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in th e  

C o m  B e lt

Iowa’s Norman Baker

by  Eric  J u h n k e

On May 12,1930, Muscatine, Iowa, swelled to 
twice its normal population of 17,000. People 
swarmed to the Mississippi river town to wit­
ness Norman Baker's sensational medical triumph. 

Months before, Baker had electrified listeners of his 
radio station KTNT (an acronym for "Know the Na­
ked Truth") with the claim that he had cured the 
dreaded scourge of cancer at his Baker Institute in 
Muscatine. At Baker's request, KTNT listeners from 
as far away as Kansas City flocked to Muscatine for 
an open-air demonstration of his medical break­
through.

Those who expected a good show were not disap­
pointed. During the evening the charismatic 47-year- 
old entrepreneur, clad in trademark white suit and 
lavender tie, directed awe-inspiring medical theatrics 
and a parade of former patients who gave stirring 
testimonials to his powers. For the finale, a Baker sur­
geon removed the scalp and part of the skull of pa-

N o rm a n  B a k e r ’s ra d io  show s a t t r a c te d  la rg e  c ro w d s  eag e i 

fo r  e n te r t a in m e n t  (as  in th is  1930 p h o to  o u ts id e  his s ta t io r  

K T N T ) ,  and  his h o s p ita l a t t r a c te d  c a n c e r  p a t ie n ts  e a g e r  fo r  < 

c u r e .T h e  le t t e r - w r i t e r  asks th e  M u s c a tin e  C h a m b e r  o f  C o m  

m e rc e  a b o u t “ th e  a u th e n t ic ity  o f  th e  c u re s ” s ince “ o n e  so a f­

f l ic te d  grasps a t  a s tra w .”
LETTER AND BOTH PHOTOS FROM MUSCATINE ART CENTER. MUSCATINE IOWA
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BOTH ITEM S (LEFT. BELOW ) FRO M  M USCATINE ART C E N T E R  FLOUR SACK P H O T O G R A PH E D  BY R W . LUTZ

N o rm a n  M a k e r
SO LE O W N E R  v-

A D D R E S S  A L L  C O M M U N I C A T I O N S  T O  M A I N  O F F I C E  AT M U S C A T I N E .  N O T  T O  I N D I V I D U A L S

M  n a tu ra l s e lf -p ro m o te r ,  N o r m a n  B a k e r  p u t his n a m e  on e v e ry th in g , f r o m  f lo u r  sacks (o p p o s ite )  to  a ra n g e  o f  m a i l -o r d e r  

p ro d u c ts  an d  businesses, sh o w n  h e re  on  his le t te r h e a d  s ta t io n e ry .

tient Mandus Johnson, exposing what appeared to be 
his cancerous brain tissue. The 68-year-old Illinois 
farmer sat awake in a chair as the surgeon adminis­
tered Baker's special powder and carefully replaced 
his scalp. "This man is cured of cancer," Baker pro­
claimed triumphantly.

Before sending the crowd home, Baker delivered 
a rousing speech lambasting the "medical trust" for 
discrediting his cancer cure in its own quest to retain 
a prosperous monopoly on all treatment. He assured 
the crowd he would stand pat against the evils of or­
ganized medicine, and remain in the "fight for hu­
manity to the finish."

Five years before this extravaganza, Baker had 
first made a name for himself as a radio station 
owner and broadcaster in Muscatine. His daily 
broadcasts interspersed direct advertising for his 
booming mail-order business with fiery attacks 
against Wall Street, big business, and organized 
medicine. Revitalizing performance skills he had de­
veloped as a vaudeville magician in the early 1900s, 
Baker perfected a populist message that attracted 
many farmers and rural Americans who came to see 
him as a crusader against the evils of urban industrial 
society.

Baker was one of many rural demagogues, politi­
cians, and profiteers during the 1920s and 1930s who 
achieved prosperity and notoriety by feasting on the 
economic and cultural frustrations of middle

America. Their followers, wrote historian Caroline 
Bird, "were the salt of the earth .. . standing with 
pitchfork in front of their farms, their faces set against 
progress, Jews, foreigners, eastern bankers, new 
fangled nonsense, and of course sin." Throughout his 
Iowa career as a radio personality, medical charlatan, 
and political candidate, Baker would play the role of 
populist crusader for profit and fame.

uch of Baker's success hinged on his ability

m to tap into problems that had been plaguing 
Iowans for years. The so-called "Golden 
Age" of agriculture during the first two decades of 

the 20th century had reached its zenith as the market 
expanded during World War I. By 1921 the market 
had dried up and the boom was over. For example, 
the collapse of the foreign market after the war had a 
pronounced effect on Iowa's hog industry. Pork ex­
ports fell from 24 percent of total production in 1919 
to a minuscule 6 percent in 1926. Corn production 
fared little better. In 1921 corn prices fell to the lowest 
yearly average in 20 years. Land values felt the 
crunch as well. Between 1920 and 1925 alone, Iowa 
land depreciated by $2.5 billion. Overall, the 1920s 
saw Iowa farmers' gross income drop 30 to 50 per­
cent.

The poor economic climate changed the nature of



rural society. The 1920 census recorded that, for the 
first time in the nation's history, fewer than half of 
the population resided in rural villages or on farms. 
America's love affair with rural culture was dying. 
Lured away by the excitement and opportunity of 
city life, droves of farmers traded in their overalls for 
the garb of urban society.

Not only were many Americans rejecting rural 
residency, they were repudiating rural values as well. 
Popular literary works of the day reflected urban 
America's disdain for the village culture. Renowned 
Baltimore writer and literary critic H.L. Mencken led 
the charge in debunking America's sacrosanct agrar­
ian image as myth. Throughout his scathing essay 
"The Husbandman," Mencken slandered farmers as 
unconscionably greedy, inherently lazy, and cultur­
ally backward. "There has never been a time, in good 
seasons or bad," Mencken harped, "when the 
farmer's hands were not itching for more; there has 
never been a time when he was not ready to support 
any charlatan, however grotesque, who promised to 
get it for him. . .. Let the farmer ... be damned for­
ever more."

The rural depression that existed amidst urban 
prosperity spurred Iowa farmers to lash out against 
the city as the evil benefactor of agriculture's misery. 
Economically devastated and culturally disdained, 
many came to identify with KTNT's self-acclaimed 
rural crusader, Norman Baker.

T
he development of radio was integral to Baker's 
catapult to regional prominence. Even though 
still in its formative years, radio offered an ex­
cellent medium by which demagogues could satisfy 

their cravings of power, profit, and fame. According 
to historian Gerald Carson, the airwaves of the 1920s 
were inundated with "fortunetellers, face lifters, pain­
less dentists, . . . and a noisome collection of hate ven­
dors, who scraped a living out of baiting the Jews 
and Wall Street." Understandably, the early years of 
radio were hospitable to the flowering of several 
demagogues: Father Charles Coughlin, Dr. John R. 
Brinkley, and Huey Long all utilized radio broadcast­
ing to spread their messages. An aspiring radical 
demagogue himself, Baker too rushed to tap into the 
abundant opportunities radio offered.

Baker had already established himself as a suc­
cessful businessman well before the inception of com­
mercial radio in 1920. After ten years on the vaude­
ville circuit and a failed marriage, he returned home

to Muscatine in 1914 to begin a profitable career as a 
machinist and inventor. By the late 1910s, his pat­
ented air "Calliaphone," a portable organ instrument 
run on air pressure, reportedly grossed nearly 
$200,000 in a single year.

Other ventures realized similar success. Although 
Baker freely admitted that he "couldn't paint to save 
his life," aggressive marketing helped his correspon­
dence art school receive a reported $75,000 over a 
three-year span. Customer requests for picture 
frames, photo enlargements, and art supplies sparked 
a mail-order enterprise that would eventually sell ev­
erything from coffee to overalls. Intrigued by nursery 
seed salesman Henry Field's use of his Shenandoah, 
Iowa, radio station KFNF to sell mail-order products, 
Baker quickly appreciated the advertising prospects 
of radio.

In 1924, Baker approached Muscatine's Chamber 
of Commerce with plans to build a radio station. In 
return for free utilities and taxes, he promised to "lift 
Muscatine from being a little burg lost in the Missis­
sippi cornfields, to a city the whole world knows 
about." Unsuspecting of the notoriety Baker's radio 
station would eventually bring to Muscatine, the 
chamber consented, thus clearing the way for the 
construction of KTNT.

Starting a radio station proved a difficult task. As 
Baker laid plans for KTNT, private magnate corpora­
tions still exercised full control over the radio indus­
try. The federal government would not begin to regu­
late radio affairs until the passage of the Radio Act in 
1927. Until then, America's corporate giants of com­
munication had carved up the infant radio industry, 
with each company getting a piece of the pie. The 
"Big Five" (General Electric, Radio Corporation of 
America, Westinghouse, Western Electric, and Ameri­
can Telephone and Telegraph) monopolized the radio 
industry by controlling the licensing for patent rights 
of vital radio equipment, such as transmitters and 
vacuum tubes.

Forced to comply with the radio pool's licensing 
requirements, Baker's high hopes for a radio station 
turned to frustration and disgust. With transmitters, 
wiring hook-ups, transmitting tubes, and micro­
phones all protected by magnate patent rights, Baker 
faced thousands of dollars in unforeseen expenses. 
Not one to give in easily, Baker escaped some of the 
costs by building his own operating equipment. Still 
ignoring his request for a license, the American Tele­
phone and Telegraph Company urged Baker to pur­
chase time from Davenport's station WOC, owned 
and operated by chiropractor B.J. Palmer. Rejecting
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this offer, Baker traveled to the 1925 Radio Confer- officials had ridiculed his dream of establishing a sta-
cnce in Washington, D.C., and berated the communi- tion in the wilds of Iowa." But rural underdog that
cation giants in person. Speaking before the confer- he was, Baker ignored his urban critics and an- 
ence audience, he likened the radio trust to a "giant nounced that he would make KTNT "the most popu-
octopus that threatened an "end to freedom of the lar station in the United States." He assured listeners
air." With the aid of a handful of mid western con- that KTNT would provide the '■ hones t-to-goodness"
gressmen, including his friend Senator Smith small-town radio they craved as opposed to the "mo-
Wildman Brookhart of Iowa, who pleaded KTNT's notonous and highbrow" programming common
case in Washington, Baker finally received a radio li- with large city stations.
cense. KTNT's first broadcast aired on Thanksgiving Wanting a station name with recognition and
Day 1925. flair, Baker had secured call letters "KTNT." The acro­

nym served a dual purpose. "KTNT" suggested both 
the veracity of Baker's "Naked Truth" broadcasts as

B well as their dynamite explosiveness. Constructed in 
aker's crusade for freedom of the airwaves ap- Spanish-style architecture, Baker's station stood ma-

pealed to rural frustrations with urban society. jestically on a high bluff known as KTNT Hill, over-
He denounced guidelines that allowed urban looking Muscatine to its west and the Mississippi to

chain stations extra wattage power and frequency its east. Although originally licensed for a 500-watt
space, arguing that such practices drowned out transmitter, KTNT regularly broadcast at the 10,000-
smaller stations like KTNT, forcing them out of busi- watt range. When the inspectors came, remembered
ness. In an early broadcast, Baker asserted that radio former KTNT announcer Adam Reinemund, the en-

w n  B a k e r ’s s ta t io n  K T N T ,  th e  w o rd s  “ c o u ra g e ” an d  “ a m b it io n ” fla n k  th e  p h ra s e  “ to  m y  m o t h e r ”  ( to  w h o m  B a k e r  w as  

d e v o te d ) .T h e  co n cess io n  s ta n d  u n d e r  th e  to w e r  b ecko n s  c u s to m e rs  to  “ c o m e  on  o v e r” fo r  ice  c re a m  an d  c o o l d rin k s .
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gineer atop KTNT Hill would spot their car at the 
"head of the driveway." "By the time the fellows got 
up there, the dials were all registering 500 watts."

In 1931 the Federal Radio Commission (FRC) esti­
mated that Baker's broadcasts reached an estimated 
one million listeners within a 100-mile radius of 
Muscatine. However, the reach of KTNT actually ex­
tended much further. Listeners from as far as Penn­
sylvania, Manitoba, and in one long-distance recep­
tion contest, even Hawaii, could reportedly tune in 
KTNT broadcasts on their radio sets.

Baker's flamboyant style contributed to his radio 
appeal. Although his formal education had ended as 
a sophomore in high school, years as a vaudeville 
performer had honed his speaking abilities and per­
formance skills. Baker was a "dynamic and powerful 
speaker," remembered Reinemund. Catering to a pre­
dominantly rural audience, Baker scheduled his daily 
talks over the supper hour when farmers would be in 
from the fields. Starting at 6:00 p.m., Reinemund took 
to the microphone and set the stage for Baker's talk.
I was a past master of building the great Norman 
Baker," recalled Reinemund. He reminded farmers 

that Baker "saved them money" and "pro­
tected" them from the evils of urban society. 

I'd build him up," Reinemund said, "and 
at the proper moment, Norman would 

come in: 'Good evening my 
friends/ and then we'd go.

‘ s h  y o  u

//

In 1928 Baker used KTNT programming to cam­
paign for Republican presidential nominee and 
former Iowan Herbert Hoover. Hoover's challenger, 
Alfred Smith, represented the perfect target for 
Baker's populist rhetoric. With his New York City 
Tammany Hall background, Irish Catholic heritage, 
and pro-alcohol views, Smith stirred rural emotions 
and prejudices against urban society to new heights. 
On the other hand, Hoover, an Iowa native, estab­
lished his image as a farm boy "steeped in the tradi­
tions of rural America." According to historian Will­
iam E. Leuchtenburg, the 1928 campaign "reflected 
deep antagonism between rural and urban America 
which went beyond any single issue."

Playing on common rural midwestern preju­
dices against Smith, Baker's KTNT broadcasts 
maligned the New Yorker's Catholicism, Irish- 
immigrant heritage, and Tammany Hall connection. 

Baker's remarks hastened a sharp telegram from the 
Democratic Party's radio advertising agency: " m a n y

COMPLAINTS RECEIVED DEMOCRATIC NATIONAL COMMITTEE 

RE INTOLERANT RELIGIOUS PROPAGANDA EMANATING FROM 

YOUR STATION AGAINST SMITH REPETITION OF SUCH SUBJECT 

MATTER GROUND FOR CANCELLATION REMAINING FARM NET­

WORK PROGRAMS."

Not intimidated, Baker proudly sent Hoover a 
copy of the telegram and considered it a compliment 
"to the force and power of KTNT." "Bedamned as far 
as I am concerned," Baker assured Hoover, "no one is 
going to bluff me into the silencing of my station for a 
few dollars of advertising." Baker's efforts did not go 
unnoticed by Hoover. After his November 6th vic­
tory, Hoover cabled Baker to express his appreciation 
for KTNT's support.

By the late 1920s, KTNT stood as one of the most 
popular radio stations in the Midwest. Baker boasted 
that in 1927 alone KTNT had received roughly 
150,000 fan letters. Tangible evidence of Baker's ap­
peal could be seen in the crowds of area listeners 
who converged at Muscatine to picnic on KTNT 
grounds during summer Sundays and holidays. 
Normal crowds of 5,000 to 10,000 ballooned to a 
reported 50,000 one spring Sunday in 1930. "It 
was terrific," remembered Reinemund, "you

S t a t io n e r y  fo r  K T N T  a tte s ts  to  B a k e r ’s goals  

o f w in n in g  o v e r  th e  p o p u la c e  by d e d ic a tin g  th e  

s ta t io n  to  “ th e  fa r m e r ,  la b o re r , th e  c o m m o n  

fo lks  an d  th e  a m u s e m e n t  w o r ld .”  R ig h t: B a k e r  

ch ecks  a t r a n s m it t e r  in a  1925 p h o to .
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A l t h o u g h  n o t  a p ia n is t, B a k e r  poses 

w ith  a s in g e r in a K T N T  s tu d io . B elow : 

M o to r is ts  a t  o u td o o r  show s co u ld  p u r­

ch ase  gas a t  B a k e r ’s s ta t io n  ( le f t ) .
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M USCATINE ART C EN TERcouldn't fight your way through town— 
the crowds were so tremendous.” People 
came from miles around to see Baker and 
experience the carnival-like atmosphere 
on KTNT Hill. As the crowds arrived, he 
moved KTNT's broadcasting equipment 
outside so he could interact with the 
people. In between Baker's radio talks,
KTNT's troop of comedians and musicians 
performed live to the enjoyment of those 
in attendance, as well as listeners at home.
Attesting to KTNT's popularity "with the 
farmers of the Middle West” in 1928, Iowa 
City Republican leader Jerry Plum in­
formed Hoover's secretary that nine states 
had been represented at one of Baker's 
picnics.

Baker gleefully anticipated the eco­
nomic windfall afforded by the large 
KTNT crowds. Always an opportunist, he 
Watered to visitors with his KTNT chain 
store, souvenirs, restaurant, excursion 
boat, and gas station, which advertised the 
cheapest prices in town. According to 
Reinemund, such enterprises netted Baker 
$3,000 on an average summer Sunday.

As the crowds rolled in, Baker's 
charged rhetoric reached new heights.
"Learn to love the constructive Radical,”
Baker instructed his listeners in 1925. But 
even as his audiences grew, people began 
to criticize Baker's daily broadcasts, which 
spewed brash language and personal invective in 
various directions. His targets frequently included 
local business competitors, unsympathetic newspa­
pers, and all practitioners of conventional medicine.

W e a r y  o f  th e  G r e a t  D e p re s s io n  an d  e a g e r  fo r  a m u s e m e n t ,  

lo w a n s  (a b o v e ) flo c k e d  by th e  th o u s a n d s  to  K T N T ’s o u td o o r  

b ro a d c a s ts , w h e re  th e y  c o u ld  e n jo y  e n te r ta in e r s  s e t up  on  

an o u td o o r  s tag e  on  th e  K T N T  g ro u n d s .
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In one broadcast Baker accused the Muscatine Jour­
nal's editors of "visit[ing] other men's wives," and 
implored listeners to cancel their subscriptions to the 
newspaper. He referred to the State University of 
Iowa hospital as a "slaughterhouse," and labeled 
Iowa's Director of Health Investigation a philanderer, 
"lower than a rattle snake" and "worse than a yellow 
dog." For a time he even berated Muscatine's Parent 
Teacher Association as a Communist organization.

His remarks sparked a flurry of complaints to 
Hoover, as Secretarv of Commerce, and to the FRC. 
"No one escapes his tongue," complained one lis­
tener. Fed up with Baker's incessant tirades, another 
Muscatine resident pleaded with Hoover for "some 
kind of relief from our present affliction."

C
riticisms of KTNT increased in 1929 as Baker 
used the radio to promote his claims of a can­
cer cure. In April 1930 the American Medical 
Association (AMA) called upon the FRC to take ac­

tion against Baker's KTNT and station KFKB, owned 
and operated by Kansas goat-gland charlatan John R. 
Brinkley. "The Federal Radio Commission must be 
depended on by people in other states to spare them 
the possibility of hearing the obscene mouthing and 
pernicious promotions that are broadcast by the sta-

MUSCATINE ART CENTER

tions that these quacks dominate," wrote Dr. Morris 
Fishbein, editor of the Journal of the American Medical 
Association (JAMA). "If these authoritative bodies do 
not function for the good for the people, our govern­
ment must find some system that will." Spurred by 
such condemnation, the FRC began investigating 
Baker and KTNT.

After months of monitoring Baker's broadcasting, 
the FRC felt it had grounds to deny KTNT's applica­
tion for licensing renewal in the spring of 1931. Sum­
ming up his case against KTNT, the chief examiner 
for the FRC stated, "Since the home is the principal 
listening post in the broad field of radio reception, 
nothing which tends to vulgarity, immorality, or in­
decency has any place in radio communications." On 
May 13,1931, the FRC officially refused KTNT's li­
cense renewal, forcing Baker off the air a month later. 
Irrevocably damaged by the closing of KTNT, Baker 
never again realized the popularity he had found be­
hind the microphone. However, he would continually 
find other means to keep himself in the limelight.

H o s p i t a l  s t a f f  p o s e  ( o p p o s i t e )  a t  t h e  B a k e r  I n s t i t u t e .  A b o v e ,  

a n o t h e r  v i e w  o f  B a k e r ’s h o s p i t a l ,  w h e r e  c a n c e r  p a t i e n t s  c a m e  

f o r  h is  “ s e c r e t  a n d  s p e c i a l  e x c l u s i v e ”  c u r e s .

For two years before the closing of KTNT, Baker 
had capitalized on the financial possibilities of 
cancer treatment. While searching for a sensa­
tional story to print in his new magazine, TNT, Baker 

settled upon an investigative report on the cancer 
cure offered at the Charles Ozias Cancer Clinic of 
Kansas City, Missouri. Baker and TNTs editing staff 
selected five patients to test the Ozias treatment. Af­
ter reportedly witnessing miraculous recoveries in all 
five cases, TNT printed its findings and announced 
that Baker's new cancer-cure hospital, the Baker In­
stitute, would use a perfected form of the Ozias treat­
ment.

In December 1929 TNT advertised that cancer 
was now "curable without operation, radium, or x- 
ray" at Baker's hospital in Muscatine. Treatments in­
volved "secret and special exclusive" cures for cancer 
and other medical problems ranging from tuberculo­
sis to constipation. The hospital provided roughly a 
hundred beds and a staff of chiropractors and di­
ploma-mill M.D.'s advertised as "masters of their 
chosen profession."

Boosted by advertising in his own radio pro­
grams, magazine, and daily newspaper, Midwest Free 
Press, Baker's cancer-cure business boomed. Follow­
ing two open-air demonstrations in May 1930, the 
Baker Institute overflowed with new patients, who 
crowded the steps each morning clinging to the hope
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of Baker's promises. Much to the prospective pa­
tients' dismay, $10 examinations invariably revealed 
the worst-case diagnosis. With charges as high as 
$1,000 per treatment, the hospital's monthly income 
soon exceeded $75,000.

As the institute's clientele grew, so too did the 
number of dissatisfied patients and health officials 
who wrote letters alerting the AMA to Baker's opera­
tion. "You can understand [that Baker] is poisoning 
the mind of the public and is certainly a menace to 
progressive health measures," stated the Muscatine 
County Medical Society in April 1930. "It seems per­
fectly proper to me that the medical profession 
should make the initial move to put this criminal 
faker out of business," wrote another doctor in 1931, 
whose patient had died shortly after returning from 
Baker's hospital.

In the spring of 1930, following its own investiga­
tion into the Baker Institute, the AMA responded. In 
April the JAMA began a series of articles exposing 
Baker's "lies, viciousness, and quackery." In one, the 
JAMA denounced Baker's famous "skull removal" 
demonstration as a hoax; the patient had never had 
cancer, as Baker contended, but instead suffered from 
osteomyelitis and inflammation of the outer skull. 
"What the gaping crowd saw at the 'demonstration' 
was not the man's brain," explained the JAMA, "but 
the medullary portion" of the man's skull.

In another article, the JAMA reported on a farmer 
who fortunately had sought a second opinion about a 
rash after Baker's doctors had diagnosed cancer, only 
to learn from the State University of Iowa College of 
Medicine that he was merely suffering from "Bar­
ber's Itch." Whereas Baker's doctors had prescribed a 
$250 treatment and $360 for six weeks of hospital 
care, the College of Medicine released the man after 
12 days of treatment costing $49.50. JAMA's criticisms 
of the Baker Institute were echoed in editorials 
printed in numerous Iowa newspapers, including the 
Des Moines Register, the Cedar Rapids Gazette and Re­
publican, and the Muscatine Journal.

But Baker fought back. Refuting charges of self- 
interest, he portrayed himself as a heroic crusader for 
humanity. As he had with KTNT, Baker marshaled 
anti-trust sentiment to defend his cancer practice. He 
demanded to know why the AMA was intent on sup­
pressing his cancer cure. To Baker the answer was ob­
vious—money, since organized medicine stood to 
gain more profit for treatments than for cures. He es­
timated that AMA doctors profited $180,000 annually 
from needless cancer operations, radium treatments, 
and x-rays. Physicians' opposition to his cure was un­

derstandable, Baker charged, since the loss of this 
profit would "flatten out their purses considerably." 
Do not forget, he added, "M.D. stands for 'More 
Dough.'"

From its headquarters in downtown Chicago, the 
AMA stood at the center of what Baker con­
demned as the "medical trust." Founded in 
1847, the AMA had grown in stature and influence 

during the Progressive Era. By the mid-1920s, the 
AMA virtually dominated the medical profession, 
and their new JAMA editor, Morris Fishbein, had 
stepped up the journal's campaign against nostrums 
and quackery. Baker described the AMA as an octo­
pus whose tentacles gripped the medical establish­
ment in every state, county, and city. He claimed that 
the AMA's Council of Education brainwashed chil­
dren into looking upon every orthodox doctor "as a 
god," and that its Council of Health Information Pro­
paganda spread false information about treatments 
and drugs. Baker even accused school nurses of col­
lusion by needlessly frightening children and parents 
into accepting dangerous vaccinations.

"My aim," Baker professed over KTNT, "is to 
bring humanity down to a point where you will not 
trust your life, body, and soul to some man just be­
cause he has studied for four years in a university."
He assured his listeners that the Baker Institute had 
made more progress in medicine "than the whole 
State University, with all the educated doctors ... in 
the last thirty years."

Such attacks on the medical trust aligned with a 
mainstream distrust of the educated urban elite. Why 
couldn't a person like Norman Baker discover a cure 
for cancer? asked one believer, adding that even "af­
ter years of medical education" medical doctors "still 
didn't know a positive cure for the common ordinary 
cold."

Baker's assaults against the AMA featured ele­
ments of anti-Semitism as well. For example, he re­
sorted to anti-Semitic rhetoric in attacking Fishbein, a 
leading critic of the Baker Institute. In one KTNT 
broadcast Baker labeled Fishbein "the Jewish domi-

B a k e r ’s m o n th ly  m a g a z in e , T N T ,  r e p e a te d ly  a t ta c k e d  th e  

m e d ic a l t ru s t ,  an d  r e i te r a te d  B a k e r ’s s ta n d  on  o th e r  issues. 

T h e  S e p t e m b e r  1 9 3 0  issu e  ( r i g h t )  in c lu d e d  a t e a r - o u t  

a ff id a v it  fo rm  re q u e s tin g  th a t  K T N T  be g ra n te d  a p e r m a ­

n e n t licen se . R e a d e rs  w e re  in s tru c te d  to  sign th e  fo rm  in fro n t  

o f  a n o ta r y  and  m a il i t  to  th e  F e d e ra l R a d io  C o m m is s io n .
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nator of the medical trust of America." A week later 
he proclaimed that Fishbein's animosity towards the 
Baker Institute resulted from his "Jewish tendency 
[to] get mad a t. . . anything they can't get a dime out

law was the result of an underhanded deal between 
state government officials and crooked meatpackers 
in search of ways to acquire cheap beef. One article 
was subtitled "How Tuberculized Cattle Are Slaugh­
tered and Sold for Meat as Part of the Outrageous 
Graft of Doctors, Officials, Dealers, and the Packing 
Interests." Bombarded with such propaganda, many 
Cedar County farmers suspected that the allegedly 
"diseased" cows were actually hauled off to packing 
plants and butchered as normal beef.

When not broadcasting and editorializing, Baker 
stumped Cedar County in his eye-catching lavender 
convertible. He was involved in at least one of the 
many barnyard rebellions that turned away veteri­
narians. At one skirmish Baker snapped a picture of a 
frightened veterinarian trapped in his vandalized car 
by a mob of unruly farmers.

Although the farmers' resistance crumbled when 
state militia arrived in Cedar County, essentially end­
ing the Cow War within weeks, Baker had been en­
couraged by the farmers' enthusiasm for him, and he 
soon began to test Iowa's political waters for a poten­
tial bid for governor in 1932. During a whirlwind 
speaking tour, which Baker boasted reached 225,000 
potential voters, he attacked the medical and radio 
trusts and addressed political and economic issues 
important to farmers. Speaking at "Baker Day" in 
Winfield, Iowa, he assured cheering crowds that de­
spite his personal struggle against continual persecu­
tion "he was never too busy to aid the farmer."

Baker offered listeners a panacea to aid farmers 
and end the Great Depression. His so-called "Baker 
Plan" proposed uniting farmers into one organiza­
tion. Speaking before 8,000 in Abingdon, Iowa, Baker 
warned farmers they would continue to serve as 
"tools of Wall Street and big business" if they re­
mained "a house divided against itself." He envi­
sioned a united farm union acting as an agricultural 
cooperative "advocated by the Government" yet 
"without Government connection," which would 
control prices, ensuring farmers cost of production 
plus a reasonable commercial profit.

Rather than working through other existing farm 
organizations, Baker helped establish the United 
Farm Federation of America (UFFA) in January 1932. 
Despite early enthusiasm reflected in Baker's Midwest 
Free Press, the UFFA's initial meeting attracted only 13 
farmers willing to pay the organization's $10 mem­
bership fee. The UFFA dissolved later that year.

Conveniently, Baker's plans for farmer prosperity 
brought prosperity to himself. In speech after speech, 
he correlated agricultural recovery with the success

Baker also eroded the public's trust in the medi­
cal establishment by condemning preventive medi­
cine. Isolated farmers, many of whom already ab­
horred industrial technology, questioned the neces­
sity of new and often imperfect medical advances. 
Baker invoked horrific images of pedophiliac physi­
cians, asking KTNT listeners why doctors vaccinated 
young children in the leg rather than the arm. "Is it 
because they like to feel the legs of these innocent 
little girls?" suggested Baker. "Is it not a fact," he con 
tinued, "that many of these men use their profession 
as an excuse to fondle and gaze upon the nude parts 
of innocent children?"

During the spring of 1931, Baker's campaign 
against preventive medicine helped incite a 
minor farm rebellion in eastern Iowa. When 

Iowa State Department of Agriculture veterinarians 
attempted to enforce a statewide law of mandatory 
bovine tuberculosis testing, Baker used KTNT and 
the Midwest Free Press to denounce the action as 
"shameful" evidence of "the shackles of the medical 
trust" in Iowa. In Cedar County, which bordered 
Muscatine County to the north, farmers brandished 
pitchforks, two-by-fours, and rubber hoses in protest 
against perceived injustice and oppression. The con­
flict, which culminated with the mobilization of the 
state militia in late September, became known as the 
Cedar County Cow War.

Until it closed in June 1931, KTNT served as a vi­
tal medium for dissemination of anti-testing senti­
ment. As the official voice of the Iowa Farmers'
Union, KTNT broadcast farm leaders' speeches warn­
ing that the tuberculin test was unreliable and caused 
healthy pregnant cows to abort. Likewise, Baker lam­
basted the testing procedure and all who supported 
it. His broadcasts, recalled former governor Dan 
Turner, "bait[ed] farmers, challenging them to take 
up pitchforks and any other weapons and throw the 
veterinarians off the farms."

Baker's Midwest Free Press suggested that the test

D a k e r  used his n e w s p a p e r, th e  M id w e s t  Free Press ( le f t ) ,  to  

s tir  th e  fires  o f  m id w e s te rn  d is c o n te n t d u r in g  th e  e a r ly  I 930s.

NEW SPA PER AND CARRIER BAG FROM  MUSCATINE ART C EN TER . PH O TO G R A PH ED  BY R W LUTZ
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of his own business enterprises. With KTNT silenced 
by the "trust” interests, Baker reminded farmers that 
they needed "a powerful medium which would give 
the farmer a voice in national as well as state poli­
tics.” Baker's own Midwest Free Press could be such a 
medium, he urged, if enough farmers bought sub­
scriptions and boosted its circulation.

Although crowds continued to attend Baker's 
speeches and rallies, the /AAiA's campaign against 
the Baker Institute began to take its toll. Between 
June 1931 and January 1932, the institute's monthly 
revenue dropped from $75,232 to $7,008. Seeking 
compensation for damages to his business and repu­
tation, Baker filed a $500,000 libel suit against the 
AMA. In February 1932, the case went to court in 
Davenport, Iowa.

The trial proved disastrous for Baker. His skills 
as a rhetorical bully and master propagandist, which 
had worked so well over the airwaves, proved inef­
fective in the courtroom. With testimony from former 
Baker Institute patients and employees, chief AMA 
counsel Charles Dutcher presented damning evi­
dence of Baker's quackery. Dutcher showed that all 
five of Baker's original test patients had died, al­
though KTNT and TNT had continued to advertise 
these cases as "success stories.” A former hospital 
employee revealed that Baker's secret cancer-curing 
liquid was nothing more than a mixture of clover, 
corn silk, watermelon seed, and water. Moreover, 
upon cross-examination, Baker was forced to admit 
that neither he nor any members of his medical staff 
had any academic training in cancer treatment.

Baker had planned on combating AMA wit­
nesses with a string of patient testimonials. 
However, his pretrial campaign to solicit 
former patients to testify received mixed responses.

T am very sorry I will be unable to appear at your 
trial,” replied former patient Mrs. Von Huffal of 
Galesburg, Illinois. "I have been in the hospital for 
the past four weeks . . . suffering from the same 
trouble I had at your hospital, only more so. About 
the only thing you relieved me from permanently 
was money and I don't think it was for humanity's 
sake as much as Norman Baker's. I'm afraid that my

B a k e r ’s days o f  s tu d io  t im e  ( le f t )  had  b e e n  o v e r  s ince K T N T  

lost its licen se  in 1931 . B u t his n a m e  s tayed  in Io w a  h e a d lin e s  

th ro u g h  th e  m id -1  930s , as he  fa c e d  c o n te m p t  c h a rg e s  and  

c a m p a ig n e d  fo r  th e  U .S . S e n a te .

friends that were there at the same time will also be 
unable to appear as most of them are dead now."

Experts who testified on Baker's behalf were 
quickly ripped apart under cross-examination and 
the counter testimony of the AMA's own medical ex­
perts. After the month-long trial, the evidence expos­
ing Baker 's quackery was overwhelming. During fi­
nal arguments AMA counsel Dutcher declared, "We 
called Baker a quack and we are not here to apologize 
for it.” After a few hours of deliberation, the jury re­
turned a verdict in favor of the AMA. In closing state­
ments, presiding judge Norbye observed, "It seems to 
me that nothing is more despicable than a charlatan 
or imposter who professes knowledge of medical 
treatment, when as a matter of fact, he has little or no 
knowledge of that kind.”

Silenced by the FRC and repudiated by the 
courts, Baker sought rejuvenation in Iowa politics. In 
June 1932, while in Nuevo Laredo, Mexico, construct­
ing XENT, a new 100,000-watt radio station, he offi­
cially announced that he was indeed throwing his 
"hat and all of [his] clothes in the ring" for the Iowa 
governorship.

Possibly to avoid an arrest warrant for practicing 
medicine without a license, Baker waged his entire 
campaign from Mexico. With XENT still under con­
struction in the months preceding the election, he de­
vised ingenious methods to spread his message to 
Iowa voters. Always the entertainer, Baker sent four 
campaign trucks rolling through Iowa counties. Col­
orful banners bore the message "Vote for Baker and 
Clean up the State Grafters," and loudspeakers 
blared speeches and carnival music.

However, his campaign on the Farm-Labor ticket 
was doomed from the start. Due to his late entry after 
the summer primary, his name did not appear on the 
final November ballot. Furthermore, his reputation 
still suffered from his courtroom loss to the AMA the 
previous spring. As the election neared, Iowa's major 
newspapers ignored Baker's campaign, but some 
smaller papers assaulted his candidacy. An article in 
the Manchester Press noted that, before his current 
Farm-Labor campaign, "Baker's interest in the farmer 
was limited to how much he could sell him."

Baker garnered only 5,000 write-in votes in the 
November election, including just 556 from his home 
base in Muscatine County. Nevertheless, consoled 
that his Cow War foe, incumbent governor Dan 
Turner, had also lost, Baker claimed moral victory 
and resigned himself from Iowa issues.

After a three-year hiatus in Mexico, Baker crossed 
the border in 1936 to face his outstanding arrest war-
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rant and to throw his hat in Iowa's U.S. 
senatorial race as a Republican. After 
serving a one-day sentence in the 
Muscatine county jail, Baker hit the cam­
paign trail. From town to town, his 
speeches interspersed attacks on the AMA 
and FRC with ideas for economic relief, in­
cluding pensions for the elderly and the 
construction of an interstate highway sys­
tem to put Americans back to work. Two 
days before the Republican primary elec­
tion, he staged another medical show com­
plete with patient testimonials and fiery po­
litical speeches. Yet, once again his show­
manship failed to produce political results: 
he managed only a fifth-place finish.

Baker's unsuccessful bids for political of­
fice suggested the limits of his appeal. Re­
stricted by the tenacious pursuit of his critics 
and the controversial nature of his message, 
Baker never secured the broad support neces­
sary for a significant political impact in Iowa. 
Despite his shrewd attempts to stir his 
audience's emotions, most Iowans recognized 
that Baker's fight against radio and medical 
monopolies was not vital to their economic and 
cultural survival. Although crowds applauded 
Baker's charged rhetoric wherever he spoke, 
few Iowans outside his stronghold in the eastern 
portion of the state considered Muscatine's con­
troversial cancer quack a viable political candi­
date. More of an amusement than a serious con­
tender, Baker received more attention for his bul­
let-proof lavender roadster than for his economic 
proposals.
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Baker's 1936 political defeat marked the 
end of his career in Iowa. Harassed by 
Iowa health authorities, Baker in 1937 relo­
cated his cancer facility to a former posh resort out­

side of Eureka Springs, Arkansas, and boasted to em­
ployees that he would "make a million dollars out of 
the suckers of the state." He advertised his new can­
cer sufferer's paradise in a mass mailing of a third of 
a million pamphlets sent throughout the nation.

Although many continued to believe his prom­
ises, Baker's hospital atop the Ozark mountains 
proved short lived. In 1940 his shady business ven­
tures finally did him in. At the urging of the AMA,

the United States government charged and convicted 
Baker of seven counts of mail fraud and sentenced 
him to four years in prison. Released after three years 
in Leavenworth, Baker lived his remaining years off 
the coast of Florida in a boat formerly owned by rail­
road baron Jay Gould.

Although Baker died at the age of 75 in 1958, his 
appeal among Iowans had expired years before. The 
end of the Great Depression and the outbreak of 
World War II had altered the environment that Baker 
needed to thrive. In the mid-1930s a Time reporter 
had observed that President Roosevelt's New Deal 
programs "were descending on the land in a gentle
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pervasive rain, dampening the prairie fire of the 
farmers' anger." As the severity of Iowa farmers' eco­
nomic frustration lifted, so did the appeal of Baker's 
populist message. In its place remained only a bitter 
memory of the misery and ill will Baker's brash in­
vective and cancer quackery had inflicted. In the end, 
hired pallbearers and a handful of onlookers at­
tended Baker's funeral ceremony near KTNT Hill, 
where 25 years earlier thousands had flocked to see 
him perform.

I n retrospect, Baker's rural demagoguery realized 
mixed results. While colorful theatrics and stir­
ring rhetoric helped Baker rake in an estimated 
$250,000 per year during his prime, the reach and 

longevity of his appeal were greatly limited. Al­
though he succeeded in inspiring some support, 
Baker's failure to influence powerful forces outside 
the corn belt insured his quick demise. Once rejected 
by the FRC, the courts, and Iowa voters, Baker's foot­
hold in eastern Iowa collapsed.

In many respects Baker actually symbolized what 
some Iowans perceived as modern decadence and 
ruthless capitalism. Newspaper editors were quick to 
point out that Baker was more urban than rural. His 
fancy suits, expensive cars, and opulent jewelry sug­
gested that he was an outsider to the rural world. Al­
though little evidence of Iowa farmers' perception or 
discussion of Baker's urban image exists, it is worth 
noting that UFFA members were disturbed when

Baker accepted the post as the association's lifetime 
secretary. After all, members noted, the UFFA was 
created for "farmers only" and Baker had never been 
a farmer.

Questions of credibility also hindered his accep­
tance. With his sales-pitch mentality and hot temper, 
Baker struggled to maintain an image of a benevolent 
and ingenuous reformer. Most Iowans saw through 
his radical screen and recognized Baker for the hus­
tler he was. A newspaper reporter spoke for many Io­
wans when he denounced Baker in 1931 as a "popu­
list firebrand who does not hesitate to arouse the bas­
est passions of men in order to further his ambition." 
Baker fooled only some, and even then it did not last.

Nevertheless, Baker's appeal cannot be glossed 
over. Baker reflected the unsettled environment of the 
1920s and 1930s. Genuine economic and cultural ten­
sions threatened Iowa's farmers and hastened their 
acceptance of populist rhetoric, whether constructive 
or not. Seeking scapegoats and a vent for frustration, 
many Iowans eagerly turned their resentment to­
wards the power brokers of urban industrial society. 
The time was ripe for a demagogic prophet of deceit 
to prosper, and Baker had seized the moment. ♦>

Eric Juhnke is a doctoral student in U.S. history at the Univer­
sity of Kansas. He plans to continue his research on Norman 
Baker for his dissertation on medical quackery of the 1920s and 
1930s. He thanks the Iowa Sesquicentennial Commission and 
the State Historical Society of loum for a Sesquicentennial grant, 
which helped fund this research.
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'Shortening the river
Henry Bosse's images 
of the changing Mississippi

by Ron W. Deiss

he military engineers of the 
Commission have taken 
upon their shoulders the job 

of making the Mississippi River 
over again/' Mark Twain observed 
in 1883, "a job transcended in size 
only by the original job of creating 
it. They are building wing dams 
here and there, to deflect the cur­
rent; and dikes to confine it in nar­
rower bounds; and other dikes to 
make it stay there."

Twain, in Life on the Mississippi, 
was referring to the enormous 
changes federal engineers were 
undertaking on the Upper Miss­
issippi River. And he doubted that 
their efforts would succeed: "They 
have started in here with big confi­
dence, and the best intentions in 
the world; but they are going to get 
left. What does Ecclesiastes 7:13 
say? ['Consider the work of God; 
for who can make that straight 
which He hath made crooked/] 
Says enough to knock their little 
game galley-west, don't it?"

About the same time that Mark 
Twain was remarking on what he 
called "shortening the river," an­
other American, also entranced by 
the Mississippi, was photograph­
ing the river, its commerce, and the 
make-over that Twain was scoffing 
at. Henry Peter Bosse would pho­
tograph the Upper Mississippi be­
tween 1883 and 1892, thereby 
chronicling the river during a piv­
otal period of its history and dur­
ing one of America's largest civil 
works projects.

Since the mid-19th century, 
photographers had been hired to 
record large government surveys, 
scientific expeditions, and civil 
works projects, generally within 
the context of discovery, explora­
tion, or change in the landscape. 
Although many photographed the 
river between St. Paul and St. 
Louis, Bosse captured its essence, 
with excellent composition and 
unequaled aesthetic appeal.

Born in 1844 in Prussia, Bosse

A m o n g  th e  r iv e r  im p ro v e m e n ts  Bosse p h o to g ra p h e d  w e re  c o n s tr ic t in g  o r  w in g  d a m s  ( le f t ) ,  w h ic h  r e ­

d u c e d  th e  n a tu ra l m e a n d e r in g  an d  b ra id in g  o f  th e  r iv e r  by c o n tra c t in g  o r  c o m b in in g  flow s in to  o n e  

c h a n n e l o f  u n ifo rm  w id th .T h e s e  lo n g , n a r ro w  d a m s  e x te n d e d  f ro m  th e  b a n k  in to  th e  r iv e r  a t  v a rio u s  

an g les , s o m e tim e s  cro ss ing  s loughs to  is lands b u t n e v e r  cross ing  th e  n a v ig a tio n  c h a n n e l. D a m  c o n ­

s tru c t io n  w as la b o r  in te n s iv e  an d  b eg an  w ith  c u tt in g  w illo w  b ru s h .T h e  w illo w  w as w o v e n  an d  b o u n d  

in to  b u n d le s  c a lle d  fasc ines , w h ic h  w e re  t ie d  to g e th e r  in to  la rg e  m a ttre s s e s .T h e  m a ttre s s e s  w e re  

f lo a te d  on  th e  w a te r ,  th e n  c o v e re d  w ith  q u a r r ie d  ro c k  u n til th e  e n t ir e  s tru c tu re  s a n k .T h e  d a m  w as  

b u ilt  to  th e  re q u ire d  h e ig h t by a lte r n a t in g  layers  o f m a ttre s s e s  an d  ro c k . A s s iltin g  o c c u rre d  b e h in d  

th e  d a m , th is  f u r t h e r  c o n s tr ic te d  th e  c h a n n e l, in c re a s e d  th e  c u r re n t ,  an d  s c o u re d  th e  r iv e r  b o t to m , r e ­

s u ltin g  in an  even  d e e p e r  c h a n n e l. W in g  d a m  c o n s tru c tio n  w as so e x te n s iv e  th a t  by 1880  C o rp s  e n g i­

n e e rs  w o r r ie d  th a t  th e y  w o u ld  e x h a u s t th e  n a tiv e  w illo w  supp lies . u s  a r m y  c o r p s  o f  e n g i n e e r s  r o c k i s l a n o o i s t r i c t
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R a f tb o a t s  lik e  th e  W. J. Young Jr. (a b o v e ) w e re  th e  w o r k ­

h o rs e s  o f  th e  M iss iss ip p i, s te e r in g  e n o rm o u s  ra fts  o f  logs to  

s a w m ills . In  B o sse ’s 1885 p h o to g ra p h , th e  ra f ts m e n  le a n  on  

t h e i r  c a n t h o o ks  an d  fa c e  th e  c a m e r a . T h e  m a n y  ric k s  o f  

c o rd w o o d  fo r  fu e l on  th e  m a in  d e c k  sug gest a lo n g  h a u l, 

p ro b a b ly  to  C lin to n , Io w a .

In  I 8 8 2 , M a r k  T w a in  had  d e s c rib e d  such r a f ts :“ U p  in th is  

re g io n  w e  m e t  m a s s e d  a c re s  o f  lu m b e r  ra fts  c o m in g  

d o w n — b u t n o t  f lo a t in g  le is u re ly  a lo n g , in th e  o ld -fa s h io n e d  

w ay, m a n n e d  w ith  jo yo u s  an d  re c k le s s  c re w s  o f  fid d lin g ,

s o n g -s in g in g , w h is k y -d r in k in g , b re a k -d o w n -d a n c in g  ra p s c a l­

lions; no , th e  w h o le  th in g  w as  sh o ved  s w ift ly  a lo n g  by a 

p o w e rfu l s te r n -w h e e le r ,  m o d e rn  fa s h io n , an d  th e  s m a ll 

c re w s  w e re  q u ie t ,  o rd e r ly  m e n , o f  a s e d a te  business a s p e c t, 

w ith  n o t a s u g g e s tio n  o f  ro m a n c e  a b o u t  th e m  a n y w h e re .” 

T h e  W. J. Young Jr. w as  b u ilt  in D u b u q u e  in I 8 8 2  fo r  sa w ­

m ill  b a ro n  W .J . Y o u n g , C l in to n ’s seco n d  la rg e s t e m p lo y e r .  

F ro m  1866  to  I 8 8 6 ,Y o u n g ’s B ig  M ill r e p o r te d ly  had  th e  

la rg e s t saw  in th e  W e s t ,  w ith  a 1 ,0 0 0 -h o rs e p o w e r s te a m  e n ­

g in e  an d  a f ly w h e e l 18 fe e t  in d ia m e te r .
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was formally educated in art and 
engineering. About 1870, he immi­
grated to America, and by 1874 
had entered the U.S. Army Corps 
of Engineers as a draftsman at St. 
Paul, Minnesota. Four years later, 
Bosse was transferred to Rock Is­
land, Illinois. He stayed in this 
area, working for the Corps for the 
remainder of his life. He would be 
remembered as a creative, talented 
artist with a sense of humor, and, 
in his obituary, as "a man of cul­
ture and impressive intellect, al­
beit of aristocratic manner.... with 
a robust physique and pronounced 
military bearing."

osse's tenure in the Corps 
fell within one of its major 
phases of improvement to 

make the river more navigable, es­
pecially where rapids and obstruc­
tions had long endangered river 
traffic. Although the most skilled 
steamboat pilots learned to navi­
gate stretches of treacherous wa­
ters by memorizing landmarks, 
watching the water surface, and 
noting changes, steamboat explo­
sions, fires, collisions, groundings, 
and wrecks were common.

Efforts earlier in the century 
had only begun to address the 
problems. Then, after the Civil 
War, a booming lumber industry 
and westward settlement pro­
vided military and economic justi­
fications for viable river transpor­
tation. Speculating that extensive 
river improvements would reunite 
the country by opening up trade 
routes between the North and 

South, Congress assigned the U.S. Army Corps of En­
gineers the monumental task of improving inland wa­
terways under legislative acts in 1866 and 1878.

This second act, a comprehensive project called 
the Upper Mississippi River Improvement, required 
the construction and maintenance of a 690-mile-long 
channel with a guaranteed depth of 4,/2 feet. This 
meant that steamboats with just under that much draft 
would now be able to use the Upper Mississippi from

the spring rains until the winter freeze. Yet many pi­
lots thought that the Corps would fail, that it was an 
impossible feat to alter the tremendous force of the 
Mississippi. Rivermen's jests quickly diminished as 
the navigation season was extended, and wrecks and 
groundings decreased.

As a Corps draftsman during this era, Henry 
Bosse created maps, navigational charts, plans, and 
specifications for harbor, levee, and channel improve­
ments. By 1883, he had begun to compile a compre­
hensive photographic record of Corps work as part of 
the immense support documentation necessary. Many 
of his photos were included in Corps reports to Con­
gress describing improvements, recommending 
projects, and justifying expenditures.

During reconnaissance surveys, Bosse traveled by 
steamboat, assisting engineering parties, recording 
river conditions, and documenting construction 
projects. Bosse and at least one assistant would trans­
port his heavy camera, tripod, llxl4-inch "dry chemi­
cal” plate glass negatives, and other accessories to the 
chosen site—often a bluff or hillside overlooking the 
river. He composed other images from levees or sand­
bars, from high rooftops or the river's edge.

Bosse used cyanotype, albumen, and various gela­
tin black-and-white processes to print from his nega­
tives. Although the cyanotype process was relatively 
inexpensive (it would eventually evolve into the blue­
print process), it yielded great clarity. Its characteristic 
Prussian blue penetrated the paper, providing the 
high degree of resolution and stability preferred by 
engineers, scientists, and artists.

Bosse took approximately 300 different images of 
the Upper Mississippi River Improvement; a sampling 
of his photos related to Iowa appears here. He meticu­
lously documented subject, location, direction, and 
water conditions. He framed his images with oval, cir­
cular, or rectangular mats or vignettes, and bound sets 
of them into albums, each with an elaborately hand- 
lettered and decorated frontispiece.

One of the albums was displayed at the 1893 
World's Columbian Exposition in Chicago, following 
a request by the War Department that all major civil 
and military branches provide photographs, maps, or 
exhibits. The album's depiction of waterway improve­
ments and river commerce would have fit in perfectly 
with the fair's intention to glorify human achieve­
ments in the New World. A few of the albums were 
apparently presented to high-ranking engineers, and 
over the years they passed into the hands of river his­
torians and collectors; others remained with the Army 
Corps of Engineers. Today, only six bound sets of al-
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bums of Bosse's rare photos are known to still exist.
Without question, the improvement of the river as 

a transportation system is the dominant or implied 
theme of Bosse's photographs. Although people are 
not central to the photographs, Bosse included human 
figures in many images to provide scale or add depth, 
to animate improvements or generate interest. A few 
images with people provide insights into the Corps 
and its infrastructure, illustrating the social and mili­
tary hierarchy of the river. Employees are shown at 
their assigned posts: pilots in the pilothouse, mechan­
ics close to equipment or locks. Surveyors hold range 
poles, and crews operate dredges and boats. Seasonal 
or contracted laborers are engaged in chores under the 
watchful eyes of their supervisors and seem indiffer­
ent to the photographer. In contrast, officers, engi­
neers, and supervisors convey a military presence, 
proudly facing the camera or monitoring the workers

Bosse's formal education and training as an illus­
trator are evident in the quality and consistency of the 
photographs. Bosse composed images that embody 
the essential characteristics of the river and its valley. 
In his bird's-eye perspectives, the viewer is drawn into 
the grandeur through the varied topographic relief. 
His compositions reveal varying degrees of influence 
by 19th-century romanticism; many of his "vistas” de­
pict idyllic and ageless scenery or natural settings.

Yet, as pointed out by the curator of photography 
at the Smithsonian's National Museum of American 
History, Bosse's photographs also reveal a shift from 
romantic to industrial and geometric subjects. The hu­
man artifice of Bosse's vistas are the monumental fea­
tures of river improvements. Bridges and urban 
growth serve as popular symbols of industrial com­
plexity, opportunistic development, and evolving 
transportation networks of the late Victorian period. 
Although the enormity of the river sometimes dwarfs 
the structures, the images give a decided air of cred­
ibility and dignity to the massiveness of architecture 
and the built environment.

The dynamic change that underlies Bosse's com­
positions also reflect changes in the dynamics of river

commerce and communities. By the late 19th century, 
river traffic was decreasing. Even as the Corps tamed 
the Mississippi, the hills and valleys of the Upper 
Midwest were being stripped of timber for lumber, 
lath, shingles, and millwork, and the extensive prai­
ries turned to cropland and pasture. Although river 
traffic remained important for moving agricultural 
products and timber, it was seasonal, costly, ineffi­
cient, unpredictable, and limited to short-haul routes. 
Conversely, the extensive railroad system that con­
nected nearly every settlement coast to coast supplied 
the raw materials to industries and carried the larger 
share of agricultural products to market.

Nevertheless, Corps improvements continued, 
long after Bosse's death in 1903. In efforts to accom­
modate larger boats, barges, and towboats, Congress 
authorized first a six-foot and then a nine-foot chan­
nel. By 1940, the nine-foot channel and its system of 27 
locks and dams were completed; in response, river 
traffic picked up as new diesel towboats barged the 
nation's grain, fuel, and other bulk commodities.

Bosse's photography shows the Upper Missis­
sippi transformed from a natural, free-flowing, 
sometimes dangerous river into a safe, depend­

able transportation waterway. As a comprehensive, 
thematic collection, it comprises informative, well- 
documented scenes taken at appropriate intervals; at 
the same time it depicts the beauty and grandeur of 
the river. His treatment of the subject matter illustrates 
change and growth within aesthetic compositions, 
rather than emphasizing romantic nostalgia with tra­
ditional symbols. Bosse succeeded as one of the earli­
est landscape photographers to depict modern con­
structs as having artistic merit. He left a superb photo­
graphic record of the Corps of Engineers' great experi­
ment of "shortening the river" and of the changing 
commerce and landscape of the Upper Mississippi.

Ron W. Deiss is a historian and district archaeologist for the 
U.S. Army Corps of Engineers in Rock Island, Illinois, and has 
published many histories and excavated many sites on the river.

NOTE ON SOURCES
Major sources include: Ed Brick, “Mike Spettel's Better Bridge—Part Bridge, Part Pontoon, Big River 1:12 (1965); William Petersen, "Mississippi 
River Floods," Palimpsest 46:7 (1965); A. W. Robinson, "Dredges: Their Construction and Performance . . .  / '  Transactions of the American Society of 
Civil Engineers, 54(C) 1905; Lucy Rodenberg, "Rafting and Lumber Business Played Big History," North Iowa Times (Feb. 21, 1966); Everett A. 
Streit, Once Upon a Time, vols. 1,2 (Clinton: Clinton-Herald, 1993); Sally Scarff, Marquette Valley News (March 1966); Robert Taft, Photography and the 
American Scene (New York: Dover, 1964); John Thompson, Biographical Notes and Commentary on the Work of Henry Bosse (1991 report for U.S. Army 
Corps of Engineers, Rock Island District); C. MacDonald Towmsend, "The Improvement of the Upper Mississippi River," Engineering News 61:18 
(1909); Roald Tweet, Rock Island District: 1866-1983 (Rock Island: U.S. Army Engineer District, 1984), and Taming the Des Moines Rapids: The 
Background of Lock 19 (1978); U.S. Army Corps of Engineers publications and annual reports (1875-1926); War Dept, correspondence regarding 
Bosse's death in the National Archives and Records Administration; Frederick Way, Jr., Way’s Packet Directory, 1848-1983 (Athens: Ohio Univer­
sity, 1983); and Way's Steam Towboat Directory (1990). Complete annotations are in the Iowa Heritage Illustrated production files (SHSI-Iowa City).
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U S  ARMY C O R P S  O F E N G IN EER S. ROCK ISLAND OISTRICT

In  1885 Bosse p h o to g ra p h e d  th is  v ie w  o f  N o r t h  M c G re g o r ,  

Io w a , and  its p o n to o n  b r id g e  in th e  d is ta n c e . H e r e  in 18 3 6 ,  

a S c o ts m a n  n a m e d  A le x a n d e r  M c G r e g o r  h ad  e s ta b lis h e d  a 

fe r ry  across th e  r iv e r  f r o m  F o r t  C r a w fo r d  a t  P ra ir ie  D u  

C h ie n ,W is c o n s in . F o llo w in g  th e  C iv il W a r ,  th e  tw o  n a m e ­

sake Io w a  v illages  o f  N o r t h  M c G r e g o r  an d  n e a rb y  

M c G re g o r  g re w  in to  th r iv in g  p o r ts . In  th e  e a r ly  I 8 7 0 s , th e  

C h icag o , M ilw a u k e e , a n d  S t. P au l R a ilro a d  ch o se  N o r t h  

M c G re g o r, th e  s m a lle r  o f  th e  tw o  to w n s , as a b r id g e  s ite  

because o f  an e x t r e m e ly  lo w  a p p ro a c h  g ra d e  an d  an  is land  

b e tw e e n  th e  sh o res . In  I 8 7 3 , ra ilro a d  a g e n t Joseph L a w le r  

c o n s tru c te d  fix e d  spans on  th e  b an ks  a n d  th e  in te rv e n in g  

is land, b u t he la c k e d  a sp ec ific  p la n  to  c o n n e c t th e s e  a p ­

p roaches  fo r  ra il t ra v e l w ith o u t  o b s tru c t in g  r iv e r  t ra f f ic .  

M ike  S p e tte l,  a G e r m a n -b o r n  s h ip w r ig h t, d e s ig n e d  th e  p e r-  

fe e t s o lu tio n : t im b e r  p o n to o n s  c o n n e c tin g  th e  fix e d  spans. 

L a w le r  had  th e s e  tw o  p e c u lia r  s tru c tu re s  b u ilt  d u r in g  th e  

w in te r  o f  I 8 7 3 . W h e n  n o t  in use, th e  p o n to o n  s e c tio n s  

w e re  f lo a te d  o p e n , p iv o tin g  o u t  o f  th e  s te a m b o a t  c h a n n e l 

to  a c c o m m o d a te  th e  passage o f  vessels, log  ra fts , an d  ice  

f lo e s .T ra d it io n  ho lds th a t  th e s e  w e re  th e  w o r ld ’s f irs t  p e r- 

rn a n e n t p o n to o n  b rid g e s .

B o sse ’s p h o to  is d o m in a te d  by th e  W . an d  J. F le m in g  

S a w m ill an d  L u m b e r  C o m p a n y , o n e  o f  N o r t h  M c G r e g o r ’s 

la rg e s t e m p lo y e rs . D u r in g  th e  h e ig h t o f  th e  lo g g in g  season , 

th is  c o m p a n y  e m p lo y e d  120 w o r k e r s .T h e  g a n g p la n k s  a re  

e le v a te d  f ro m  th e  r iv e r  m u d  an d  h igh  w a te r  leve ls .

P r o m in e n t  a m o n g  th e  b u ild in g s  in th e  b a c k g ro u n d  is th e  

g ra n d io s e  th r e e -s to r y  M e r c h a n t ’s H o u s e ; its  im p o s in g  c u ­

p o la  p ro v id e d  k in g ly  v iew s  o f  o w n e r  G e rh a rd  W in g e n ’s saw ­

m ill  c o n c e rn s  on  n e a rb y  is lands.

D e s p ite  a h e a lth y  e c o n o m y , N o r t h  M c G re g o r  w as phys i­

ca lly  l im ite d  by th e  n a r ro w  r iv e r f r o n t  v a lle y  o f  B lo o d y  Run  

C r e e k  a n d  th e  im m e n s e  b lu ffs . A s  th e  c e n tu ry  tu rn e d , th e  

to w n ’s e c o n o m y  e d d ie d  d u e  to  d e c lin in g  log g in g  an d  r iv e r  

t ra f f ic .  In  I 9 2 0 , th e  c it iz e n s  o f  N o r t h  M c G r e g o r  o p te d  fo r  a 

n a m e  c h a n g e  to  M a r q u e t te  to  a llo w  fo r  a m e a s u re  o f  in d e ­

p e n d e n c e  f ro m  its  s is te r  c ity . T h ro u g h  th e  y e a rs , th e  p o n ­

to o n  b r id g e  w as v ie w e d  as a successful s t ru c tu ra l o d d ity , 

f lo a tin g  tra in s  o v e r  th e  r iv e r. B u t by th e  1950s, ra ilro a d  

c o m m e r c e  th ro u g h  M a r q u e t te  had  s la c k e n e d , an d  in 1961 

th e  b r id g e  w as d is m a n tle d . A lth o u g h  th e  r iv e r  lo s t o n e  o f  

its t ru ly  u n iq u e  la n d m a rk s , to d a y  M a r q u e t te  is a w e ll-  

p re s e rv e d  sh o w case  v illa g e  w ith  s p e c ta c u la r  r iv e r  v iew s.
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CORPS OF ENGINEERS. ROCK ISLBOTH IMAGES U S ARMY

O p e n e d  fo r  h o rs e  a n d  w a g o n  tra f f ic  in July I 8 9 1 (a n d  p h o ­

to g ra p h e d  th e  s a m e  y e a r  by B o s s e ), th e  F u lto n  H ig h w a y  

“ h ig h  f ix e d ” b r id g e  w as c o n s tru c te d  by th e  Lyons and  

F u lto n  B r id g e  C o m p a n y  o v e r  th e  n a rro w s  b e tw e e n  Lyons, 

Io w a , an d  F u lto n , Illin o is , o n e  o f  th e  M id w e s t ’s b u s ie s t fe r r y  

crossings. B o sse ’s p h o to g ra p h  lo o k s  w e s t to w a rd s  Lyons, 

w h ic h  w as a n n e x e d  to  C lin to n  in 1894 .

T h e  p h o to  c a p tu re s  th e  g ra c e fu l a rc h e s  an d  u n iq u e  la t ­

t ic e  p a t te r n s  e n g in e e re d  in to  th is  b r id g e .T h e  e n t ir e  s tru c ­

tu r e  h ad  a lig h t, a iry  a p p e a ra n c e  d u e  to  th e  r iv e te d  s te e l 

tru s s  f ra m in g  an d  s u p p o rt in g  t ie  ro d s . C a rs  a n d  tru c k s  us­

ing  th e  to llb r id g e  c o u ld  be  fin e d  $5 if  d r iv e n  fa s te r  th a n  a 

w a lk  o v e r  th e  w o o d e n  d e c k . T h e  b r id g e  w as d e m o lis h e d  in 

A u g u s t 1975 .
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T h is  sw in g span  b r id g e  a t  C l in to n ,  Io w a , w as b u ilt  by th e  

C e n tra l an d  N o r th w e s te r n  R a ilro a d  b e tw e e n  1864  an d  

1866, and  p h o to g ra p h e d  by B osse in 1885 . A  s w in g sp an  r o ­

ta te s  to  a llo w  th ro u g h  passage a n d  w o rk s  w e ll a t  re la t iv e ly  

level a p p ro a c h  g ra d e s .

A lth o u g h  th e  C o rp s  o f  E n g in e e rs  re g u la te d  b r id g e  c o n ­

s tru c tio n  fo r  r iv e r  n a v ig a tio n  b e c a u s e  C o n g re s s  an d  th e  

c o u rts  had  d e te r m in e d  th a t  b r id g e  h e ig h ts  a n d  p ie rs  c o u ld  

n o t im p e d e  r iv e r  t r a f f ic ,  b r id g e s  in t im id a te d  o ld e r  s te a m ­

b o a t p ilo ts , w h o  y e a rn e d  fo r  th e  days w h e n  th e  “ M iss iss ipp i 

was K in g .” B u t by th e  la te  1 9 th  c e n tu ry , th e  im p o r ta n c e  o f  

ra ily a rd s  an d  d e p o ts  h ad  s u p p la n te d  s te a m b o a t  la n d in g s  in 

r iv e r  to w n s  as tra in s  c a r r ie d  th e  l io n ’s s h a re  o f  c o m m e r c e .  

T h e ir  ro u te s  w e re  s tra ig h t ,  d e p e n d a b le , an d  lin k e d  to  a 

stee l w e b  o f d e s tin a t io n s . S te a m b o a t  t r a d e  w as  seaso n a l 

and a ffe c te d  by w e a th e r  a n d  w a t e r  c o n d it io n s .

C o n s id e re d  an  e n g in e e r in g  m a r v e l in its  t im e ,  th is  

b rid g e  w as re p la c e d  in I 9 0 8 .T oday, a ll th e  re m a in in g  

sw ingspan b rid g e s  on  th e  U p p e r  M iss iss ipp i R iv e r  a re  r a i l ­

ro ad  b rid g es ; a fe w  a lso  ta k e  v e h ic u la r  t ra f f ic .
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T h e  o n ly  p h o to g ra p h s  Bosse to o k  in th e  s p rin g  o f  18 8 8  

w e re  a  s e rie s  o f  te n  v ie w s  o f  th e  flo o d  w a te rs  w ith in  th e  

c ity  l im its  o f  D a v e n p o r t  a n d  R o c k  Is la n d , th u s  b e g in n in g  a 

C o rp s  t r a d i t io n  o f  p h o to g ra p h in g  M iss iss ipp i R iv e r  flo o d s . 

T h is  im a g e  show s F ro n t  S t r e e t  in D a v e n p o r t .

T h e  F lo o d  o f  1888  w as  o n e  o f  th e  w o rs t  on  th e  U p p e r  

M ississ ipp i. F ro m  D u b u q u e  to  K e o k u k , th e  M iss iss ipp i s e t  

re c o rd s  o r  n e a r  re c o rd s  th a t  year.

T h e  M u s c a t in e  D a i ly  N e w s  o f  M a y  I 4 , I 8 8 8 , r e p o r te d  a 

I 7 .4  I - fo o t  flo o d  s ta g e , p re d ic t in g  it  w o u ld  “ s ta n d  as th e

h ig h e s t on  re c o rd  fo r  y e a rs , possib ly  fo r  a c e n tu r y ------W h i le

th is  is b a re ly  an  inch  h ig h e r  th a n  th e  g re a t  rise  o f  I 88  I , an  

inch  a d d e d  to  th a t  m a d  flo o d  w ith  a s u rfa c e  o f  3 to  8 m ile s  

in w id th  m e a n s  a v a s t v o lu m e  o f  w a te r .”
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s ta c k s  o f lu m b e r  a w a it  s h ip m e n t  in th is  1885  p h o to g ra p h  

o f F o r t  M a d is o n . L o g g in g  w as  o n e  o f  th e  f irs t  la n d -b a s e d  in ­

d u s tries  o f  th e  M iss iss ipp i a n d  in c lu d e d  w o o d h a w k s  w h o  

supplied  w o o d  fu e l to  passing  s te a m b o a ts , ra f tb o a ts  th a t  

pushed ra fts  o f  logs d o w n s tre a m , an d  la rg e  s a w m ills  th a t  

supp lied  th e  lu m b e r , t r im ,  a n d  sh in g les  fo r  th e  M id w e s t.

C o rp s  im p ro v e m e n ts  on  th e  M iss iss ipp i re s u lte d  in 

m uch o f th e  e c o n o m ic  g ro w th  a lo n g  th e  r iv e r , e s p e c ia lly  in 

th e  lu m b e r  in d u s try . In  18 7 9 , th e  C o rp s  r e p o r te d  to  C o n ­

gress th a t  “ b e tw e e n  th e  m o u th  o f  th e  C h ip p e w a  a n d  S a in t  

Louis th e re  a re  73 m ills  on  th e  m a in  r iv e r , w ith  an  a n n u a l 

day-saw ing  c a p a c ity  o f  6 0 0 ,0 0 0 ,0 0 0  fe e t ,  e m p lo y in g  I 2 ,0 0 0  

m e n , and  re p re s e n t in g  $ 1 2 ,0 0 0 ,0 0 0  o f  c a p ita l .T h e  e s t i ­

m a te d  p ro d u c e  o f  w h ite  p in e  f lo a te d  in to  th e  M iss iss ipp i 

R iver in 18 7 8  w as 8 2 6 ,0 0 0 ,0 0 0  fe e t  o f  lu m b e r , 2 18 ,0 0 0 ,0 0 0  

shingles, an d  1 0 9 ,0 0 0 ,0 0 0  la th s .”
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D o s s e  to o k  16 p h o to g ra p h s  o f  th e  D e s  M o in e s  R ap id s  C a ­

n a l, th e  la rg e s t n u m b e r  o f  an y  a re a  o f  r iv e r  im p r o v e ­

m e n ts — e v id e n c e  o f  th e  can a l's  im p o r ta n c e  re la t iv e  to  

C o rp s  e x p e n d itu re s , an d  o f  th e  p ro b le m s  cau sed  by th e  

M is s is s ip p i’s D e s  M o in e s  R ap id s .

So  n a m e d  b e c a u s e  o f  th e  D e s  M o in e s  R iv e r  t r ib u ta r y ,  

th e  D e s  M o in e s  R ap id s  w e re  as c h a lle n g in g  a n d  d a n g e ro u s  

to  n a v ig a te  as flo o d s  a n d  lo w  w a t e r  w e re ,  a n d  cau sed  n u ­

m e ro u s  w re c k s .T h e  ra p id s  s tre tc h e d  b e tw e e n  M o n tro s e  

a n d  K e o k u k .T h is  s e c tio n  o f  th e  M iss iss ipp i w as  a v e ry  w id e  

a re a  in te rs p e rs e d  w ith  ro c k  led g es  an d  l i t t e r e d  w ith  b o u l­

d e rs  d e p o s ite d  by g la c ie rs  d u r in g  th e  la s t Ic e  A g e .T h r o u g h  

t im e ,  th e  e ro s io n a l fo rc e s  o f  th e  r iv e r  h ad  e x p o s e d  th e  

b o u ld e rs , m a k in g  th e  D e s  M o in e s  R ap id s  o n e  o f  th e  m o s t  

d a n g e ro u s  s tre tc h e s  on  th e  U p p e r  M iss iss ipp i.

T h e  ra p id s  had  b e e n  s u rv e y e d  as e a r ly  as I 8 3 7 , by L ie u ­

te n a n t  R o b e r t  E. L e e  a n d  S e c o n d  L ie u te n a n t  M o n tg o m e r y  

C . M e ig s . In  fa c t, t h e i r  o w n  b o a t  ra n  a g ro u n d  on  th e  ro cks . 

In  1838  th e y  b e g a n  e x c a v a tio n  fo r  c h a n n e l im p r o v e m e n t  

th ro u g h  th e  ra p id s  an d  c o n tin u e d  fo r  tw o  y e a rs  u n til a p ­

p ro p r ia t io n s  w e re  c u t.

W o r k  b e g a n  a g a in  in 1866 . B e tw e e n  1867  an d  18 7 7 , th e  

7 .6 -m ile - lo n g  D e s  M o in e s  R ap id s  C a n a l w as b u ilt  to  bypass  

th e  tre a c h e ro u s  ra p id s . A lth o u g h  s o m e  seaso n ed  p ilo ts  

c o n tin u e d  to  n a v ig a te  th e  ra p id s , th e  s lo w e r  b u t s a fe r can a l 

w ith  its  th r e e  locks  b e c a m e  th e  p r e fe r r e d  ro u te  fo r  p a c k e t  

a n d  f re ig h t  b o a ts .

T h e  G u a rd  L o c k  (a b o v e )  is th e  f irs t  o f  th e  c a n a l’s th re e  

lo c k s .T h is  lo c k  p ro v id e d  no lif t  o r  fa ll, b u t  w as used to  

m o n ito r  w a t e r  flo w s  a n d  p re v e n t  o b s tru c tio n s  f ro m  e n te r ­

ing  th e  c a n a l.

T h e  lo c k  w as lo c a te d  a lo n g  th e  Io w a  s h o re  n e a r  th e  

h e a d  o f  th e  ra p id s  an d  a c lu s te r  o f  b u ild in g s  c a lle d  N a s h ­

v ille  ( la te r ,  G a lla n d ) ,  an  e a r ly  t e r r i t o r ia l  to w n .T h e  s p lit  ra il 

fe n c e  in th e  fo re g ro u n d  o f  B o sse ’s 1885 p h o to g ra p h  is a r e ­

m in d e r  o f  th e  a r e a ’s ro u g h  to p o g ra p h y  a n d  e a r ly  s e t t le ­

m e n t.

C lo s e r  to  th e  r iv e r , a C h ic a g o , B u r lin g to n , an d  O h io  R a il­

ro a d  lo c o m o t iv e  w ith  fiv e  f re ig h t  cars  an d  c a b o o s e  is s ta ­

t io n e d  on  a s id in g .T h e  C o rp s  s te a m la u n c h  Louise  an d  tw o  

b a rg e s  fo r  la b o re rs ’ q u a r te rs  a re  in th e  c a n a l’s tu rn in g  

basin.
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O t i l l  w a te rs  re f le c t  th e  2 7 -s q u a re -  

fo o t  b u ild in g  th a t  h o u sed  th e  lo c k  

m a c h in e ry  a t  th e  c a n a l’s m id d le  lo c k  

(a b o v e ). B e c a u s e  th e  g a te s  w e re  

o p e n e d  an d  c lo sed  by a s te a m  p u m p , 

e a c h  lo c k  re q u ire d  o n ly  a s ing le  

w o rk e r .

L e f t :A  v ie w  o f  th e  d ry  d o c k .T h e  

locks w e re  c o n s tru c te d  o f  l im e s to n e  

f ro m  th e  n e a rb y  S o n o ra  S to n e  

Q u a r r ie s .T h e  m i t e r  g a te s  w e re  b u ilt  

o f  c e d a r  an d  cypress  w o o d . E ach  lo ck  

w as 3 5 0  fe e t  lo n g , 80  fe e t  w id e  a t  th e  

s u rfa c e , an d  p ro v id e d  a m in im u m  

d e p th  o f  fiv e  fe e t .
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ALL THREE IMAGES: U S. ARMY CORPS OF ENGINEERS. ROCK ISLAND DISTRICT

T he L o w e r  L o c k  o f  th e  D e s  M o in e s  

R ap id s  C a n a l w as  a t  th e  fo o t  o f  th e  

ra p id s , a t  K e o k u k . In  th e  a b o v e  v ie w , 

ta k e n  by Bosse in 18 8 5 , th e  Louise is 

d o c k e d  a b o v e  th e  lo c k . B u ilt  by th e  

C o rp s  a t  th e  K e o k u k  b o a ty a rd , th e  

Louise  w as  a s in g le -d e c k , o n e -s ta c k  

to w b o a t .  A t  th e  e x p e n s e  o f  p o w e r, i t  

w as b u ilt  s m a ll to  m a n e u v e r  in th e  

canal.

L e f t r A t  th e  L o w e r  L o c k , th e  m a in  

b u ild in g s  w e re  c o n s tru c te d  in th e  

m ass ive  R o m a n e s q u e  s ty le  w ith  lo ­

c a lly  q u a r r ie d  s to n e  b lo cks . A t  th e  

r e a r  o f  th e  lo c k  g ro u n d s  w e re  m a ­

c h in e  a n d  r e p a ir  shops o f  th e  R o ck  Is ­

la n d  D is t r ic t  B o a ty a rd , w h e re  th e  

C o rp s  c o n s tru c te d  vessels an d  m a in ­

ta in e d  its  f le e t .  H e r e  a lso  w as th e  o f­

fic e  o f  th e  e n g in e e r  fo r  th is  s e c tio n  o f  

th e  r iv e r , M o n tg o m e r y  M e ig s . M e ig s  

w as a c a p a b le , h ig h ly  e d u c a te d  e n g i­

n e e r  a n d  th e  son o f  M o n tg o m e r y  C . 

M e ig s , w h o  had  firs t s u rv e y e d  th e  ra p ­

ids w ith  R o b e r t  E. L e e  in th e  1830s.
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I he s p a n k in g -n e w  d re d g e  th e  Phoen ix  w as  d o c k e d  in th e  

D es M o in e s  R ap ids  C a n a l w h e n  Bosse to o k  th is  im a g e  in 

I 888 . D re s s e d  to  th e  h ilt ,  h ig h -ra n k in g  C o rp s  e n g in e e rs  

stand  a t  a t te n t io n ;  a c re w  m e m b e r  s tr ik e s  a pose sus­

p e n d e d  o v e r  th e  w a te r  on  th e  b u c k e t o f  th e  c ra n e .

L ike  d r ill  b o a ts , ch ise l b o a ts , b u ild in g  an d  g ra s s h o p p e r  

barges, p ile  d r iv e rs , an d  d e r r ic k  b o a ts , d re d g e s  c o n tr ib u te d  

m ig h tily  to  th e  C o rp s  o f  E n g in e e rs ’ r iv e r  im p ro v e m e n ts .  

T e a m e d  w ith  snag b o a ts  an d  d y n a m ite ,  d re d g e s  re m o v e d  

b o u ld e rs , sand b ars , an d  su n ken  ships, an d  d re d g e d  an d  

scraped  s e d im e n t  f r o m  th e  c h a n n e l, h a rb o rs , an d  a t  th e  

m o u th s  o f t r ib u ta r ie s .

T h e  e a r lie s t  C o rp s  d re d g e s  on  th e  u p p e r  r iv e r  w e re  n o t  

s e lf-p ro p e lle d .T h e y  c o n s is te d  o f  a b a rg e  w ith  a c ra n e  o r  

b o o m , on  w h ic h  w as m o u n te d  a s ing le  d ip p e r  o p e ra te d  by 

a h o is tin g  e n g in e . A  c ra n e  o p e ra to r ,  tw o  o r  th r e e  

d eckh an d s , and  a f ire m a n  m a d e  up  th e  c re w .T h e  v a r ie ty  o f  

w o rk  c o n d u c te d  by d ip p e r  d re d g e s  re v e a le d  th e m  to  be  

v e rs a tile  and  w e ll a d a p te d  to  c o n s tru c t io n  p ro je c ts  an d  d e ­

bris re m o v a l. C iv il e n g in e e rs  fo u n d  th e m  h a n d y  to  m a n e u ­

v e r in c o n fin e d  spaces.

B es id es  th e  Phoenix ,  th e  C o rp s  d e p e n d e d  on tw o  m o re  

d re d g e s , th e  A ja x  an d  th e  Vulcan .T h e ir  n a m e s , d ra w n  fro m  

m y th o lo g ic a l im a g e ry  fo r  f ire  a n d  e x p lo s io n s , c o n ju re  up  

th e  h u g e  c lo u d s  o f  b la c k  co a l s m o k e  th a t  b illo w e d  fo r th  

f ro m  th e ir  s tacks  d u r in g  o p e ra t io n .

In  th e  C o rp s  o f  E n g in e e rs , n a m in g  a vessel is a t r a d it io n  

u su a lly  re s e rv e d  fo r  s e lf-p ro p e lle d  b o a ts ; th e  fa c t th a t  th e s e  

th r e e  d re d g e s  w e re  n a m e d  m a y  h ave  re f le c te d  th e i r  g ro w ­

ing  im p o r ta n c e  to  th e  C o rp s  f lo t il la .

) 74*
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B o s s e  to o k  o n e  o f  th e  e a r l ie s t  p h o to g ra p h s  o f  h is to r ic  

M e c h a n ic ’s R o c k , im m o r ta l iz in g  its  s ig n ific a n c e  to  r iv e r  p i­

lo ts  an d  C o rp s  im p ro v e m e n ts . H e  p h o to g ra p h e d  th e  ro c k  

d u r in g  a s u rv e y  o f  th e  r iv e r  a t  th e  lo w  w a te r  o f  I 8 8 9 , h e n c e  

th e  in c lu s io n  o f  a ro d m a n .

M e c h a n ic ’s R o c k  w as  o n e  o f  th e  la rg e s t g la c ia l b o u ld e rs  

th a t  l i t t e r e d  th e  D e s  M o in e s  R a p id s .T h e  f iv e -to n  b o u ld e r  

had  a c q u ire d  its  n a m e  a f te r  b e in g  s tru c k  by th e  s te a m b o a t  

M e c h a n ic  in th e  I 8 3 0 s .T h e  cau se  o f  m a n y  w re c k s , 

M e c h a n ic ’s R o c k  w as m o v e d  f ro m  th e  n a v ig a tio n  c h a n n e l in 

th e  ra p id s  by a  te a m  o f  o x e n  in th e  I 840s .

F o r  th e  r e m a in d e r  o f  th e  c e n tu ry , M e c h a n ic ’s R o c k  b e ­

c a m e  a la n d m a r k  on  th e  U p p e r  M iss iss ipp i. E ven  a f te r  th e  

7 .6 -m ile  c a n a l w as b u ilt  to  s k ir t  th e  ra p id s , seaso n ed  

s te a m b o a t  p ilo ts  w h o  c o u ld  re a d  th e  ra p id s ’ e d d ie s  an d  

sw irls  used  M e c h a n ic ’s R o c k  to  n a v ig a te  th e  ro u g h  w a te r .

By th e  e n d  o f  th e  c e n tu ry , h o w e v e r, fe w  r a f t  p ilo ts  to o k  on  

th e  ra p id s , an d  th e n  o n ly  a t  h ig h  w a te r .

In  I 9 0 5 , C o n g re s s  a u th o r iz e d  th e  c o n s tru c t io n  o f  th e  

K e o k u k  D a m  a n d  P o w e r P la n t  s p a n n in g  th e  M iss iss ipp i. 

C o n s e q u e n tly , in 1913 th e  n e w  5 0 -s q u a re -m ile  L a k e  

K e o k u k  re s e r v o ir  in u n d a te d  th e  in fa m o u s  ra p id s  an d  th e  

bypass c a n a l. M e c h a n ic ’s R o c k  w as n o w  c o v e re d  by s o m e  I 7 

fe e t  o f  w a te r .

In  re c e n t  y e a rs , th e  h is to ry  a n d  e x a c t  lo c a t io n  o f  

M e c h a n ic ’s R o c k  h ave  b e e n  f u r t h e r  re s e a rc h e d . A s  a 1996  

Io w a  S e s q u ic e n te n n ia l p ro je c t ,  th e  c ity  o f  M o n tro s e  e n ­

lis te d  d iv e rs  an d  a m e c h a n ic a l d re d g e  to  r e t r ie v e  

M e c h a n ic ’s R o ck  f ro m  th e  d e e p , m u r k y  w a te rs  o f  th e  M is ­

s issippi, s o m e w h e re  n e a r  U p p e r  M ississipp i R iv e r  M ile  3 7 4 . 

T h e  e f fo r t  fa ile d , b u t  M e c h a n ic ’s R o ck  is n o w  u n d e r  c o n s id ­

e r a t io n  fo r  th e  N a t io n a l  R e g is te r  o f  H is to r ic  P laces .

B o sse ’s e v o c a tiv e  im a g e  o f  M e c h a n ic ’s R o ck  is a v iv id  re ­

m in d e r  o f  th e  “ g r e a t  e x p e r im e n t” — w h e n  th e  C o rp s  o f  E n ­

g in e e rs  w o rk e d  to  ta m e  th e  M ississipp i in to  a safe , n a v i­

g a b le  w a te rw a y . ❖
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