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REM ARKS OF JA M E S  B. W E A V E R  IN  MEM ORY O F T H E  L A T E  
HONORABLE JA M E S W ILSO N  OF TAM A CO U N TY

On Septem ber 3, 1920, the flags a t  the N ational C apitol w ere a t  h a lf  
m ast. On th a t  day the re  gathered  a t  T raer, Iowa, the home of H on­
orable Jam es W ilson, affectionately known as “ T am a J im ,” a  g re a t com­
pany of the friends and neighbors of the deceased, w ith  rep resen ta tiv es  
of the D epartm ent of A gricu ltu re over which the deceased presided 
for so m any years w ith  such honor to him self and to the  S ta te  o f Iowa. 
In the P resby terian  church to which he belonged, his fav o rite  hym ns 
w ere sung and the eventful life of the deceased w as reviewed.

Jam es W ilson w as born A ugust 16, 1835, in  the County of A yrsh ire , 
Scotland. I t  is the county in  which B urns w as born, and  the  g re a t 
poet had no more enthusiastic  follower and adm irer th a n  “T am a J im .” 
M any of B urns’ poems he knew  a t  h ea rt and loved to  recite, and  
though a devoted A m erican he had an abiding love fo r th e  country  of 
his b irth .

H is fa th e r  w as a farm er. He brought the fam ily  to  the U nited  
S tates in 1852 and settled cn a  ha lf section of T am a C ounty land in 
1855. Young W ilson worked in  a sawmill the firs t y e a r  of the T am a 
County residence. He became a  prac tica l fa rm er. H e w as a  g re a t 
reader and eagerly  sought every opportunity  to become conversan t w ith  
the classics, and also to inform  him self upon the problem s w hich m ore 
directly  affected his calling. He was m arried  in  1863. W hen the 
Civil W ar began, he and his b ro ther made an  a rran g e m en t by which 
the b ro ther should go to w ar and Jam es should rem ain  and care  fo r 
the fam ilies and the farm . This a rrangem en t w as ca rrie d  out, and  
when the w ar closed the eighty-acre farm  had grown to  a  h a lf  section. 
He took an active in te rest in all public m a tte rs  and in Septem ber, 1864, 
was elected a member of the Board of Supervisors. T his service led to  
action in a  b roader field, for he w as elected to rep resen t T am a County 
in the Tw elfth, T h irteen th  and F ourteen th  G eneral assem blies, being a 
member of the House, and w as elected Speaker in the F o u rte en th  Gen­
eral assembly.

The career of Jam es W ilson in  the General assem bly w as a  m ilita n t 
battle  fo r the protection of the ag ricu ltu ra l in te re s t of the S tate . 
He secured the passage of a law  requiring  th a t  stock and  n o t land  should 
be fenced, and the g ran tin g  of county option in  th is  connection. He 
was a member of the R ailroad Committee, and th ro u g h o u t the  th ree*  
sessions w as especially in terested  in the regulation  of ra ilro a d  charges. 
A t th a t tim e the re  arose the  question of the  acceptance by th e  r a i l ­
roads of sundry  land g ran ts . On every occasion he insisted  upon th e  
principle th a t  such acceptance should be conditional upon sub­
mission by the ra ilroad  to regulation  of f re ig h t charges by th e  s ta te . 
Time and again, as a member of the R ailroad Com m ittee, he b rough t 
in m inority  reports  to th is effect and secured th e ir  substitu tion  fo r the  
m ajo rity  report.
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In  1873 he w as elected to  Congress, serving un til 1877. He w as re ­
elected in  1883. H is career in  Congress w as m arked by the same in terest 
in ag ricu ltu ra l legislation th a t he had shown in the General assembly, 
and he shared in the movement for the establishm ent of the In te rs ta te  
Commerce Commission. He w as a  m em ber of the F a rm ers’ Protective 
Association which made the fight ag a in s t the barbed w ire monopoly.

In  1882 M r. W ilson w as elected member of the Iowa R ailroad Commis­
sion. R etu rn ing  to  Congress in  1883, he w as especially active in secur­
ing  a law  fo r disinfection and qu aran tin in g  of live stock and fo r pro­
tection ag a in st pleuro-pneum onia.

In  1890 M r. W ilson became professor of A gricu lture of the S tate  
College, and director of the E xperim ent S tation. A lthough his technical 
education had been limited, yet th rough  system atic read ing  and study, 
and his experience in  public life, he became an  expert in  agricu ltural 
education and brought the A gricu ltu ra l D epartm ent in  the S tate Col­
lege to the  very  fo re fron t of the institu tion . H e had a keen appreciation 
of the value of Science to the farm  and developed the experim ental 
w ork a t  the S ta te  College to a  high point of efficiency.

In  F eb ru ary , 1897, P residen t M cKinley invited Jam es Wilson to be­
come S ecre tary  of A griculture. He did fo r  the D epartm ent of A gri­
culture w hat he had done fo r the  College. F o r sixteen years he served 
as S ecre tary  of the D epartm ent, serving under McKinley, Roosevelt and 
T aft.

So g re a t has been the influence of Jam es W ilson upon the D epart­
m ent of A gricu ltu re th a t i t  m ay be said to stand  as his monument to­
day. H e introduced D urum  w heat, prom oted the beet sugar industry  
and developed the hog cholera serum  trea tm en t. H e investigated and 
prom oted the protection of milk supply ag a in s t tuberculosis. He shared 
in  the enactm ent of the Food and D rug  Act. He promoted packing 
inspection. He encouraged the grow ing of rice, a lfa lfa , fru its  and in ­
deed displayed a passion fo r development in every substantial line of 
ag ricu ltu ra l effort.

W hen Jam es W ilson re tired  from  the A gricu ltu ra l D epartm ent, M arch 
4, 1913, he had seen the  A m erican balance of trad e  grow from  two 
hundred th irty -fo u r million to four hundred and thirty-five million. 
He had seen the D epartm ent develop u n til i t  had twenty-five hundred 

^employes, and he saw i t  take a place of dignity , im portance and recogni­
tion w hich w as the d irect f ru it  of h is labors.

Upon his re tu rn  home a f te r  his re tirem en t, a  g rea t reception was 
tendered him a t  Ames, and a  little  la te r  Governor C larke appointed 
M r. W ilson and the la te  H enry  W allace on a Commission for the In ­
vestigation  of ag ricu ltu ra l conditions abroad, w ith  a view to recom­
m endations here a t  home fo r the preservation  of Iowa’s agricu ltu ral 
resources. The two old Scotchmen enjoyed the tr ip  abroad very greatly , 
and came home un iting  in  a' rep o rt to the  Governor which deals w ith



JOURNAL OF THE HOUSE 2289

th e  fundam ental problem of the  p reservation  of th e  fe r til i ty  of th e  
soil.

The obscure Scotch fa rm  boy had so developed in th e  service of the  
N ation  and the S ta te  th a t  in  his la tte r  y ea rs  he w as th e  rec ip ien t of 
m any honors. H e w as the p residen t of the  N ational A g ricu ltu ra l so­
ciety  and received honorary  degrees from  m any in stitu tions, including 
the  S ta te  U niversities of W isconsin, M issouri, from  Cornell and Mc­
Gill—in all eighteen A m erican universities.

Jam es W ilson had also the unique honor to  receive a  degree from  
the  U niversity  of Edinburgh. The five A m ericans who have received 
th a t  degree a re  Carnegie, Choate, M ark Tw ain, Joseph  Jefferson and 
Jam es Wilson.

Jam es W ilson loved deeply his home town and  county, and shared  
in  th e ir  civic activ ities to  the end of his life. A gricu ltu re  w as, however, 
his fundam ental passion and he lived to see and to sh a re  in the  g re a t 
F a rm  B ureau Movement o f our own time.

Jam es Wilson w as a  strong , picturesque, vigorous Scotch-A m erican. 
H e kep t his feet upon the ground and his life w as fu ll o f constructive 
endeavor. He knew and often spoke of the interdependence of m odern 
life, and although his ac tiv ity  had been more in tim ately  connected w ith  
one g re a t class he had a broad conception of our interdependence and 
of the m any elements th a t  contribute to A m erican prosperity .

Jam es W ilson’s ch a rac te r w as elem ental, like th e  soil and the  w ind 
and the skies th a t  he loved- He passed out fu ll of honors and w ith  
th e  unqualified approval of his career by his fellow  men.

Iow a is proud of Jam es W ilson and his rem arkable life . H is career 
is a  living illu stra tion  of the opportunity  th a t  inheres in  A m erican life. 
H is nam e will s tand  fo r  SER V IC E, and th a t  should be a  lesson to all 
who follow him.

A s someone has said of him : “H e was a  C hristian  gentlem en, and
his fa th e r  and m other w ere C hristians before him. T h a t w as his 
strong  anchorage th rough  life .”

I  would close th is  sketch w ith  the  words w ith  w hich he closed his 
final rep o rt as S ecre tary  of A gricu ltu re :

“Men grow  old in service and in years, and  cease th e ir  labor, 
b u t the resu lts of th e ir  labor and the children of th e ir  b ra in s will 
live on.”
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