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by John Xcnoepfle on August 26, 1957. Margaret Reeder transcribes the 
tape and Dr. Khoepfle edited and reviewed the transcript. This and 
other intemiews in a series on s-ts and inland rivers were 
produced under the auspices of the Public Library of ~incinnati and 
Hamilton County, Ohio ard Sangamon State University, Springfield, 
Illinois. 

Evam Bone wrkd on the present dam system on the Ohio River. He 
discusses the dam system and tells various stories relating to the 
dam system f m  1904-1919. 
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n a n d  Illinois Author of the Year in October, 1986. John and his wife 
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Readers of the oral history memoir should bear in mind that it is a 
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the Public Library of Cincinnati and Hamilton County, Ohio are not 
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without permission in writing fm either the Oral ~istOry Office, 
Sangarnon S t a t e  University, Sprbqfield, Illinois, 62794-9243 or the 
Curator of Rare Books and Special Collections of the Public Library of 
cincinnati and Hamilton County, Ohio, 45202-2071. 



Evan Bone, August 26, 1957. 

~nterviewer, John Knoepf le. 

Q: This  is Mr.  Evan P. Bone who spent a good deal of his  younger l i f e  
working on the present dam system on the 0hio River. He was tell- 
m e  before we began this tape that he w a s  present at Hockingport about 
in 1904 when they were trying to decide whether to build ice piers on 
the river apposite ~ockingport. Would you care t o  talk about that, 
Nr. bne? 

A: That was a rather unusual a r d  interesting experience. I was going 
to school a t  the time and got a job up thwe on the Ohio River and 
being outdoors and it leaked like a very nice place. The C o r p s  of 
Eqineers at  that t h  had designed a system of icxhreakers, ice piers 
they called them. They had selected the site of Harpers Ferry 
directly across the 0hio River frcrm Hockingport becEluse it would have 
made a fine foundation for ice piers due t o  the ledge wh ich  
occumed there. Well after that was start&, the pilots, w e l l  I don't 
haw just hm, it dweloped that the o ld the  pilots--of m e  they 
had stood very high on river t ra f f ic  and sane of t h a n  were a l i t t l e  
doubtful about the new improvements which the gwenrm~nt was proposing 
for the i r r r p m e n m t  of the ohio River. But it happened that in M s  
particular occasion a little personality came into the picture in that 
one of the pmnhent pilots on the tadmats a t  that time had formerly 
lived in the town of Hockingpor t .  His family lived there a t  this time 
and he came back oxasionally and it seemed that  they thought it would 
be quite an advantage for the town of H o c k i n g p o r t ,  whim was a b u t  two 
hundred inhabitants I believe, a very pleasant tm t o  l ive in, spend 
in the summr. But i f  they would mcnre the ice piers acmss the river 
on the H o c k i n g p o r t  side then it might make a l i t t l e  business for 
H o c k h g p o r t  because the boats would cane t o  t i e  up behind the ice 
piers. So the organization of pilots, whatever they were, made a 
protest t o  the Corps of Engineers of the location as planned, using 
for me r e son  that due t o  the sharp bend in the river a t  that point 
that it was hard to steer a heavy taw around the bend and avoid the 
occasion of sheer whic3-1 occasionally happens with stea;mboats, we 
understand. W e l l  the only reason the gwermmmt decided t o  have it on 
the opposite side of the river frmn Hockingport was that it made a 
good foundation. So when they found a protest f m  the pilots what 
the gwerrmveslt did, they just said, ' W e l l ,  we won't mdke any ice piers 
a t  all. So we a l l  lost our jobs and the whole project was abandoned. 

Q: Kind of a disaster for your first q i e n c e  on the river? 

A: W e l l  that give a l i t t l e  insight to the beginning and the situation 
of things as they were .  Of  caurse as time went I got sort of 
fascinated with the river and got permanent work after graduation E m  



school. One of my f i r s t  jabs was on the FeKlbank Dam belaw 
Cincinnati, that1 s dam 37. One interesting thing about how 
experiences, the dam being a rather new feature, this character of 
dams because they w e r e  l ike any new project. It was actually 
pioneering, and a lot of new innovations had to be installed. Well 
one reason, one objection w h i c h  the rivemen had to the locks and dams 
system was that  they might constrict t ra f f ic  a t  the sites of the dams. 
Usually they have a navigable pass of about six or w e n  hundred feet 
wide. I wonder i f  I should by t o  explain the system of the dams? 

Q: Well that would help. 

A: W e l l  t o  go back a l i t t l e  bi t ,  the system of the dzuns designed frcrm 
Pittsburgh t o  Cairo, there w a s  to be fifty-two of them I believe, and 
in order t o  try t o  make them so they could be used in slack water 
periods, whim is usually about six months of the year, but still not 
restrict t raf f ic  during the other six mnths when there w a s  sufficient 
depths of water for traffic;  anyhcw, they installed these or designed 
the moveable dam which is nothing mre than a big leaf that is propped 
up in the river, rather a series of leaves across the river whim 
forms the dam, and then when the water stage of the river lxxxms 
sufficiently high so that navigation could be carried on without the 
dams, then these meable dams, the leaves, w i c k e t s  are dropped i n  the 
bottam of the river, just laid d m  in the both of the river. Well 
now then, the stretch of the dam where the wickets are was usually six 
hundred t o  seven hundred feet w i d e ,  but the pilots and steamboat 
people w e r e  a little afraid that that was not enough and of wurse 
that  was a l l  new t o  everyone and they objected sanewhat to the 
obstruction even though the dam worWd, the w i c k e t s  w e r e  dropped d m  
t o  the bottom of the river during high water periods, still it might 
obstruct traffic.  So a t  dam 39 it was decided that best try t o  make a 
g& l i t t l e  extra measure. So they made the dam, I believe the pass 
wasninehundred feetwideslndtheyalsodecidedtomakethe sill 
which is the bottmn of the wickets, m a h  it lmer and decided t o  make 
it three feet Mow the normal bottcm of the river. W e l l  thereby 
turned out to be a serious mistake but nobody of caurse saw it a t  the 
time. The reason w a s  this,  that w h a  the dams w e r e  lcrwwed Elnd then 
the high water caning along and of course the river, a l o t  of silt 
carried i n  the water, and it being a wider cross section of the river, 
the current would flow a l i t t l e  slower and the silt would drop. Then 
of course that would f i l l  up the w i c b t s  and when the t h  came to 
raise the wickets in the spring when they w e r e  needed, they w e r e  hard 
to  get ahold of. So then they found that that was a mistake and so 
the designs Erom then on, after a little more v i e n c e ,  they made 
the sill a little higher than the normal bottm of the river so the 
current would go a little s w i f t e r  through the dam and really scour the 
mechanism of the dam and keep it clean. So that was sawthing that 
was found just by t r i a l  and error. 

They wm went so far as in the upper river where the f i r s t  dams were 
built,  they weren't bothered with silt m much a t  least and they wen 
designed one dam t o  have a tunnel underneath. Saneone thought it 
would be a wonderfuJ. idea to have the dams so one could walk through, 
get across the river by going under the dam l ike a subway. Well what 
happened, I forget which darn was built  that way but what happened, 



that immediately filled up with silt and there was no way to get it 
out. This problem with silt w a s  a problem a l l  the way through, 
especially as they would get farther and farther d m  tcrwards the 
source of the river. It was a verv serious sroblem and still had t o  
be worked out by trial and error &use th; locks a t  f h t  w e r e  made 
of a what they temed a roller gate. Roller lock gate. That is the 
dams were about a h- and ten feetwide and that's as wide as the 
Panama locks, used to sort of h t  of it at the time, six hundred 
feet long. But of caurse didn't have t o  be so deep, the draft was 
only, we11 it started out w i t h  nine feet draft d then increased to 
eleven feet draft. But that meant tha t  the lock gate w e r e  made, the 
regular lock gate, this is a standard and hsls been hand& down f rm 
structural locks for years and years, that lnemt that the la gate 
had t o  be very long in proportion to its height, tdkirag a terrific 
strain on the hinges. So it was thought it wouldbe nicertomake the 
gate so it would just roll back and forth m a track, just like a 
regular railroad track was built. The railroad wheels to run the gate 
back and forth. But then they found out the old man, the trouble with 
silt cartbe along again, because in the gates when they rolled out away 
they had to have a gate recess and that's Where the gate would, to get 
the gate out to, not obstruct the entrance into the lock, that recess 
would f i l l  up with silt, the same thing, problem again. Then the gate 
was made with a lot of lattice work, a good deal like the construction 
of a bridge, steel lattice work. It is v q  difficult to get those 
cleaned out. So what  happened finally they had to go to the m i t e r  
gates which was standard the first t h .  Well about half of the f i r s t  
dams were made with the rolling gate, the half of the Cincinnati 
district a t  least. Thm they faund out the difficulty with the roller. 
gates then they had to go with the m i t e r  gates. So about every other 
dam is made with roller gates and the other half with miter  gates, 
The difficulty with the m i t e r  gates, they had to have sudz a terrific 
weight, a monolith to get enough counter weight to hold the long gates 

up. So it was more expsxsive but we got rid of the trouble with the 
silt. 

One sort of innovation w a s  put in effect during World War I. The 
system of dams as originally started, the plan was t o  build every 
otherdam, thatisthedamswithoddnumbers, theywerenmhmdfrcym 
Pittsburgh dawn, would be installed first and then we would came and 
put the intenrening dams to ccrmplete the system. Of course to 
ccrmplete the system meant to have so that during slack water period to 
have a sufficient pool to give a nine fmt stage at least all along 
the river. Well when World War I came along they s M  a system of 
making use of the other dams by causing artificial rises in the river. 
That is they would, the great pmblem, was getting cosll down the river 
was a terrific problem at that t h  during the war when it was very 
critid, so they would get the fleet of coal tawboats on the upper 
river in one of the pols and then they would lower the wihts and 
let the water flaw down, start d m  the river and a l l  the tuwbats 
would follow along on the crest of that l i t t le  rise. Then when that 
water would reach the next dam which was built, then the wicket for 
that dam wauld be lowered and that would sort of accelerate as it went 
d m  the river, ea& dam would contribute its pal, so they would have 
t ime  t o  get down the river a piece. They would get a pretty good 
little rise azld the h t s  would all go d m  on the crest of that rise. 



Eut one dam, dam 35, an alternate dam, was not yet cmpleted, it was 
just under construction, that  w a s  the dam a t  New Ri&mcmd, Ohio, up 
here. So I happened to be put in charge of that job of trying to get 
the wiclcets  insinsled. Ncrw the w i c k e t s  as ycsu I ~ Q W  are hinged at the 
bot tcan  so they can be raised on that hinge until  they stand upright in 
the river. Then there is a x)m behind the dam which holds it behind 
the w i c k e t s  which holds i n  fia& against the head of the water. W e l l  
ordinarily at f h t  those were installed while the dam was being 
constructed, when it was all in dry, by mans, the reason of the 
coffer dam built it but often money was slaw in ccdng. 
Congress would appropriate money not as fast  as the constructors of 
the dam would l ike it. So they would leave the wiCJCRts to  be 
installed until  af ter  the masonry was ccnrrpleted and that mans 'that it 
had t o  be done by a diver which was a very expensive and more 
diff icul t  work. But ncw it in  the f a l l ,  Wing the war,  must 
have been about 1917. I'm not quite sure, that there was an emergency 
to get these w i c k e t s  in at dam 35 at New R i b r i d .  So I happened t o  
be reading at that t h  Henry Ford's system of mass pmhction on the 
production line, h m  autambiles wwe built. Of course that  gat to  be 
very popular a t  that  time. That w a s  just being introduced and this 
thought occuYred that, why couldn't that  be done w i m  installing the 
w i c k e t s .  So I m i g h t  say ordinarily they had a crew t o  install the 
wickets and they would get the parts and they would have t o  assemble 
the leaf and the props d the horse, so called. Thm take them out 
h ~ b o a t a n d h a v e a d ~ i c k b o a t t o l ~ t h e m d c l w n a n d t h e n a  
diver would have t o  go d m  and adjust what you c = a l l  quoin blocks 
whit31 fonn the hinge for the wickets t o  work in. T h a  we would came 
back and do it a l l  over again, but according to a mass pmduction l ine 
the idea was each job could be done by a separate crew by itself. So 
I got that a l l  planned, had the system on the bank for installing the 
wickets for the m who could work w e l l .  Load a bunch of them on a 
b a r g e a n d t h e n t c x J t h e b a r g e m t t o ~ t h e m r k w a s g o i n g o n a n d  
then they would, the divers crew and the derrick boats would lawer the 
w i c k e t s  into the water & install them. Thm to facilitate that, a 
lo t  of the hard work, was the diver had a little short shovel that he 
had to use t o  dig out the sand and silt which would collect along the 
hinges on the bottcrm, so we had installed a little pump on another 
barge, a centrifugal pmp, which is worked not as a pmp but t o  work 
as a hydraulic dredge to p m q  or put suction right a t  the place mere 
the diver was going t o  be next t o  try and pmp it out clean. 

W e l l  l ike  anything else new it w a s  a little hard t o  get that  organized 
and w h a  we f i r s t  started we only had about, t h i s  w a s  la te  in the 
fall, and the system before, they had established the schedule of 
installing six wickets a day. Well now a t  New Richmond that  would 
take wer a month to get all the w i h t s  in at that rate. W e l l  this 
was getting late in the f a l l  high water might ccrme along anytime 
and cold weather and there was a question very doubtful that  that 
could be done under the then current system, unless we could mdke crur 
prokction line system work. Well we weren't too sure a b u t  that  but 
in starting out this seemed to be so inrportmt that the division 
engineer d the distr ic t  engineer in charge of the Corps of l3qineers 
b t h  came t o  warn the work. After it was a l l  done, after we had 
worked a day, thm the division engineer, which was a big top boss, 
called me and said, I 1 N m  haw many did you get in today?I1 I had t o  say 





paper, the various kinds of jobs, pile  drivers, stokers and things of 
that kin3 that occur on a dam. 

But one particular instance is rather amus* Fn a sense. We had a 
crew of men dawn and diggiq aut the mud in  one of these recesses or 
gates that I was talking a b u t .  It was a nasty miserable day and they 
had to work with hip boots and they couldn't get a clam shell bu&t 
i n  there to dig it out autamatically so it just had to be shweled by 
hand into a skiff and then hoisted out. Well the foreman came up to 
me about the middle of the morning he said, ltYou )maw the c r e w  is all 
quitting, they are walking out on me dawn there.'' So I went down 
there and I couldn't blame them because of t h i s  miserable work. So 
there is just one man left digging d m  there, he was all by himself. 
We11 of course it didn't pay to run the derrick and everything for one 
man but I thought a fellm that has guts enaugh t o  stick t o  it like 
that  boy has why he deserves sanething. W e l l  as it turns out he 
didn't have tm much education, in fact he couldnlt have made aut a 
civ i l  sewice fom by himself in any event. R n y h m  I gave him a job 
as night warn on the fleet. So a& morning I had it fixed so the 
night watchman would make their reports i f  anyhhgs happened during 
the night. So one morning he reported, said had a fire on derrick 
boat #7 last night and he said, ''1 took the, now this is quote, ''the 
I for use turn upside d m '  and put the fire out. Of course he had 
read on the f ire extinguisher and he thought the directions were the 
name of the extinguisher. Well then he went on t o  say, *'Naw the 'for 
use upside d m '  is empty and needs to be f i l led again.I1 Well it 
tumed aut that the fellow was  burned a little b i t  and of m e  was 
very creditable that a f e l l m  would catch a fire like that and knm 
how to put it out whether he knew haw to spell f i r e  extmsher or 
not. 

Esza of Side One, Tape One 

A: . . . felluw was going t o  get a rating in a civ i l  service. W e l l  
they would ask him a guestion and he would w r i t e  it down yes sir. 
Instead of saying yes he would say yes sir. W e l l  we got h i m  fixed him 
up with a l o t  of aid to get this paper in. So we got him a pretty 
good job and t o  me it--that is a very interesting that so m y  men 
that we can E h d  can do a certain job but they just can't put it duwn 
on the paper and get a grade or rating. Of course that had to bs 
done. 

Ancrther experience i f  I'm not boring you, one time t h i s  pertains t o  
gwerrrment regulations, naw I don't want to look l ike I 'rn slacking 
about goverrrment regulations or anything of that kind because it has 
to be. We do hear a lot of criticism about gwerrnnentwork which the 
critics don't really analyze and realize what the situation is. There 
are plenty of faults, yes, but they are not so easy to rectify as you 
might think, One night the telephone rang about two olclock, they 
called me a b u t  two ofclock in the morning and the night watchman over 
there said the river was rising fast and was within I bzliwe a foot 
fram the tap of the lock wall. 












