unconverted friends." 18

Results, from the Board's point of view, were all that had been hoped for. The demonstration methods generally doubled the crop to which it was applied, whether cotton, corn, or legumes. This was true in any state: the yield of demonstration farms was very nearly twice the general per acre average for the crop. The poorer the season the more marked was the gain of the demQnstration farms. This, of course, translated readily into money terms and could be shown to have produced a greater profit for the farmers in one state on one crop alone than the total annual appropriations for all of Knapp's agents everywhere.19

The most incontrovertible evidence of the solidity of these gains is to be found in the voluntary contributions made by the appreciative -and benefited-residents of the counties where the work was con​ducted. Beginning with the guarantee fund pledged by the community at Terrell and the help obtained from the first day of his campaign in Texas by Knapp, these donations took the form in 1906 of cash subscriptions to obtain the full-time services of an agent for a single county.

Individual businessmen, bankers, Chambers of Commerce, farm equipment and fertilizer companies, Sears Roebuck and Company (which in 1910 offered $1,000 each to the first 100 counties in the North raising an equal sum) subscribed generally $1,000 annually toward the extra cost of an agent exclusively for their county. It is amazing, but true, that local contributions of this nature, first offered in 1906-1907, surpassed the amount given by the Board in 1911-1912, and two years later were nearly as great as the combined funds of the Board and of Congress. When the Board terminated its contributions in 1914, unknown and not wealthy individuals and local tax units throughout the South had provided a greater sum than the Rocke​feller agency.20

There were other gains in addition to increased crop yields, greater farm incomes and the stimulation of local contributions within South​ern communities. Diversification, rotation, seed selection, deeper plowing, more intensive cultivation, better teams and stock and better implements went hand in hand with the expansion of the demonstration work. These, and other practices essential to the maintenance of a financially safe and agriculturally sound system of permanent farming, were soon epitomized by Knapp with a stroke of pedagogical genius-in view of the Protestant Fundamentalism of the South-into the Ten Commandments of Agriculture .21

This Decalogue, which embodied the lessons Galloway and Knapp had sought to display with their diversification farms during 1902​1904, naturally included the narrower program of the entomologists' cultural remedy for the ravages of the boll weevil. The real enemy -careless, wasteful farming-was, through Knapp's device, asso​ciated with the moral imperatives and taboos of the section. The Ten Commandments included the elements of good farm management that had been underscored by Spillman's office: a larger work output per man; better utilization of idle acres and waste products; a better accounting system to discover the gain or loss per each farm product. These practices, too, had been preachments of Knapp's back in the days of his Western Stock Journal. They had been the subject of dis​courses by "Tama Jim" Wilson at the Iowa Improved Stock Breeders' meetings, and had provided themes for "Uncle Henry" Wallace in the same decades of the seventies and eighties.

There was nothing new about a single one of them, as Knapp impatiently told the Senate Committee on Agriculture and Forestry in 1910. "They are not original with the Department of Agriculture. They are simply good cultural methods. We . . . found that good cultural methods . . . proved effective against all pests." 22 The entomologists had confirmed this point a little earlier in connection with their work against the boll worm, another dangerous cotton pest. "It now appears certain that both of these serious enemies of the cotton plant will be best controlled by identically the same methods of improved farm practices." 23

What was indubitably new, however, was the method Knapp had developed at Terrell to demonstrate the value and importance of these basic principles to the great bulk of the adult American farming popu​lation. And this was not as easy as it looked. It was not a simple matter, Knapp told the House Committee, to condense the details that took a committee of intelligent men a month to cover into such form that "the common negro can understand them. It is a task like the old system of theology where the whole law and the prophets had to be boiled down into the Ten Commandments before the common people could get at a code of morals." 24

This the agricultural colleges and the experiment stations had not done-they had not provided the people with a code of agricultural salvation. Knapp did it. For that he was regarded as a messiah by the impoverished, neglected Southern farmer, and his spokesmen. Because he was doing it, he came to be looked upon elsewhere with suspicion as to his motives and with scorn by specialists who rarely know the need to popularize and simplify their careful findings for the common man.

Research workers and agricultural educators at a distance from the scene of Knapp's labors came to fear the man and the tide of popular support he was generating among their rural constituencies. Their fear was hardened, too, by an unacknowledged sense of guilt that the elaborate and expensive land-grant college system plus their experiment stations had failed to keep faith with the public and the rural population to whom promises of direct aid in agricultural and mechanical callings had long been made as an inducement to give financial and political support to their institutions. For these reasons it came about that the backing provided by the General Education Board intensified at once the spread and widening support of the work Knapp was doing-and the opposition and antagonism to it.

Because in all of pre-World War America only "Teddy" Roosevelt regularly attracted more public interest than John D. Rockefeller with his Oil Trust, his fabulous fortune, and his ever-widening and breath-taking philanthropies, the action of his General Education Board in selecting Seaman A. Knapp and his Farm Demonstration Work to be the first recipient of their millions made him, thereafter, a marked man-both for good and ill. Reactions came at once.

The Manufacturers' Record, organ of Southern industry, which had resentfully written against the Ogden movement and the special trains that carried benevolently interested Yankees on tours of edu​cational investigation below the Mason and Dixon line, took a hostile attitude against any "dictation" from Northern capital to the Department of Agriculture and its agents in the South. Knapp promptly handled this, with the relieved permission of the Board .25 To the Record he submitted an itemized list of the Board's contributions and an exposition of the relations existing between the Board and the Department, stressing the point that the Agreement provided him a means "to extend the Cooperative Demonstration Work more rapidly than the funds appropriated by Congress permit . . . without any responsibility, expressed or implied, for the use of such funds by the Department of Agriculture." 26 "Everything," as he explained a good many times later, "shall be done under the rules of the Department, and all they do is to pay the bills." 27 Misunderstandings such as these were easier to settle than others that the Board's money brought his way.

At his first appearance before a Conference for Education in the South-an annual meeting sponsored by the Southern Education Board, and its collaborator the General Education Board, held in 1906 at Lexington, Kentucky-Knapp's description of agri​cultural conditions in the Southern states perturbed a young edu​cator from South Carolina. Taking Dr. Knapp to task for his as​sertions, Mr. O. B. Martin found himself caught up in a challenge to introduce the demonstration work to his own state and see results for himself. This proved troublesome. The President of the Agricul​tural College declined to invite Dr. Knapp to address his Farmers' In​stitute because "he did not want outsiders to come into the State, do a little work, and claim all the credit." 28 The Governor of the State was still less cordial. He declared to Martin, "Damn old Knapp! He put me out of the rice business"; and went on to explain that the development of the Louisiana prairie rice belt had crippled his Caro​lina coastal rice plantation. Although Martin pointed out that that fact should qualify Dr. Knapp to speak with authority on good farm​ing the Governor declined to yield .29 Finally, a progressive president of the State Teacher's Association extended an invitation to Knapp to speak to the teachers, which he did in 1907 at Chick Springs. This proved to be the inception of the demonstration work in that state.30

Once the work was under way Knapp took measures to assure its support. The Governor, responsive to public reaction, set aside his prejudice, took an interest in the work, and-after Knapp had visited his rice plantation and furnished advice on its conduct,31---did a great deal to promote the work, as well as taking pleasure in entertaining Dr. Knapp in the Governor's Mansion on his inspection trips.

Knapp gained the assistance and then the adherence of the State Agricultural College by the methods he had used before-and to such good effect that by 1909 he participated in a conference called to al​locate the existing spheres of cooperation and to plan for those in the future. In 1912 the first comprehensive arrangement with a state agri​cultural college was made when Clemson College in South Carolina agreed to carry on all of its extension work jointly with the Demon​stration Work conducted by the Department of Agriculture. 32

It was in South Carolina at this time that another long-headed ar​rangement produced more than average results. In consultation with Mr. Martin three of the ten agents that had been provided for the state were placed in Congressman A. Frank Lever's district, while one each was placed in the districts of the other Congressmen."' Mr. Lever was on the Committee of Agriculture in the House and had long shown an interest in the demonstration movement. Under this set-up his interest increased rapidly. He came to travel with the agents and attend their meetings. It was not long until he was the best ​informed man in Congress on the demonstration work-a position which brought him, in time, the honor of sponsoring Federal legislation designed to nationalize and perpetuate the Knapp movement and methods of teaching.

It is a human touch to record here Mr. Lever's conviction that Dr. Knapp made no "effort whatever to extend his system into other parts of the country," and that, "I am equally sure that he did not lobby, in the ordinary sense of the word." 34

Representative Lever, like many who were reared in the region where gratitude for their first agricultural awakening and greatest deliverance, was intensely generous toward Seaman A. Knapp and defensive toward any imputation of worldliness on his hero's part. Had it not been for Knapp's bold and unabashed lobbying, however, as well as for a skill at the business so adroit that three agents placed in the right Congressman's district piled up continuous dividends for demonstration agents everywhere, it might have been that the na​tional statute which rigorously prescribes their "Leader's" every prin​ciple could never have been developed to a size and strength suffi​cient to overcome the resistance of determined opponents.

Knapp's partisans feel that a sight of their Christian warrior manipulating Congress suggests a self-seeking or materialistic aim. The latter may not have been wholly lacking-it rarely is in anyone -yet there is no blinking the fact that Knapp was in deep earnest about extending his work to all the back roads of the South. He bar​gained with Congress, holding out to them the bait of General Educa​tion Board funds, offering to match dollar for dollar.

KNAPP: In order to do good work we ought to have, or rather I think the people ought to have, $125,000 a year.

REPRESENTATIVE POLLARD: From the Government?

KNAPP: From the Government, yes, sir. Then I will try to raise individu​ally a sum equal to that from friends.35

In other places too, he put to prompt use the bargaining power which the prestige and the money of the Board placed in his hands. "I proposed to the Professor of Agriculture that we join in securing an appropriation of $10,000 per annum to enable him to cooperate with us in carrying demonstration work into every corner of the state." 36

Dr. Buttrick warmly approved Knapp's tactics in making allies of the president and professors of the agricultural colleges, and was impressed with the wisdom of securing financial cooperation from the state. 37  Knapp responded to this understanding support with char​acteristic enthusiasm, "The work is so immense that I believe one of the best things I can do is to secure the assistance of everybody that is willing to help." 38 This, of course, is what he had always sought to do, but the backing of the Board greatly speeded up his efforts and, since the Doctor now was nearing seventy-five, it proved to be assistance that was most timely.

The invitation to cooperate in securing state funds soon produced results. Mississippi passed a law in 1908 which authorized county supervisors to appropriate funds for part payment of the salaries of county agents. The following year four states provided funds di​rectly from their treasuries for the same purpose and other govern​ments soon followed suit.39 Knapp now had procured "assistance from everybody" quite literally: national, state, and county governments, large corporations, private philanthropies, local associations, and pri​vate individuals. Every bit of it, as he never forgot, came as a result of public support. The base of this he now broadened greatly, thanks to the flexibility of action that the General Education Board's policies allowed and its officials encouraged.

Immediately after his first visit to Tuskegee Institute, which, along with Hampton Institute in Virginia, had been instrumental in draw​ing the attention of the Rockefellers and their General Education Board to the South '411 Knapp made another proposal for cooperation.  In a long letter he suggested that funds for a wagon which was traveling about to exhibit better implements to Negro farmers be aug​mented by the Board to pay for a demonstration agent: "They have only done Institute work, and what they need is to nail the whole prop​osition to the soil .., to get the farmer to do the work himself and make a demonstration." ¢1

He submitted in writing to Booker T. Washington, President of Tuskegee, the details previously discussed with him and his staff to "unite forces" and funds, employ a man under Knapp's charge "on the Demonstration plan" and share credit for the work done among the Negro farmers in adjacent counties.''- This scheme was readily accepted by the Board and by Tuskegee, and another large group of Southern farm folk were brought into organized acquaintance with the Farmers' Cooperative Demonstration Work .41

Two Negro agents employed for this work before the close of 1906 were the first of a force which had grown to one hundred by 1914, located in eleven states. Not only did these agents produce results as good as those obtained among white farmers " but they aided in interracial cooperation. Dr. R. R. Moton, successor to Booker T. Washington at Tuskegee, has written:

No other two men have done more for the Negro in the lower South since Emancipation than did Seaman A. Knapp and Booker T. Washington. ... If what he [Dr. Knapp] contributed to Southern agriculture, economic and social progress, including relations between the two races, had never been contributed conditions would be pitiable to contemplate.45

It was through Hampton Institute that Sir Horace Plunkett, the Irish agrarian reformer, expressed the desire to get in touch with Knapp.46 Appreciating instantly that Dr. Knapp had "converted the boll weevil into a blessing in disguise," 47 Plunkett praised him as "one of the ablest organizers of farm improvement I have ever met." 48 This acquaintanceship bore much fruit later through Plunkett's part in arousing Theodore Roosevelt's interest in creating, during his sec​ond term, a Country Life Commission, which touched off a number of developments pertaining to the demonstration work."

It was through Hampton, too, that the demonstration idea was car​ried into Canada," and later into Africa by the Jeanes Teachers and the Phelps-Stokes Fund.51

On the trip to Alabama which brought the Negro college into co​operation with his demonstration work, Dr. Knapp lined up the white agricultural college forces in that state as he had begun to do three weeks earlier in Mississippi.

The President and the Professors . . . entered into our scheme with great earnestness, and promised to cooperate in every way possible. They also assured me that they would try to secure $10,000 from the Legislature to supplement our Demonstration work. I have concluded to try to make this effective in every State. . . . Now we can say to Alabama and Mississippi we are here to do this work, provided you will appropriate as much as we do . . . the State, of course, will handle its own funds, but handle it along our Demonstration lines. 52 

So, largely through the efforts of one vigorous and capable leader, the practice of matching funds and conducting public enterprises by joint effort on a large scale was transplanted from private philan​thropic example 53 into the sphere of federal-state administration dur​ing the last years of Knapp's busy life. The Hatch Act and the Smith​Lever Act are not only milestones in agricultural education, but also landmarks in the evolution of a still emerging extraconstitutional bal​ance of power between Washington and the forty-eight states, as they also are clear embodiments of the pragmatic mind and cooperative nature of their chief begetter, Seaman Asahel Knapp.

During the summer of 1907 Knapp greatly extended his demon​stration program by bringing the farmers' boys into the work through the device of corn clubs. These he encountered in Mississippi, where an alert superintendent of schools had picked up the idea from a lec​turer on an agricultural exhibit train that toured the South during 1906.11 In Middle Western states corn contests and agricultural ex​periment clubs had been fostered among boys, and girls in a number of localities several years prior to their appearance in the South." Their value, now that the General Education Board was backing the demonstration work for its educational worth, was at once apparent to Knapp. He appointed W. H. Smith, the teacher who had applied the idea in Holmes County, Mississippi, a collaborator of the De​partment of Agriculture in order to give him the free-mail privilege of the frank, which his agents needed to keep in touch with their demonstrators, and laid plans to incorporate the idea into his en​larging movement.

The demonstration club for boys was an unavoidable deduction from demonstration projects for their fathers. Several of Knapp's agents, discovering anew that it was easier to teach new tricks to a young dog, had been working with younger men and boys from the be​ginning. One of them carried the emphasis so far that he had to be reminded in 1906 that the appropriation was for work with adults. But Dr. Knapp had been sympathetic, adding that, "You are exactly right in encouraging in any way in your power any boys who seem interested. If we can get the young fellows interested, it will mean the revolution of the agricultural interests of Texas after a while." 56 Here was another opportunity afforded by the money of the Board to get at the root of the problem, for if the farmer were caught younger a more enduring solution could be expected than the Government was getting by its concentration on adults. The Board welcomed the idea because it tended to bring the demonstration work into connection with the schools and to enrich them through a close association with the natural interests and environment of their pupils.57

In the fall of 1908 Knapp held a conference with the officers of the Agricultural College and the Experiment Station in Alabama. He had found them willing to cooperate with him two years earlier, when, con​cluding his arrangement with Tuskegee for a joint program among the Negroes, he had proposed that the College seek an appropriation from the state 58to supplement our Demonstration Work." The con​ference led to a written agreement for cooperation on boys' club work, which was drawn up and signed in 1909, a few months later. This "Memorandum of Understanding . . . relative to cooperative demonstration work in the State of Alabama" 11 marked out principles for cooperation between the Federal demonstration force and a state educational agency that were followed in similar cases and were later embodied in the Smith-Lever Act and in its administration down to the present. These were the principles that Knapp had evolved in 1906 when arranging for joint work with Tuskegee Institute; they were now more carefully and fully elaborated.

The agreement provided for joint selection of an agent and joint planning for his work, which was to be under the direction and super​vision of Dr. Knapp. It provided for joint-although not equal​ financial support, and for joint credit for the results obtained. It carefully detailed the kinds of work the agent might do, specifically excluding regular teaching at the College and reiterating the prime consideration that "his whole time [is to be] devoted to such demon​stration work as may be educational and helpful to the farmer." J9 Three years later nine state colleges had made definite commitments of this character in connection with the club work.60

The boys' corn clubs quickly gained great popularity. Because the difficulties of inducing a distrustful adult farmer, intensely suspicious of book farming, did not have to be overcome by the special type of agent chosen for that task by Knapp, it was found entirely acceptable to entrust the boys' work to regular teachers. This produced a marked change in the attitude of the colleges which had resented the exclu​sion of their graduates from the early demonstration work.

Knapp had been obliged to reply many times, in the first years of the work, to applications from agricultural college students indorsed by their professors.

There is only one question in my mind; and that is whether he has had enough practical farm experience. Our work requires the agricultural train​ing, such as you give, and in addition, a thorough knowledge of practical farming which can only be secured by living on the farm and doing the work. We wish to reach men who do not believe much in book farming although in my judgment more book farming is exactly what they need.61

Since Dr. Knapp's attitude on this point was widely misconstrued it needs emphasis that the colleges has to be educated to their task in regard to the farmer of their day quite as much as the farmer had to be shown that the colleges had information of practical value to him. The boys' corn clubs helped bridge a gulf between these two groups by introducing the college man to the use and potentialities of the demonstration technique as an educational device: "The idea of demonstration work was not only sold to farmers and the public generally, but to the colleges as well. The colleges began to realize that county agent work was good. They felt that the colleges should share in it. To this Dr. Knapp was agreed long before." 62

Just as it took special gifts to gain the confidence of the ignorant and superstitious mass of farmers it took  uncommon resolution "to meet determined opposition and discouragements from almost every educational institution in the country including most of those in the Department of Agriculture. A less determined and earnest leader would have given up the fight." 63

Echoes of this battle have been preserved by some of the older agents trained under Knapp, who, when his patience was tried, could speak his mind with great plainness. "They talk of wanting to do ex​tension," he remarked of some insistent college officials, "but they have nothing to extend." 64

Called into Secretary Wilson's office on another occasion, when a highly influential group of federal officials again were urging that the demonstration work be put in the hands of traditional educators and conducted by more dignified and professionally acceptable standards, Knapp was asked to give what reasons he had against their proposal. “Three reasons, Mr. Secretary," he said. "These gentlemen, number one, don't know anything about farming. Number two, they don't know anything about education. And number three, they don't know anything about people."

Knapp's generalship, which ultimately did bring the demonstra​tion method into nation-wide acceptance, rested upon great skill and a lifetime of experience with the three elements set forth in Wilson's office. The boys' corn clubs which soared to an enrollment of nearly 100,000 inside five years, not only turned the flank of collegiate ob​struction to demonstration work, and added another large group of enthusiastic adherents back home in every Southern Congressional district, but was also a first-rate pedagogical achievement on Knapp's part. He took over a rather superficial corn "contest" idea, which in the North was generally conducted as a race between individuals to grow a few "prize" ears of selected varieties, and made it an enter​prise of deep educational significance.

He standardized its rules by requiring a full acre as a basis for the test, eliminating abnormal yields from small, rich garden plots. He minimized the ten-ear exhibit upon which contests were won else​where by allowing it only 20 percent value in the new basis of award. He introduced cost of production as a greater factor and awarded that a 30 percent value. Thirty percent was given to yield, and another new feature was allowed the last 20 percent-a history of his crop, written by the boy. The old schoolmaster who valued good English worked that into the vital activities of the child.

The parents had to agree, furthermore, that the boy not only might strive for the prizes offered in the county, by the state and the na​tional government, too, and that he could pocket the proceeds from his acre. These were often considerable, for numbers of boys raised over two hundred bushels to the acre before their fathers' incredulous eyes, and hundreds raised more than one hundred bushels per acre​crops that brought in sums which were often set aside as nest eggs for an agricultural college education to come. The prizes, too, became valuable. "A fine percheron mare from the Central of Georgia rail​road," plows, pigs, calves, colts, books, guns, scholarships, and trips to Washington or the state capitals .65

From the corn clubs developed calf clubs, pig clubs, potato clubs, and the 4-H clubs, now one of the most vigorous interests of rural youth in America. The movement attracted visitors, inquiry, and imitation from all over the world-Brazil, Argentine, Russia, South Africa, England, and Australia. At a time when John Dewey's work in the field of education had reached no more than a few radical and experimental classrooms a majority of the counties in the South con​tained boys' corn clubs whose methods were "progressive" from start to finish.

In the terminology of that movement the clubs took up relevant, vital, fundamental activities and made them part of the normal proc​ess of growth. The activities involved were useful, productive, and made for intelligent living in the child's environment; they increased his economic competence, yet did not tie him to the soil if reason ex​isted for leaving it; they made him more contented and efficient, if he stayed. The conditions which Knapp established were those pre​scribed by the task itself; the incentives precisely the same as those that operated upon mature men and women, and the reality of both the process of the work and the result were as genuine for the child as they were for his parents.66

Girls' clubs followed immediately. A young woman teacher in a South Carolina country school, at a teachers' meeting in December, 1909, heard one of Dr. Knapp's assistants describe the boys clubs and make suggestions for a kindred work for girls. The teacher (Miss Cromer) returned home and in the spring organized the first girls' club, to grow and can their own tomatoes.67

Again Knapp appropriated an idea, systematized its application as he had done with the boys' clubs, obtained the funds from the Gen​eral Education Board (who were delighted with the continuing by​products of the fruitful idea they had agreed to back, four years earlier), and looked forward to the consummation of his work for a better rural civilization by bringing aid to the hard pressed mothers and daughters of the farm. Knapp had Miss Cromer made a special agent of the Department, although no woman had ever before been appointed for field work. Because Congressional funds could not be used for such purposes the work with girls was financed wholly by the Board e8-another instance of the importance of private freedom and prompt action.

The idea caught on as the boys' clubs had done. In three years 30,000 girls in 14 states were enrolled. A new profession for women was created-the home demonstration agent. The study of nutrition, dietetics, household management, sanitation was stimulated. So was the invention and improvement of a host of household conveniences, such as home canning equipment, pressure cookers, fireless cookers, kitchen cabinets and the hunt for labor-saving, step-saving, time​saving devices which have since made the American kitchen the envy of housewives all over the world.69

Mothers of the girls were caught up in their daughters' garden and canning undertakings. From the first they assisted on the social oc​casions which the canning club made of canning day. They contributed choice recipes and helped out with the essays and financial accounts, which were required of all members who hoped to help the club win a prize. Growing out of this partnership of the women in the home it was to be expected that enterprises interesting to the adult women would arise. The women agents taught groups of mothers how to make inexpensive fireless cookers, and how to prepare appetizing dishes to go with them. Egg-grading was demonstrated, egg-selling associations were suggested. Special touches in fine butter making and bread baking were next in order; sewing projects, water for the house, screens for the windows-and soon work for mother and daugh​ter was as varied, as welcome and as useful as the demonstration work for the boys and men had become .70

Knapp's edifice neared completion. It covered all the Southern states with agents installed in over half the counties. These agents, white and Negro, male and female, offered projects useful to the en​tire rural population. Their work was paid for from private and pub​lic sources of every variety. Basic patterns for cooperation had been established. The truth-finding research stations and colleges had been brought, for the first time, into a close and continu​ing application of their findings to the immediate, practical problems of the farmer and his family. The capstone was home demonstration work-"the great force that readjusts the world originates in the home. Home conditions will ultimately mold the man's life."',

That which made the home "the greatest of all universities" was a theme Knapp returned to again and again.

The greatest schools for the human race are our homes and the common schools-not our colleges and universities-greatest in amount and value of the knowledge required. A country home . . . with a father and mother of sense . . . is nature's university, and is more richly endowed for the training of youth than Yale or Harvard.

He exhorted his agents, as well as all rural school teachers at every meeting he could reach, to go to the assistance of the rural homemaker. As early as 1882 he was warning the faculty of the agricultural col​lege in Iowa and the principal farm leaders of the State-among them Wilson and Wallace-that the graduates in agriculture were not re​turning to farm life because the farmers' wives had instilled in their sons a disrelish for the drudgery and bleakness and meager satisfac​tions they themselves had endured.72

He was fully aware that the leading source of this dissatisfaction was economic. He made that point plain, too, on every occasion that he talked to schoolteachers or to his agents. Generally, he would pre​sent figures showing an average urban worker's annual wage as three to five times greater than the earnings of the farm worker in various states. He would ask his audience what the young man should do: "Shall he stay on the farm, accept the wages offered, and live the com​fortless life such wages can provide, or shall he go to the city, where he can earn three to five times as much and have what his ambition aspires to? If that is the whole of the proposition, and he is a man of judgment and energy, he will go to the city." 73

That this was not the whole of the proposition was the point which the Doctor organized all his speeches to prove. The Demonstration Work, of course, offered the means to correct not only such a gross disparity of income, but also a method to greatly lighten the physical labors and to heighten psychological satisfactions of the farm women.  But in his progress to this goal Knapp paused to consider other reme​dies that were proposed.

To those who were alarmed by the exodus of the best elements from country life-which Knapp compared to the manner in which "an inferior coinage usurps the place of the more valuable"-and sought to correct it by making an appeal to patriotism, he answered, "The average American boy thinks he can be more patriotic and aid his country more on an income of one thousand per year than on two hundred."

To others who were pressing for more education in agriculture in the country schools and better educational facilities in the country, he pointed out that education, instead of being a remedy for deser​tion of the country,

promotes it and always will, so long as the earning capacity in the country is so much lower than that of the city. The only way the young farmer under present conditions can be held in the country is to keep him ignorant.

Others advocate an improvement of rural conditions, better highways, better schools, free rural delivery, country telephones, more newspapers; all very good and worthy of commendation. Still others call for more Farmers' Institutes and additional agricultural colleges. Excellent sugges​tions; but every highway may be as good as a Roman road, with a free rural delivery mail box and a telephone at every crossing, and the box stuffed with newspapers; you may hold a Farmers' Institute at every third house and establish an agricultural college on every section of land in the United States, and the flow of young men from the country to the city will not be arrested in the least, so long as the earning capacity of the average city laborer, or clerk, or professional man, is at least fivefold of what the same talent can command in the country.74

The earning capacity of farmers could always be doubled, and Knapp contended that it was possible to increase it five- to tenfold .71 Even if it was no more than doubled, "our whole civilization would respond to the influence, as if touched by the prophet's rod." And this was the hope and the vision Knapp held before his agents and their sym​pathizers.

You might think the object of our work is to increase a farmer's income, to teach him how to double his crop; but if you stop there and think that is the sole object of our work you have not seen the whole there is in it. There is a higher mission than that in connection with the Demon​stration Work. We begin with the increase of the crop because that is the basis for all possible future prosperity. The farmer must be made inde​pendent. You must keep a man's nose away from the grindstone, for if it is constantly at the grindstone he can't see anything else.76

Putting first things first, Knapp hammered away at the inescap​able necessity of increasing farm income and providing the rural population with a greater earning capacity. He hammered, too, at the faith that reformers placed hopefully in religion, or in universal edu​cation, or in science, which led the people to expect "relief by some miracle of finance, a relief without toil, the bounty of the nation or the gift of God." Knapp told listeners bluntly "that permanent help could only come by human effort, that they must work out their own salvation, just as prosperity, liberty, and civilization can never be donated to anyone, but must be wrought out, fought out and lived out, till they are part of the being of the people who possess them. "'7

Knapp labored to help the farmer help himself-nothing more. He did this for the many reasons given already, but ultimately for rea​sons of the gravest social weight. He adjured his agents to remember, first that they must aid the farmer to raise his nose from the grind​stone, but that alone was not enough. The true goal was 

to create a better people . . . high-minded, stalwart, courageous and brave.... You are beginning at the bottom to influence the masses of mankind, and ultimately those masses always control the destiny of a country. If you allow their practices to sink lower and lower the country must ulti​mately drop to a lower level in moral, political, and religious tone, and we go down to degradation and infamy as a nation; but if we begin at the bottom and plant human action upon the rock of high principles, with right cultivation of the soil, right living for the common people, and com​forts everywhere . . . the people will lend their support and all civilization will rise higher and higher, and we shall ... become a beacon light to all the nations of the world. 78

Average men and women are seldom in their lives offered leader​ship and vision of such range and power. Underpaid teachers in the ramshackle one room schoolhouses of the impoverished Southern countryside and earnest middle-aged farmers recruited from their unstimulating routines to serve as agents were told that, "Your mis​sion is to make a great common people and thus readjust the map of the world," 75 and again that

A few cannot be great when the many are weak; a few cannot be wise and pure when the masses are the reverse. The great question is the edu​cation of the masses. No fortress is stronger than its weakest point. What makes a nation firm and great and wise, is to have education percolate all through the people. I want to see education in this grand country corre​spond to the country.

"A great nation is not the outgrowth of a few men of genius, but the superlative worth of a great common people." And to his listeners, stirred by the possibilities unfolded before them, Dr. Knapp declared that at their hands lay all the opportunity necessary to accomplish the supremely worthy task of "making greatness common." 80 He enumerated the simple needs of the people and showed that the two institutions which could do most to raise or depress the quality of life and character were the home and the elementary school. "The keystone of American civilization is the home . . . you can reach it from the pedestal of the common schools." 81

Directly, and in person, his influence was as great or greater than in his speeches and writings, and was quite as frequently given to lifting the mind and the spirit of his workers to the same high goals which were to be approached only by first acquiring more income and free​dom to develop.

At a meeting of the agents in North Carolina at Raleigh, early in the work when there were only about a dozen of them, and practically all of them good farmers past middle age, Dr. Knapp was standing in the hotel lobby talking to them about the great importance of the work, the pressing need of it, and the opportunity the agents had now of rendering some real service to their fellow farmers. Dr. Knapp stretched both arms, embraced as many of them as he could, and said: "God bless you and the great work you now have to do." I have never seen a bunch of men so affected and so drawn to a man as these men were to Dr. Knapp. His influence still lives with that group of missionaries and is felt in the state today.82

"Making greatness common"--always a search and the ultimate goal for Seaman Knapp the educator-is a phrase and an idea that catches the spirituality and the sturdiness of the indigenous Amer​ican ideal in accents so authentic as to recall Emerson and Whitman. One wonders if the patriarch of seventy-seven, as his Demonstra​tion Work rounded out to include the total environment of the rural family and, in its last step, entered the home, recalled his own home​spun childhood. For the old man, as a youth, had burned to found a great college. This he had done. One hundred years after his birth in 1833, the Farmers' Cooperative Demonstration Work was the larg​est adult educational enterprise in the world, measured by any ob​jective standard: size of annual budget, numbers of trained persons permanently employed on its staff, number of persons receiving in​struction, variety of subjects offered, or total number of projects un​dertaken and carried to completion .113

It had more than 7,500 agents, located in virtually every county of the nation (91 percent of the total), who visited annually a mil​lion and a quarter farm homes, conducted over a million demonstra​tions, enrolled about a million farm youngsters in 4-H club projects, and obtained the unpaid services of three fourths of a million farm men and women, who each contributed two to three weeks work as volunteer local group leaders and teachers. More important to Knapp, however, than the size of the institution he had created was its far​reaching influence. On this point the virtual unanimity of opinion is that the spirit and purpose of its founder had been pursued with re​markable fidelity.

In spite of the millions of dollars which have been appropriated ... agri​cultural extension is richer in human support than in money. The ingenuity and vision of its leaders, both lay and professional, are more admirable than the great extent of the program. It is no exaggeration to say that another twenty years of active agricultural extension in America will make as profound a difference in the quality of rural life as did the work of Bishop Gundtvig . . . of Denmark in the nineteenth century.84 

A many sided movement .., which belongs in the camp of progressive education. The felt needs of the people help to determine the program followed. . . . One outstanding aspect is that the laity provide constant checks upon the work of the professional educator. . . . The trend in progress . . . is toward including anything that is educationally desirable for the improvement and enrichment of country life.

And, as the epitome of vigor and freshness of outlook, the concluding estimate pointed out that although the extension work was thirty years old it was "still largely a pioneering enterprise." 85 That is praise which would have pleased Knapp and all his early missionary agents.

The most comprehensive and thoroughgoing inquiry yet made into the nature and accomplishments, as well as the shortcomings and unrealized potentialities, of the agricultural extension system founded by Knapp, makes its most emphatic judgments on precisely the in​tangibles which were Knapp's ultimate concern-as in his exordium "to make greatness common." 

The ultimate objective was not more and better food, clothing and hous​ing. These were merely means and conditions prerequisite to the improve​ment of human relationships, of intellectual and spiritual outlook. Apparent preoccupation with economic interests must be interpreted in terms of the purposes that material welfare is intended to serve. The fundamental func​tion of . . . extension education is the development of rural people them​selves. . . . Unless economic attainment and independence are regarded chiefly as means for advancing the social and cultural life of those living in the open country, the most important purpose of extension education will not be achieved.86

One of the rarest of all phenomena in the development and evolu​tion of institutions is for an organization to remain faithful to the intention of its founder. It is equally rare for one to receive specific praise and appreciation for embodying the spirit and ambition of its early conception. Much of the explanation for this unique and vitally important truth about the American cooperative agricultural exten​sion system can be learned only from an examination of the facts and factors that played a role during the process of its formulation into one of the great statutes of agricultural education in our country​ the Smith-Lever Act.
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