






Hinckley and Sandstone, giving settlers an incentive to 
clear the stumps. While his judgment was not infalli­
ble, he tried almost anything to keep projects viable.''^ 

He invested his own money in his colonies, not to 
inflate sales figures, but to show his personal optimism 
and commitment. South of Prinsburg he bought thou­
sands of acres as a permanent purchase. In the Fries­
land colony, he established a dairy farm and cattle op­
eration as an investment, an inducement for other 
buyers, and to help cash-hungry settlers earn money for 
their down payments. 

Masterful at targeting his appeals to particular 
groups, he promised them a little bit of the Old Coun­
try—language, church, food, neighbors—with the ad­
vantages of the new—cheap, fertile land, good mar­
kets, self-government. Koch placed his advertisements 
primarily in the Dutch-language newspapers of west­
ern Michigan, eastern Wisconsin, and northwestern 
Iowa to inspire trust among ethnic-group members. He 
further capitalized on this loyalty by advertising in 
church periodicals and enlisting the support of influen­
tial ministers.-'^ 

Koch knew bis Dutch audience extremely well. He 
knew tbey were predominantly either farm laborers 
who wanted to be farm owners or owners of small, low-
yield farms. Many were also dissenters of tbe Seceder 
church seeking to preserve religious orthodoxy and so­
cial isolationists with a strong and devout Calvinist 
work ethic.-' 

Over time Koch knew exactly who would make a 
successful farmer in Minnesota. He preferred settlers 
with at least five years of experience working with 
American machinery in prairie agriculture. By that 
time, prospective buyers would be more likely to have 
accumulated cash to purchase, rather than rent, land. 
Koch also targeted the sons of immigrants who needed 
land and were being squeezed by the rising prices near 
Chicago, Milwaukee, and Grand Rapids, Michigan, 
favored Dutch settlement areas. Koch's asking price of 
four to ten dollars per acre was a great improvement 
over the twenty dollars per acre and more they were 
facing farther east.'̂ ^ 

A final factor in the colonizer's success was his con­
cept of communities of settlers, not just far-flung farm-
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Finest unimproved prairie lands in Murray, Eenri l ie , 
Chippewa. Kandiyohi and Big Stone Counties, Minn., 
at from $10 to .§14 per acre, 

.Splendid hardwood t imber lands, interspersed with 
natural meadows iu Morrison, Mille Lacs, Kanabec, 
Pine and Carlton Counties at from $3 to -§7 per acre. 

Easier terms of sale than any other Land or Railroad 
Company offers in Minuesota. Interest 7 per cent. 

For further particulars, maps and descriptions, address 

THEO. F. KOCH. 
n e Eas t T h i r d S t r e e t , ST. PATTL, M I N N . 

Advertisement from St. Paul City Directory, 1896 

steads and towns. Acting out of good business sense 
rather than romantic idealism, he looked for buyers 
who would be committed to staying, building homes, 
raising children, and setting them up on new farms. By 
meeting these buyers' needs, he made a long-term 
profit for himself and his European investors. 

In western Minnesota the formula worked. His first 
two buyers, for example, Ammermann at Clara City 
and Kleinhuizen at Prinsburg, built their homes, orga­
nized and led their churches, helped their sons buy 
land, lived to old ages, and were buried on the lands 
Koch sold them. Their surnames are still found in local 
telephone directories and school registration rolls. The 
churches tbey helped establish observed centennials. 
When Clara City observed its fiftieth anniversary in 
1937, Koch and and bis wife took part in the celebra­
tion. The local newspaper published his reminiscences, 
and the elderly man seemed pleased witb what he had 
done on the prairie.-'' 

His Friesland colony did not fare as well. Despite 
his generosity, promotional skills, and experience, Koch 
could not build a core group to keep the venture going 
during the inevitable bad years. As quickly as people 
moved in, others departed, apparently unable to see 
promise in the stump-infested and charred timber­
lands. Even testimonial letters from satisfied settlers 
could not overcome the rumors that the land was un-
farmable, and Friesland remained a whistle-stop on the 
Northern Pacific line between Duluth and the Twin 
Cities. Many Dutch farmers moved to the Pacific 
Northwest or to better land in a nearby Dutch settle­
ment at Pease in Mille Lacs County. There they stayed, 
as have many of their descendents.'" 

As for the energetic Koch, at the age of sixty he 
moved his family from St. Paul to Texas in 
hopes of resuming his colonization business on a 

new agricultural frontier This time he linked himself 
to the Kleberg family and its vast King Ranch, trying to 
convince Hollanders from Michigan and Illinois to fol­
low him south and grow figs, among other crops. Dur-
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Clara and Theodore Koch at Clara City's fiftieth anniversary celebration, 1937 

ing 1915 his new colony grew, but after two Gulf Coast 
hurricanes hit in one season, the eighty-family settle­
ment quickly dwindled. Following World War I he 
tried again with a colony in Texas called Hamshire. It, 
too, failed.^' 

By the 1930s Koch was no longer actively coloniz­
ing. He saw himself as the victim of the declining work 
ethic, the failure of the Dutch clergy to back coloniza­
tion efforts, and high wages paid by New Deal pro­
grams.'- More likely, he had simply outlived his chosen 
profession. The need for land promoters had disap­
peared with the frontier itself. A highly successful sales­
men who put many people on the land, Koch was un­
able to predict that technology and economics would 

soon conspire to force most of their sons off of it. The 
dream of independent, ethnic, agricultural societies 
thriving and expanding across the Minnesota prairie 
did not survive the economic hurricane that swept over 
the plains in the 1920s and 1930s. 

Theodore F Koch had found his niche on the fron­
tier without much preparation. He was a good sales­
man and, for the most part , an honest one, who turned 
a tidy profit on most of his sales. Seeing himself as 
neither a pioneer nor a molder of history, he described 
his contribution simply: "My work was to bring people 
from high-priced land to lower-priced land where 
farmers could buy one or two farms for their sons.""'̂  He 
sold tbe American dream on the Minnesota frontier. 

The pamphlet is reproduced courtesy Calvin College, Grand 
Rapids, Michigan; the map is by Alan Ominsky; and the 
photograph on p. 219 is from Koch, "Journal," [11]. All items 
except the pamphlet are in the MHS collections. 
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