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Preface

This manuscript is the product of a tape recorded interview conducted
by John Knoepfle on August 10, 1957. Margaret Reeder transcribed the
tape and Dr. Knoepfle edited and reviewed the transcript. This and
other interviews in a series on steamboats and inland rivers were
produced under the auspices of the Public Library of Cincinnati and
HamiiIJitin County, Ohio and Sangamon State Unilversity, Springfield,
Illinois,

Yeatman Anderson worked on the dam at New Richmond as a deputy
inspector. In this memoir he discusses his job at the dam, various
river boats and river workers.

John Knoepfle was born in Cincinnati in 1923. He obtained his Ph.D.
in literature from Saint Louis University in 1967. Dr. Rnoepfle is
presently a professor of English at Sangamon State University. He was
named Illinois Author of the Year in October, 1986. Jchn and his wife
Peg have one daughter and three sons.

During 1953-1955 while working as producer-director of an educational
televisgion station, WCET-TV, Cincinnati, Dr. RKnoepfle proposed a
project on steamboats and inland rivers. These river memolrs are a
result of the research collected during 1954-1960.

Readers of the oral history memoir should bear in mind that it is a
transcript of the spoken word, and that the interviewer, narrator and
editor sought to preserve the informal, conversational style that is
irherent in such historical sources. Sangamon State University and
the Public ILibrary of Cincinnati and Hamilton County, Chio are not
responsible for the factual accuracy of the memoir, nor for views
expressed therein; these are for the reader to judge.

The manuscript may be read, quoted and cited freely. It may not be
reproduced in whole or in part by any means, electronic or mechanical,
without permission in writing from either the Oral History Office,
Sangamon State University, Springfield, Illinois, 62794-9243 or the
Curator of Rare Books and Special Collections of the Public Library of
Cincimati and Hamilton County, Chio, 45202-2071.
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Yeatman Anderson, August 10, 1957.
Interviewer, John Knoepfle.

Q: I have canme to the home of Mr. Yeatman Anderson who worked on the
dam at New Richmond during the periocd of its construction. Mr.
Anderson, maybe you can begin by giving us just a little resume of
your work on that dam.

\

\

\

\

|

| A: The work on the dam actually occurred in the secord year of my

association with the engineers on the river which occurred in the
sumertime between the school years at the University of Cincimnati.

| T was employed by the U.S. Engineers as a deputy inspector and as such

\ did all the little dirty jobs that happehed on a big construction

| project of this kind. However, it was exceedingly fascinating and
interesting to watch the dam grow as additional piles, additional

concrete, additional forms were erected and taken care of. Many, many
engineering problems but that has very little to do with the actual

‘ construction of the dam or had very little to do with the history of
the river excepting as dam 35 at New Richmond became a part of the

| channelization program for the entire river. I don't believe that

| there are many of the fellows that worked on that project that are

| still alive. Because most of the other people there were considerably

| older than I. At least I have lost complete track of them. When I

| joined the group they had just erected the cofferdam for the lock

| chamber which of course is on the Kentucky side of the river and were

\ just starting construction. Perhaps many pecple don't know that at
least this dam and I believe most of the others were actually built on
piles and that we drove piles day and night, twenty-four hours a day

! for seemingly months on end in order to provide a firm foundation for

\ the super structure, namely the part that pecple see as today they

| ride up and down the river. All of us lived over at New Richmond and

| our only method of getting across the river was a little ocuthoard

| motor driven rowboat which like all outboard motors often refused to

! work at the most inopportune moments and on several occasions we got

1 caught in the current and we drifted far down stream and finally had

| to get out and walk back to our hames. I don't mean to walk in the

| river but we had to get over to the shore ard just leave the boat and

: send a steamer down after it. I don't know whether you are interested

i in the engineering stages of this thing and how it grew and all the

\ parts of the dam? I could probably identify them from the photographs

| I have here but again that would be probably of secondary interest.

\

|

|

\

\

\

|

|

|

Q: I know this that, at least Evan Bone mentioned that each of those
dams was a kind of unprecedented experience and a lot of it was pretty
much trial and error. Because what was good for a dam upriver
wouldn't be good for a dam downriver.
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A: Well that's v true, of course that is true of any building
project. Even wi the confines of a given city you will find
entirely different soil structures. For example very few people know
that the downtown portion of the city of Cleveland is built on
cuicksand.

Q: It is?

A: But still they have the big buildings and one of the filrst
projects of that sort for a 1ding was what was originally called
the Rockefeller Building in Cleveland where it was actually built on
quicksard. But there again strangely encugh that is related to not
the Chio River Valley but the Mississippi River Valley because the
Eads Bridge at St. Louis is also built on quicksand, that is the
foundations are on quicksand, and Mr. Eads was the man that discovered
or decided that if he could confine the quicksand so that it couldn't
run away from him, by building a cofferdam around it, and then put his
fourdation on the confined quicksand, why he could get a perfectly
firm foundation and the fact that the bridge is still standing is
certainly an irndication that he knew what he was doing. So even goirg
as far away as Cleveland, which you would certainly not definitely
associate in your mind with a river, there is at least the precedent,
that move to Cleveland. So that it's kind of hard to get away from
this old thing you call the Chio.

Q: Were there any particular problems associated with that dam that
you know of?

A: Not that I know of, you see there had been a number of other dams
completed and while as you said there a mimute ago there is always
problems, special problems, but they're not generally major. Past
experience makes you anticipate the trouble you are going to get in.
Ard while you may not solve the problem a hundred percent and there is
a certain amount of trial and error involved, nevertheless it's not
anything that you conplain about or worry about. You just take it in
you stride. And as far as my one summer's association at that dam, T
can recall nothing of any importance that occurred. recollection
is that at the time it was built, and this I can be te wrong in,
that the six hundred foot lock chamber was the largest lock chamber
that had been built on the river up to that time. Now as I say I
could be very wrong in making that statement and I would hate to be
cuoted without having it checked out.

Q: Maybe you could go in to some particulars about your own job?
You sald it involved a lot of the nasty little things, well could you
explain that?

A: As a deputy inspector, for which I was paid a tremerdous salary of
sixty dollars a month, I had to inspect the driving of piles, I had to
count the number of bags of cement that went into every batch that was
made to see that the mixture was correct. We did a little bit of
surveying, we used to play around a little bit with explosives, not
great cquantities, nothing spectacular at all, but we ran into rock
that had to be blasted out and had to see that it was properly cleared
out and that we didn't have any loose rock underneath or shattered
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rock underneath., Everything that was loose or that could give way was
taken care of. I think the most interesting part of buil that dam
occurred after I left when they got to installing the machi and
the gates and that sort of thing, but after all, the main portion of
the dam was just big blocks of concrete and there is nothing very
fascinating about pouring concrete.

Q: They already had its coffers when you got there?

A: Yes, the main cofferdam for the lock chambers. They built the
lock chambers first and got it established so the traffic could
contimie, before they started the dam across the river which would
block off the main channel. In other words they had to complete the
lock chamber itself and tear down that cofferdam and then build a new
cofferdam across the main channel.

Q: I see, well you were there in the summer I suppose?
A: That's right.

Q: Do you remember in that particular summer if the low water cut out
the navigation?

A: That's another story. Not insofar as New Richmond was concerned
but the previous year I had also worked for the engineers and in an
entirely different area of the river, entirely different part, and at
that time they sent me down to do two jobs. One after the other. One
was down at Golconda just below Golconda,Illinois where we were
building some what were then known as loose stone dikes, actually in
present parlance they would be called jetties, simply to try to divert
the river into a definite chamnel on the Kentucky side rather than on
the T1llinois side. These jetties simply consisted of rock laid in a
definite pattern so that the current in sweeping down on it would
carry the sand and drop it out and the water would tend to go the
other way. It happens that there was a big bersd in the river at that
point so we were able to divert the water the direction we wanted
it by carefully planning the layout of these dikes. As part of that
particular experience there was one man who was the contractor who was
quite a well known character on the river; wunfortunately his name
escapes me at the moment. I took a trip on the Delta %een last
summer and got acquainted with the officers on that p who are all
of them oldtimers and mentioned this man and they all remembered him
and could call him by name. The man must have been in his sixties I
guess when I was down there in the summer of 1913 and he was known for
his very violent temper and very masterful way with dealing with
people and he had only the little finger left on his right hand and
the story of how this accident occurred is what I am leading up to;
like all river contractors building structures on the river he knew
all about driving piles and the work wasn't going the way he wanted to
so he went out to personally supervise it and in doing =so he put his
hard out on top of the pile which had a steel plate fastened to it and
then hollered at the engineer to drop the hammer. The engineer
refused and refused because of his hand and tried to tell him to get
his hand ocut of the way and this contractor being the adamant soul
that he was, urmistakably said, "Drop the hammer you so and so," and
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he dropped the hammer and cut his hand off, everything except his
little finger.

Q: Is that =07
A: They were peculiar characters in those days. (chuckles)

|

|

|

\

|

\

\

|

i Q: That reminds me, I understand upriver the labor crews often were

‘ made up of teams of Ttalians under a foreman. Do you remember

anything about that?

| A: No, I don't recall anything of that sort at all. Because all of
the deckhands that we had were mostly pecple from the southern hills.
Many of them came from around the Kanawha and in fact the Kanawha
people were preferred. They were a rough and tough lot but they were

| good workers and given their heads more or less on a job, once they

| understood what had to be done, why they did a very, very excellent

\ job and it's my recollection that a man from the Kanawha

} was always given preference, up in this area of the country anyhow.

\

|

|

\

Q: TUp arourd New Richmond and in there?

A: You were speaking awhile ago about whether or not the low water
bothered us at New Richmond. Well I don't recall that it didg,
particularly at the dam site, and that may have been because the dam
at, ch what is the cne that is downstream?

Q: 37.

|
i A: 37 T think 37 had been completed before the New Richmond Dam was
‘ started which was 35, and the Coney Island damm #36 had not been
started, and that may have accounted for the fact that we had no
difficulty since there was some pool, not a great deal, but scme, and
thenf of course those riverboats drew very, oh, only three or four
eet,

Q: What month did you get out there on the dam proper?

A: ©Oh it was probably around the lst of June and I worked until
school started again late in September or early October.

Q: I asked that because I know that a lot of the commerce on the
river in those days was made up of, there was a lot of logging comirng
out of West Virginia and the coalboats were couming down from the
Kanawha and Pittsburgh.

A: As I say I don't recall that we had any difficulty with low water
at the dam itself, but we did have great deal of difficulty the
previous year after I had finished my stint on bullding those jetties,
or as we called them, loose stone dikes. I was transferred to
Henderson, Kentucky and put in charge of a dredge crew on the
Henderson Island Pass and ocur job was to try to cut a path through the
bar, the Herderson Island bar, rather, had to keep a path open there
for traffic and the water was so absolutely low that, and the sand so
soft, that the dipper off the dredge would just build up a roll in
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front of it so we couldn't even get ocur barges in to haul the sand
away and we were just picking up sand on this side and moving it over
here and picking up the same sand tomorraw. Part of ocur job on that
assigmment was to keep traffic moving on the river and towboat after
towboat, mostly packetboats, not the big tows, but mostly packets
would get stuck out there and we had a shallow draft steamer and we'd
go out and there and try to pull them over. I've seen them break
three and four inch lines without any difficulty at all trying to pull
them over.

Q: Do you remember offhand the name of the steamer?

A: Yes, here's a picture of it. Here is the crew. That's the
dredge.

Q: That's the Hoosier?

A: That's the dredge, yes. Here are the barges, and that was a
packet, this is the bridge at Henderson. (pause)

Q: Now let's get back if you will.

A: The towboat that I had under my jurisdiction was the R. J.

Arms and again in making the trip on the Delta Queen last sumer
I from the officers of that boat 1f they remembered the
Armstrong and they said, "Yes, if you'll watch as we go upstream from
E‘vansvﬁnle you will see what's left of it being used there as a small
boat harbor," and sure enough there was encugh of it left so I could
recognize it with the picture you have in your hand there. I gave you
a picture of it, didn't I?

Q: Yes sir, I have it. It was an old beauty.

A: There is a picture of their engine room where they painted it any
color just so it was red. Red and yellow are the two colors they used
in there. That was the engineer and his ycunger brother who was the
fireman.

Q: You don't know thelr names do you?

A: I don't remember their names at all re, I don't remember the
captain's name even. However, again this is the captain of the boat,
this fellow here, and there again the oldtimers down on the Delta
Queen called him by name but I didn't make a note of it at the time.

Q: So you broke those big lines trying to haul those packets over?

A: It's surprising the amount of strength or force that can be
exerted by a sterrmheel steamer cougled with what we used to call a
niggerhead which is no lorger a polite term but it's actually the
capstan is what it was, a steam driven capstan on the front deck
there. You can gee it right there. One of the most interesting
things to me is the part of all of this, the story of low water and so
on in the river, was the fact that this Armstrong when I took over had
just been reconditioned and they had not completed all the insulation
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on the steampipes and that sort of thing in the engine room and the
boiler roam. So one day this shantyboat appeared on the scene and
they pulled in ard tied up there at Henderson Island arxd the old man
in the rowboat came ocut to the boat and was greeted like a long lost
friend and it turned out that he was an expert insulator. Probably
the dirtlest human being I ever saw. Living on the water you would
think at least he would wash his hards but I bet his hards hadn't been
washed, hadn't even been wet except for pulling catfish out of the
river, in years., The top of his head, he was bald, was just as black
as this table. I never saw anything like it, it wasn't tan, it was
just plain dirt. But he did a beautiful job, so I inguired about
that, and the story was at that time many of the shantyboat pecple
were marvelous artisans and had definite trades and could really do a
beautiful job of work when they felt like working and this family, a
man and his wife, and remember one possibly two children and a dog.
You can see the little boy in the picture here, no, there's two little
boys, and actually they were so well known that the towboat captains
wo?ld haul them upstream and then they would coast down the river, or
drift down.

Q: It must have been an arducus sumer you put in down there on all
that shoal water?

A: Well it didn't bother me any, the other fellows had to do the
work. (chuckles) I just went alory almost for the ride, I was there
to see what they were doing and to tell them what to do but beyond
that they operated almost by themselves. It was a fascinating
experience. I thoroughly enjoyed and met a lot of very interesting
people in that way that I never would have met in any other way. I'm
sitting here trying to remember, I remember one night a showboat got
stuck on the bar and we went out and we tried to pull it over and in
so doing got stuck ocurselves and had to spend the night out there and
it was really quite an interesting time to get to know the showboat
people and we did, we had dinner together ard they entertained us on
the boat. We had a very, very enjoyable evening and the next day by
proper manipulation with our wheel we were able to dig ourselves out
and we did get them loose and they went on downstream.

Q: I worder who they were?

A: I wouldn't know. I thought I had a picture of them but I don't
seem to have anymore. Thought I had taken a picture. Here is a
ical old, the %, the typical old packetboat and if I am not

gtaken this is a t that T made a trip on to Cincinnati and that
was a fascinating experience because the packetboats in those days
were literally the packetboats, the freight people, and they would put
in where anybody would wave a handkerchief at them and take on two
hogs or five sacks of wheat or something of that kind. Ancther
interesting custom that I ran into on that boat was, and I've told a
lot of people and they've never heard of it before was how the
stevadors or the deckhands were paid for handling wheat and
other freight on and off. The one time I have in mind particularly,
we were loading on a lot of grain in sacks and when the gangplank went
down the purser went out about halfway on the gangway and the
deckhands went ashore and would grab or pick up a hundred pound sack
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of wheat on their back ard as they walked up the gangplank the purser
would hand them a penny and that was their pay for bringing that sack
of grain on,

Q: A pernny a sack?

A: A pemny a sack transporting it from the shore over on to the boat
and the same thing was done when they took the grain off.

Q: They were part of the ships crew, but apparently I don't know that
this was true, but apparently if they were paid anything it was very,
very little. They slept on deck, or in the boiler room on the floor.
There was no accommodations at all.

Q: What part of the country was this where you picked up the wheat?

A: T don't know exactly, it was somewhere downstream from here,
somewhere between here and Paducah, I'm sure of that, but just where I
don't remember.

Q: I am always curious when somebody tells about those men whether
they remember a scrap of song they might have sung?

A: No, I don't in that comnection; later on in life I lived down
south for about fourteen years and I lived in the deep south and was
in both the building business and several other businesses down there
and the singing darkie, the singing nigger he was called, was always
paid a premium because he led the gang and they always worked in
rhythm. While I don't recall it in comnection with the wheat incident
at all, I am certain there must have been a leader of the group who
did sing because as I think back now, it seems that they didn't
actually run, but they sort of jogged up the gangway there.
Incidentally this penny a sack deal was open to anybody that wanted to
do it, and on that particular occasion several of the passengers went
out and got a sack and came in and picked up their pennys and of
course gave it to one of the boys afterwards. The one thing that
these darkies did do in addition was to entertain the passengers and
in the evening down on the fore deck they would sing and dance and the
passengers would toss them coins and that sort of thing. A trip on
that sort of a boat was really a very, very interesting ience to
a landlubber like me. Ancther thing that was so characteristic was
that no packetboat ever came in shore or left shore without music.

End of Side One, Tape One

A: Even if it was just nothing but one single person playing the
mandolin. He played you in and played you out and he was always
there. Don't know whether you had ever run into that before.

Q: That was a delightful custom I think.
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A: Yes, the music wasn't very much but nevertheless they were
fulfilling a tradition.

Q: Wornder now if we can go back to New Richmond and you can tell me
about scme of the other men who were working with you, 1if you remember
them.

A: As I say the only name that I remember at New Richmond,
incidentally that's a picture of the Evansville then. (somecne enters
the room) Hey Bud, this is my son Guy, John Knoepfle.

Q: A pleasure to meet you. We are making your father immortal.
G: [Guy] O©Oh, good, good.

A: The only name that I remember was this man Prell. P-R-E-L-L.

He was a resident engineer up on the New Richmond dam. Unfortunately
I don't remember any of the other people. Prell himself was a man at
that time in his 40s and had been with the engineers for a good many
years and was very highly thought of and he was quite a driver. But
in a very decent sort of a way. Actually I roomed in his home while I
was there. I understand, I think back now, I remember hearing after
having completed that dam he went on and they put him on ancother one.
What one I don't know. Where is that engineer group? Iet's see if
I can remember any other names out of this bunch at all. I'm quite
sure that this man here became one of the senior engineers stationed
here.

Q: This is the man on the right end as you look at the picture.

A: Yes, this fellow with his hat in his hand here. And this man I
have seen once or twice; I think he is a Cincirmati man.

Q: He's the second from the left with the watch fob?

A: Yes. The other fellows, I can't put a name to any of them at all.
So I can't help you on personnel. Incldentally, again of the
low water, did you ever hear of them walking a boat over a bar

Q: Well I've never had anyone describe it.

A: That's a very interesting thing and perhaps I can find it, well,
here's a picture of Prell here, not a very good one.

Q: You were all happy in the group?

A: Oh well we had to be. Iet me see where the close-up of the
Hoosier is, maybe I can show you. Yes, you see these spiles as they
were called standing up here in the air, well they were hocked up in
such a way that they could be raised and lowered and also they were
pivoted. Now they served two purposes: when the dredge was actually
digging they were dropped down, or spuds they were called, not spiles
but spuds, and they dropped down into the bottom to give stability to
the boat while the dipper was working, but on the other hand, when
they got stuck on a bar they would drive this one dewn, they could not
















