RALPH KNAPP, B.CHEM ’13 MME ‘15
Humanitarian … Corporate Executive … Quintessential Super-SLAG
Ralph hailed from Ardmore, PA, where he prepped at Lower Merion High School. After four years at
Cornell, he graduated at the young age of age 20, and followed up with a master’s degree in mechanical
engineering. The Cornellian for his senior year wrote. “Speaking of versatility, TR (Theodore Roosevelt)
doesn’t hold a candle to Ralph, who for a short time was a well known ME, then a chemist, and now after a
year in the Hall of Intellectual Languor, has obtained his languorite’s degree. Best wishes, Ralph, for we
are in favor of you.”
This assessment of the Cornellian would prove to be a gross understatement of his accomplishments after
Cornell, and especially his humanitarian contributions.
At Cornell, he was elected to Tau Beta Pi.1 Ralph had an older brother, Arthur ME ’07 and a faculty
member from 1908-1909. A younger brother Paul, also an ME, joined the house two years later.2 By the
time the two younger Knapp brothers were in Cornell and Alpha Theta, their big brother Arthur was off in
the Caribbean, South America, and Baku in Russia drilling for oil.
Ralph was born April 9, 1892, in New Britain, Connecticut, the third of four sons of Issac Newton Knapp
and Sarah Anna Dickenson, who later moved to Philadelphia. Through his father, he was a descendant of
Nicholas Knapp, who settled in Watertown, Massachusetts in 1630 from England. The father was a
distinguished engineer, having graduated from Stevens Institute of Technology in 1875. He worked for
several years in mining projects in British Columbia and Mexico, then subcontracted for all the shaft and
tunnel work on the Croton Aqueduct, which supplies water to New York City from the Croton Dam and
reservoir in Croton, NY. While New Yorkers respect the work of Robert Moses in building the New York
metropolitan area’s bridges, roads and tunnels, or Frederick Law Olmstead’s design of Central Park,
providing adequate and pure drinking water was an absolute imperative to building a city of seven million.
Later, after some work designing and constructing gas pipelines for United Gas (1886-1900), he was
actively engaged in oil and gas exploration projects while his three sons were in Cornell. Between 1902 and
1912, he authored numerous professional articles on civil and mining engineering for the United Gas
Improvement Association, Stevens Institute of Technology, the Franklin Institute, The American Institute
of Mining and Mining Engineers, and the Journal of the Philadelphia Engineers Club. He was awarded a
gold medal by the American Gas Light Association in 1902, and a silver medal by the Franklin Institute in
1912.
Ralph’s World War I draft registration card lists him as an unemployed mechanical engineer. Later in 1917,
Ralph worked with his Alpha Theta brother, Veryl Mann (below) at the Tennessee Copper Company in
Copperhill, TN.
According to his first passport application, Ralph stated that he lived in France from December 1, 1917 to
August 1919. He was in Europe as a major during World War I. In addition to his war service, he
accomplished one other thing: while on duty in France, he met his future wife, Esther Breton, and on
August 5, 1919, he and Esther were married in her hometown of Tours.
1920 finds the couple in Boston, where Ralph is working as a clerk in a bank, and living at 153 Beacon
Street.3
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The Knapps were a family of engineers who lived in Ardmore, PA at 116 Ardmore Avenue. The 1917 Directory of
the Members of the American Institute of Mining Engineers shows two other Knapp engineers living at the same
address as Ralph and Paul: Arthur, their older brother, who joined the AIME in 1914, and I(ssac) N(ewton) Knapp, the
father, who joined in 1901.
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Coincidentally, I lived a few doors down from this address in 1960-1961, while at MIT.

Our Cornell B.Chem and MME must have felt under-challenged by bank clerking, for on August 10, 1921,
he applied for a US passport in Washington, DC, giving his occupation as a chemical engineer, his
permanent address as that of his parents at 6421 Lebanon Avenue in Philadelphia, stating his intention to
travel in England and France, and planning to leave the United States on August 23, 1921 on board the S.S.
Aquitania.
But on the same day, he amends his passport, stating that he wishes to add several additional destinations:
Switzerland, Austria, Jugo-Slavia (sic), Bulgaria, Greece, Italy, Czecho-Slovakia (sic), Hungary, Rumania,
and Germany, his object being “Near East Relief work”.4
Two years later, the October 4, 1923 issue of the Cornell Alumni News (page 26) reported that “Ralph
Knapp ’13 AB, ’15 ME of Ardmore, Pennsylvania, managing director of the Near East Relief in Greece,
was one of eleven workers of that organization decorated in July with the Cross of St. Xavier (sic). The
award was made in recognition of his services since the Smyrna disaster among the orphans and refugees in
Greece, and was made by the King of Greece at the National Exposition Hall in Athens.” (In addition to the
Cornell Alumni News, many American newspapers [including the New York Times] mistranslated the name
of the award as “The Cross of St. Xavier”):

The Cross of our Savior is the highest civilian award of
Greece. Ralph’s “hero medal” was for leadership as
managing director of the US Near East Relief from
1921-1923, in which he led efforts to resettle one million
Greeks and 500,000 Turks.
The following items from American Diplomacy, a publication of the US Department of State, and
Remembering Smyrna published in the Western Queens (NY) Gazette reviews the history of the Smyrna
disaster of 1923, and what Ralph Knapp was up to in his early years after life on the Hill5:
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< http://www.unc.edu/depts/diplomat/item/2010/0103/comm/jenningsoneman.html>
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In a nutshell, Smyrna crisis evolved from the end of World War I resulting in the dissolution of the
Ottoman Empire. Turkey was left with its present boundaries, but the Greeks could claim that a majority of
the population of Smyrna and Anatolia in western Turkey along the Adriatic were ethnic Greeks. Although
the population statistics have been disputed, at the outbreak of World War I, about 2.5 million Greeks did
live within the Ottoman Empire. Greece had been promised by Britain’s wartime Prime Minister David
Lloyd George that they would obtain territorial gains at the expense of the Ottoman Empire. This promise
not being fulfilled at the end of the war, and the Greeks fearing a repeat of the Armenian genocide, Greece
invaded western Turkey. From 1919 to August 1922, the Greeks took the offensive. But then the Turks, led
by Mustafa Kemal Ataturk, the founder of modern Turkey, took the counter-offensive, driving the Greeks
to the Aegean, and by October 1922, an armistice was reached. It was agreed that over one million Greek
Orthodox Christians would be exchanged for 500,000 Muslims displaced from Greek territory. Both sides
had been involved in ethnic cleansing, and the Greeks engaged in a scorched earth policy in their retreat to
Smyrna. By September 9, 1922, the Turks entered Smyrna, with between 50,000 and 100,000 in that
ancient city Greeks and Armenians being killed by massacres and fires. (The church at Smyrna was one of
the seven churches of the New Testament, and is generally acknowledged to have been the hometown of
the ancient Greek poet Homer.)
This left the Near East Relief program, and its managing director, Ralph Knapp, with a massive job of
feeding, housing, and resettling one million Greek refugees from all over western Asia Minor. Imagine the
scope of his challenge: one million Greeks, mostly women, children and old men (300,000 men of military
age were imprisoned by the Turks, and many were never heard of again) are to be relocated to Greece,
whose population at the time was only about five million. Relative to today, that would be like the United
States trying to absorb 80 million refugees in a few weeks, all initially streaming through the New York,
Boston, Philadelphia and Baltimore harbors. They had to be housed, clothed, fed, and employed. In the
words of Henry Morgenthau, who was appointed by the League of Nations as President of their Greek
Relief Settlement Committee:
“Suppose … that this host was well-nigh starved, was penniless, was without any worldly
possessions beyond the clothes they stood in, their bodies covered with vermin and in filth,
and ravaged by typhoid and smallpox. Imagine these to be absolutely dependent on
American charity for immediate food, shelter and medical attention. Imagine that they must
depend on America for an opportunity to make their homes and their livelihoods for the rest
of their days. … Now imagine that America had magnificently met this challenge to its
humanity and resourcefulness, had fed these starving, sheltered these homeless, healed these
sick, found work for the less capable among them, built modern group homes for most,
found land for farmers, sold them seed and implements and animals at cost, … and had done
all this within six years from the date they landed on their shores. Would not the world
resound with praise of American humanitarianism, American bounty, American energy and
resourcefulness?” (emphasis added)
The Smyrna disaster is now mostly forgotten. It has been surpassed by the atrocities of the 2.4 to 7.5
million dead in Stalin’s Ukrainian Holdomor of the early 30s, Hitler’s Holocaust of the 40s, and the 20 to
42 million who perished in the famine triggered by Mao Zedong’s Great Leap Forward of 1958-1962. But
it is well remembered and commemorated in Greece, as are American efforts to alleviate it. If you attend a
Greek ethnic festival in mid-September, or a Greek Orthodox Church service, some mention will be made
of the Smyrna genocide. There is hardly a Greek family alive today that does not have a great grandparent,
aunt, uncle, cousin, or in-law who experienced this event first hand.
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The story of Ralph’s exemplary work and award was picked up by the United Press, receiving extensive
news coverage; here are items from the Altoona Tribune of August 4, 1923 (page 10) and the Indianapolis
Star of July 23, 1923 (page 10):

After completing his work in Greece, from 1925 to 1940, Ralph worked a variety of jobs in New York,
Washington, and Paris. From his travel records, he was living in Paris, and working as treasurer for Famous
Players - Lasky Corporation, a leading Hollywood motion picture producer of that time. Famous Players
leveraged the star system to entertain its audiences with such silent stars as Mary Pickford, Rudolph
Valentino, Gloria Swanson, and Clara Bow. In 1931, the company was reorganized as Paramount Pictures.
In 1933, Ralph gives an address in Washington, and by 1935 he is working for Fox Films (later 20th
Century-Fox, now Fox) in Paris, as its vice president, finance and treasurer. By 1940, he is back to his
address in Washington. He and his wife had fled France through Portugal from their summer home in
Tours on June 15, 1940, in the face of the German blitzkrieg, and the surrender of France. By the time of
his World War II draft registration, Ralph is working in Manhattan with the Soya Corporation of America
at 30 Rockefeller Plaza. Founded in 1932 by Armand Burke and Artemy A. Horvath, the Soya
Corporation’s mission was to develop process to manufacture a palatable soybean flour. (Remember that
when you next chug your Silk® soy milk protein shake.)
With World War II closing Europe, in 1943 Ralph took a position as treasurer and member of the board of
directors of Precision Castings in Fayetteville, near Syracuse. There, he was a member of the Onondaga
Golf and Country Club, served on the board of the Council of Social Agencies, and active on committees of
the American Die Casting Association and the National Manufacturers Association.6
On January 6, 1946, his son, Ensign Ronald Ralph Knapp of the US Merchant Marine, a Syracuse
engineering graduate and member of Theta Chi, married Frances Evelyn Marshall of Bennington, VT.7
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In January, 1947, Ralph and his wife completed a four month return tour of her native France, and she
reported on it to a meeting of L’Alliance Francaise in Syracuse. “Life isn’t easy in Paris. You cannot buy
anything, except luxuries, without ration tickets. There is little coal, no taxis, and people are fighting for
everything they get. I visited a friend, and stayed in my fur coat all day. There was a little electric stove in a
room like this”, she said, pointing out her living room. “Oh, Paris looks normal, but how shall I say, the
mentalité or spirit of the people is different.”8 Ralph retired from Precision Castings in 1953, eventually
resettling with his wife back in France.
Ralph Knapp died in St. Cyr, France on October 16, 1973 at 9 PM. As reported by the US Embassy in Paris,
he is buried at the Cemetery of Restigne, Indre et Loire, in the vault of the Breton-Knapp family. He was
survived by his wife Esther and brother Paul Knapp (see below), and the executor of his will was his
nephew, Jean Breton.9
But all his many accomplishments later in life would be overshadowed by his work in Greece in 1921
through 1923. If you visit Greece, and happen to take a tour of the Aegean Islands, one of your ports of call
may be the harbor of Mytilene, on the island of Lesvos. At the entrance to the harbor, you will see the
following statue looking east, longingly, toward Smyrna, now Izmir, Turkey. It is called the ”Mikrasiatike
Manna”, or “The Mother from Asia Minor”. It commemorates the flight and the plight of the one million
Greek refugees, and reminds us of Ralph’s service to them:

There’s great food drink, and entertainment in town, But stop for a moment at the statue. You might even
leave a wreath in his memory. He made a difference: he believed in a cause, rose to the challenge, and
expressed the best ideals of mankind in achieving great humanitarian goals in the face of overwhelming
difficulty.
We should all aspire to the same.
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