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Preface 

This mmucript i s  the product of a tape recorded interview conducted by 
John Knoepfle on June 19 , 1957. Margie Towery transcribed the tape and 
edited the transcript. D r .  KnoepfLe reviewed the transcript. 

Captain Brasher was born i n  Rising Sun, Indiana. He started on the river 
as a clerk and served in various other capacities such as steersman, 
purser, mate and captain. In this m i r  he relates his experiences and 
knowledge of river boats. 

John Knoepfle ws b r n  in C i n c h t i  in 1923. He obtained his Ph.D. in 
literature frm Saint Louis Wversity in  1967. Dr. Knoepfle i s  presently 
a professor of Fnglish a t  Sangamn State University. He was named Illinois 
Author of the Y e a r  i n  October, 1986. John and his wife Peg have one 
daughter and three sons. 

During 1953-1955 while mrking as prducer-director of an educational 
television station, WCET-TV, C i m i n n a t i ,  D r .  Knoepfle proposed a project 
on s tembats  and inland rivers. These river nmmirs are a result of the 
research collected during 1954-1960. 

Readers of the oral history m i r  shauld bear in m i d  that it is a 
transcript of the spoken mrd, aod that the intervievier, narrator and 
editor sou&t to preserve the i n f o m l ,  cornrersational style that i s  
inherent i n  such historical sources. Sangarmn State University i s  not 
responsible for the factual accuracy of the m i r  , nor for views 
expressed therein; these are for the reader to judge. 

The manuscript my be read, quoted and cited tieely. It m y  not be 
reproducd in whole or in par t  by any nrreans, electronic or znechanical, 
without permission in writing from the Oral History Office, Sangmn 
State University, Springfield, Illinois, 62794-9243. 

ERRATA: In the first p a r a ~ p h  of the Preface add the follwing 
sentence. This  and other mterv ia  in a series on stemkats and 
FnlW rivers were  produced mder the auspices of the Public Libmy 
of c i n c h t i  and Hamilton Oounty, Ohio ard Smganmn State Uhiv-ity, 
Springfield, Illinois. 

In the fifth paragraph of the Preface charge the last sentence to 
read: Sangman S t a t e  University and the Public Library of cincinnati 
an3 Hamilton Caurty, O h i o  are not responsible for the fa- accuracy 
of the mmir, nor for views expressed therein; these are for .the 
reader to judge. 

In the last paragraph of the Reface add the following to the last 
s ~ t e n c e :  or the Cumtor of Rare Beaks and Special Collections of the 
Public Library of ~ i n c h a t i  aml Hamilton Ccrunty, Ohio, 45202-2071. 

--------- - -  - -- - - -- -- --- . - -- 
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Captain Brasher, June 19, 1957, Fort Thanas. 

John Knoepfle, Intewiewr, 

Q: This is the 19th of June, 1957, and I have come t o  Fort 'Lhams to  the 
hone of Captain Brasher. 

A: I h a t l s  Brasher. (says it w i t h  a long A sound) 

Q: Brasher. We're going to do a l i t t le m r e  river lore. k t ' s  get the 
mike a l i t t l e  closer t o  you. You are going t o  have a soft voice, I see. 

A: Is that better? 

Q: Yes. (pause) Take y w r  tim . Maybe you can t e l l  us *ere you are 
f rmand. .  . 
A: k11, I wis born in R i s i n g  Sun, Indiana, and reared in Jef fersomil le  , 
Indiana. My dad was on the river a l l  his l i f e ,  and his t w  brothers--my 
uncles--=re also on the river all their  life. They =re on the packet 
boats. My Uncle Jim, which was my father 's older brother was pilot on 
the Pdmi~al a t  St .  buis when he passed awy about t m  years ago. Yes, 
Uncle Jim was e i&t- tm when he passed away. And he piloted up unti l  his 
death. b s t  of their lives w r e  spent on the old packet boats, that is 
the City of Louisville, the City - of Cincinnati, the h r i c a ,  the ween 
City and boats of that era. 

Q: Let rw b l d  a m n t  and l e t  you . . . today you're being rrade hmrtal  . 
(laughter ) 

W: [Captain Brasher1 s wife] Those th ings are really remarkable. Aren't 
they? 

Q: men did you first go on the river yourself? 

A: I mt on the r iver  back when I was in school. That i s ,  I spent my 
m r  vacations on the river.  And I mrked as a clerk and then latex on 
I mrkd as a steersman. 

Q: What boats =re those? 

A: 'Lhat ~s on the Cincinnati. 'Ihat w s  the boat after the City of - 
C i x i n n a t i .  She. is now the President at New Orleans. 

Q: And what year wuld that have ken? 
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A: 'Ihat muld have been back in about, in the twnt ies ,  I can ' t  r-er 
the e m t  year. Back in those days, a steersman got seven dollars a 
week. That vas your salary. 

So then I also was on the old een Ci ty  and the John W. kbbard, but 
only for a short tine. Then I % le the river ad=nTt on it unt i l  
a f t e r  I carxle mt of World War 11. During World War 11 I ms in the Coast 
Guard on an LST, and then I m t  back to  the river at  the end of the war. 

Q: Where =re you on the LST? Just a side question. 

A: 1 w s  in the South Pacific, al l  uver . 

A: Back from the mr, yes. Then I e n t  with the Greene Line  and I w n t  
as puxser on the Delta w e n  with Captain Tam keene. And then I w n t ,  
d t e r  being purser on the b a t  fox a couple of years, then I went as 
mate. I served as mte for a year ard then I writ to  captain of her, up 
un t i l  tm years ago. Since then I 've been on towboats. So that's about 
the extent of my river t o  the present date. 

Q: You're on diesel tow now, arm' t you? 

A: Yes. k t  I do believe the steambats w i l l  core back in existence. 
Homer there is, as you how, there i s  not too many of than, but I 
believe with the atomic age, why, I think the steam w i l l  cme  back into 
existence again. They say history repeats i t s e l f ,  so no doubt it w i l l .  
I do believe this. I bel iwe that wt.len atomic powr c e s  into existence, 
I be l iwe  that you'll see your boats, similar t o  your o ld- t iw packet 
boats, put themselves h &sterne again, 

Q: kll , I had heard that boat propellers w r e n ' t  mch more efficient 
than a good sternwheel up until a few years ago. 

A: &11, that is true. There is  a l o t  of arguments even to  th is  day in 
regards to  the sternwheel and the screw, that is  as far  as puslung goes 
or towing of barges and so forth. h t  one has i ts  advantage over the 
other. The beauty part  abut the old stermheel is the fact that  you 
could make repairs on it without dry-docking your boat, here  i n  the 
majority of cases w i t h  your screws, you can' t .  An3 your sternwheel boats 
with your wheel, you could go a l o t  of places that you can't go with your 
screw boat. Homer ,  I do believe that they claim that there's a loss of 
f i r e  mnmhere around forty percent with the wheel against the screw. 

Eht frankly, l ike  I said before, I believe that in t h  t o  come that 
you' l l  see boats we r  here similar t o  what they have w e r  in Europe, or 
maybe on the Rhine a d  sarzle of those rivers.  I guess you w l d  call them 
self-propelled barges. Because it is proven, there are s t a t i s t i c s  that 
show that river transportation is s t i l l  the cheapest mans. I may be 
wrong but at least that's my trend of thought. 
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Q: W e l l ,  l e t ' s  
b i t .  

go back t o  that early river a d  talk about that a l i t t l e  

A: Okay. 

Q: Anything you could say now about the f a l l s  and your uncle might: help 
us since I b e  rho information at all on the f a l l s  in  the r iver .  

A: kll , as you knw , what founded the c i t y  of Louisville Ere the f a l l s  
in the Ohio River. The boats back in the early days wid corn dom as 
far as b u i s v i l l e  ard then the only t ime  that they could go wez: the 
falls was during hi& water. The other portion of the year the boats 
wlould bring the &eight as far as Louisville, then they muld have to  
make a portage araund the f a l l s  a d  then the boats below the f a l l s  wuld 
take it on through. 'Ihey muld have what FR call the f a l l s  pi lots  that 
wuld,  when the river was at a stage where they could run the boats over 
the f a l l s ,  a 1  1, they wuld take them through. Then they muld go on 
through. Wlt la ter  on, they bui l t  the canal a t  Louisville and of course, 
that did away with the transferring of freight. 

Then they hilt the-or it a s  af te r  they hilt the cad--I 'm not sure 
about that, but a n F y ,  they bu i l t  the dam there a t  b u i s v i l l e .  Tnen 
later on here i n  araund nineteen, a r d  the thirties I think it ms, 
they pt a top on the old dam, &h rnade it higher t o  back the water 
farther up the river. Nuw I believe they're going to put in the new lock 
these a t  Louisville and £ran what I u n d e r s t 4  they're going t o  cut away 
mst of the present c a d .  

Q: You lived then abave the falls? 

A :  Yes, h e n  I was a boy, w lived abave the falls i n  Jeffersowil le  and 
&--of course, at  that tim they =re using the canal instead of going 
over the fa l l s .  However they wuld sti l l  go aver them only when the 
river becms high enough a t  h i s v i l l e .  

Q: I ' d  l ike you to  t e l l  that fish story. 

A: SJould you? Oh. 

Q: Nobody w i l l  believe you, but . . . 
A: Well, I can remember when I m s  a boy, m lived there at  Jeffersomille.  
I can ramhew twice E n  walking up the street with f i sh  that were large 
enough that they ran an oar thrmgh the mth and the gill and tm n m ,  
one on each end of the oar, carried it on their shoulder and the f ish 
drug on the ~~. That i s  his tail drug on the g r a d .  A r d  then they 
used to use there at the falls, they had a wheel ~lyxltlted on the end of a 
small barge. This wheel was, similar to  a paddlewheel on a boat except 
where the bucket planks =re, they had wire netting similar to  poultry 
netting. Bey  w l d  w r k  this barge out into the current by the falls 
and the current was strong enough that it muld turn this wheel and as 
this heel w n t  arourld i n  the water it muld d ip  up the f ish.  
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Q: Is that so? 

A: And throw them back into the barge and I h m  several times that 
their  catch was SO great tha t  it m l d  tear this wire netting r ight  off 
the h e e l .  That's rea l ly  sanethmg for arourad this part of the country. 

Q: Yes, irdeed. Well, those long fish that you saw, they weren't cats? 

A: No, as I reca l l  they e r e  not catfish. mat they Ere, I don't know. 

Q: That's probably deep water f i sh  then. 

A: Yes, several places arourd the falls that, a t  that time they had 
never been able t o  find bottom, they claim they caught som fish in there 
without eyes. The s a m  type of fish that are i n  Lost River, Nmmth 
Cave. So those are  t rue  stories.  They're not fish stories .  (laughter) 

Q: Very g o d ,  very g o d .  Lbrder if you could t e l l  us something about 
those early boats that you were on, or better s t i l l  t e l l  u s  about yau: 
grandfather and the . . . . 
A: Oh, and the flatboats? 

Q: Yes. 

A: kll, my grandfather's name ms Ward and he used t o  run flatboats 
&ou& t o  New Orleans, Back in the early days, why, there was so narch 
piracy and thievery going on and even the rren traveling on the steamboats 
a t  that tixe , it wasn' t safe for than to  carry any mney . They m l d  be 
robbed before they reached their destination. So Grandfather had a slave 
wlzom he had raised or reared and he muld always take Pete with him on 
these =ips t o  New Orleans. k e n  he muld get down there he'd sell the 
produce or whatever he may have aboard, Then he'd also sell the boat, 
which they did back i n  those days. Then he muld c m  back with passage 
back up the river on the steamboat. He'd give this slave the mney and 
old Pete muld pt it in a carpetbag and naturally, being an old darky, 
why, he ' d walk back. We1 1 , no one muld suspect that he had any mney or 
anything and therefore, he wuld get through without any trouble whatsoever. 
A d  that was his meth.cd of getting the mney back up t o  this pa r t  of the 
country again. 

Q: Could you t e l l  us anythmg about your father on the river? 

A: Yes, my father ws a captain a d  pi lo t  on the r iver .  He was on the 

O l d  % of Cincinnati and the C i  of b u i s v i l l e  a d  the Loucinda anl 
the Jo ijT Hubbard a d  the K e n s k y 7  Then he was on the steamr Mima 
and =ruthe America. He wzls captain on her after she, the Indiana's 
mm had been chan~ed and she had been rnade an excursion boat. He was on 
her fox several And he was on qyite a few of tbse bats back in 
those days, but I can ' t  recall a l l  of them. 

Q: I never heard about the Zloucida before. I mrder what kind of a 
boat she was. 
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A: Well, she ms--I can't  t e l l  you &ether she wis a sidewheeler or 
whether she m s  a sternheeler-kt  she was quite a noted boat back in 
those days. And he spent mst of his boating betwen C i n c i n n a t i  and 
b u i s v i l l e  with the White Collar Line and l a te r ,  the Louisville and 
Cincinnati Packet Company. In fact, I have sanehere around here a copy 
of--the C i t  of Louisville was considered one of the fastest  boats a d  I 
have her T? og =ere--& only made one t r i p  to  New Orleans. She w n t  from 
khti t o  New Orleans in five days a d  she carne back from New Orleans 
to  C i n c h t i  in five days. She, going d m ,  according to  her log, they 
just loped along as you might say, just a slaw bell .  But: that ws the 
reason it took her as long to  go down as it did to  come back. She only 
made the one t r ip .  A s  I recal l ,  it w five days, five hours and m t y - o n e  
minutes. So that was quite a record. In fact, I don't think they h e  a 
boat today that m l d  equal that tim, that would make that tim. 

Q: Well, I ' d  l ike t o  hear about your earl ier  boats now, any deta i l s  naw. 

A: Any detai ls .  Well, as I said, my first boating ww on the C i n c i n n a t i .  
She a s  a sidewheel boat. She kas the s i s t e r  boat to the Island Queen. 
When the L & C Packet Camany--they hilt tm hulls. They Ere going to  
rime them for the old city 03 b u i b i l l e  and the old Cit - of Cirkinnati. 
lhey started on the Cinc-i ' s  superstructure b e f o r A e y d i d  the 
b u i s v i l l e ' s  and it cost the company so uuch mney that they were forced 
to  s e l l  the other hull  to  the Coney Island Company which they buil t  and 
nand the Island Queen. So therefore they mren ' t  able t o  complete the 
tw boats. They bere only able to  complete the one. 

I don't recal l  Mat her dimnsions =re or anythug, but she was quite 
d e m  for a packet boat in her day. And I guess, i n  fact she was the 
l a s t  l i t t l e  packet boat ever buil t  and she was very pretty. She had 
rather graceful l ines and wen to  this day I don't think even the Delta* 
ween which m s  bui l t  la ter  than the Cincinnati, she wuldn ' t  come up to 
the Cinc innat i  in design or structure either one. And of course, she 
muldn' t cane up to her speed. Of caurse, the Delta een is  a sternwheel 
while the Cincinnati was a sidewheel. The old QZZi &-that I spent a 
short time on--she was a sternwheel packet boat. A s  1 recal l  f rom the 
older n-m saying, she was about the fastest  sternwheel boat that was ever 
bui l t .  Sx had a l o t  of speed and was a good handler. 

Q: Now you said you -re a steer=? 

Q: Could you describe the duties of a steersman? 

A: Well, a steersman is the m that's learning to becoxle a p i lo t .  So 
tha t ' s  the same as a cub pi lot .  Sane ca l l  them cub pi lots  and s a w  
steer-. In order to  becm a pi lot  you have to  be a steersman or a 
cub p i lo t  for three years before you could go up for your license. And 
that 's  what I did.  A d  then I also clerked on the boats. In fact, I 
even stewarded the boats. You could say I have done a l i t t le  b i t  of 
everythmg. 



Captain Brasher 6 

Q: Do you remember saxe of the men that you e r e  under as steersman? 

A: Well, yes. I was under my dad and uncle. They t e r e  the pi lo ts  a d  I 
steered d e x  them. 

A: Back in the packet boat days betwen Cincinnati a d  h i s v i l l e ,  they 
ran what they called '&et the Boat" trips. h e  boat mdd leave Cincinnati 
in the mming and the other one would leave Louisville in the KO-. 
A d  they w d d  take passengers d they carried an orchestra on each 
boat. The boats muld travel unt i l  they met which was generally around 
three or fatr o'clock in  the afternoon. Then one wuld land and the 
other one m l d  l a d  along side of her and they wuld transfer their 
passengers. And the people that got on a t  b u i s v i l l e  w l d  get off d 
get on the other boat arad the ones from Cincinnati m l d  get off their 
boat and get on the other boat. Tnen they'd c m  on back and they'd get 
back t o  Cincinnati around nine or ten in the evening, that sarne evening. 

Then on the America, I r&r my dad having Sy Rinebart and his band 
from Lmisville.  And a s  I recall, I think Sy wrote "Sally £ram ous 
Alley" or m ~ t h i n g  l ike  that. Tnat was quite a n o t d  song back in those 
days, I ' m  +te sure that he wrote that. There was quite a - - h i s v i l l e  
at  that time WE a jazz center, I guess you wuld classify it as ,  sunethhg 
similar t o  New Orleans of yesterday, yau m i & t  say. But then they had 
the calliopes on the boats back in those days, which are just about gone. 
And Sy, as I recall, was very good on the calliope. He could play it 
just lik a rmsician could play a piano t d a y .  

Well, those 'Wet  the Boat" t r ips  Ere quite popular back in those days 
in both c i t i e s ,  in Cincinnati and also in Louisville. And then the boat 
that muld leave Cincinnati, she wuld also pick up passengers for this 
'Vket the Boat" t r i p  as she w u l d  go down the river. She wuld pick them 
up a t  Lawrenceburg and Aurora and Kisbg Sun, even down as far as Patriot 
a d  Vevay. O f  course, i f  it was the nor th-bod boat, the boat leaving 
Louisville, there wisn't any toms for her t o  pick up anybody a t ,  any 
towns of any size. 50 therefore she didn' t make waystops other than just 
her freight stops. 

Q: I t 's  an interesting note. I 've never read this anywhere. 

A: Yes, it's rather strange. It ms a strange thing t o  rre when I was on 
een, e naturally cane i n  contact with people from all  wer 

the tke%a country even  so^ foreign countries. It was mst remarkable how 
wll the Island ween wis kown. 

Q: Oh yes. 

A: She s e e d  to  be known all wew the country. People muld c m  
aboard and they'd ask--people £?am California a d  places f rom way away 
£ran here, 'What ever happened t o  the Island Queen?" She was a wll-known 
boat. 
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Q: It s e d  l ike  a personal loss. 

A: Yes, she ms a ~ 1 1 - h o r n  boat. 

Q: Now you =re on the @een C i t y ,  too? 

A: Yes, I was on the P% Back in those days they ran what they 
called their big boats uring flnrmertime and then during the fall d 
winter they ran their small boats. That ms due to  the fact that  they 
didn't  carry the raanber of passengers a d  they devoted mst of their 
efforts  and so forth to  the handling of ke igh t ,  where during the smmr 
season they hardled both passengers a d  freight. 

Q: I see. 

A: So they had what they called their smmr boats and their winter 
boats. &en they m l d  lay the s m r  boats up, then they muld bring 
out the m l l e r  boats which had very l i t t l e  passenger space . . . 

Erd of Side h e ,  Tape One 

A: . . . were mstly a l l  freight space arid they operated those. Back 
before that tk-- that  was before they had the locks and d m  i n  the 
river--they had their high water boats and their low witer boats. b s t  
a l l  the companies that operated at  that t k  wuld have their big boats 
that when the river was high they muld run; then their shallow-draft , 
smaller boats, mst of them =re sternsheel, that they wuld run during 
the low w t e r  season. 

Q: Which category did the ween C i t y  fall in? 

A: Well, the w e n  City wuld core under the larger type because she 
was--wll, I guess at  that tine in her day--she was the largest sternwheel 
boat ever hilt. She was quite fast and she was quite large for a sternwheel 
boat. She m s  a w d e n  hull b a t  as mst of them -re back in those 
days. I can't think of anything else offhand. (tape stopped) 

Q: Al l  right. Maybe you can n a e  a few of the parts of the moden hull 
boat. 

A: Q l l ,  there =re your hog chains. The plrpose of the hog chain m s  
to  keep the boat from breaking in tw. And it was fastened i n  the hull 
towards the bow of the vessel and it wuld cane up through the decks 
clear beyord the roof of the boat, back over the boat and then dom, and 
the post at  the very stem that these hog chains rested on was called the 
sarrrpson ps t .  Your hog chain w n t  over the top off it back to  what is 
known as the fantail which supprted your h e e l  a t  the stern. 

Then there was a stanchion, a timber that is  a vert ical  timber that gave 
support to  your decks. And then there ws your deck beam that  supported 
your deck. There was  your breasthook, that was at the bow if you have a 
&el bow that held the stem, that was the very t i p  of your hull. There 
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was a rod that ran back and then it brarxhed out i n  the shape of a 'Y" 
a d  fastened back to  your stanchions on each side. Your lull planking 
was called streaks and then the one that  sea& rather funny was a rosebox. 
A rosebox is what w m 1 d  refer t o  today as a screen, which back i n  
those days they didn' t have electric prmps , or pcanps , they had what are 
called siphons that *re run £ran steam, And a rosebox was just a box 
affair around the end of the pipe, of your siphon, which prevented 
anything clogging it, a d  that served the purposes of a screen. 

Q: Can you talk a l i t t le  b i t  about the c r m  again? 

A: Oh yes, the crom. Well, the crom of the vessel is  the upward swep 
or downward sweep, &hever you a t  to  c a l l  i t ,  of the decks. On your 
win deck, d d c h  was your freight deck, it senred tw pposes. It 
sewed as drainage t o  drain any ~ t e r  that might fall on the deck and 
also to carry or support the wight. Ck.1 your upper decks, its sole 
purpose w s  for drainage there. Then your vheels, they Ere mde up-the 
shaft was the center pa r t  of the &el, which was generally m s  made of 
iron. Back in the old days, it was quite c m n  for a b a t  to  break her 
shaft; ard then yom wheel m s  hilt arourd your sMt .  Yau had your 
&el a m  a d  then your l i t t le  d g e  pieces that e n t  in betseen the 
*el arms were c a l l 4  cocked hats. 

Q: Cocked hats? 

A: Cocked hats. Then you had your circles which supported your wheel 
amis and then the truck& plank which dipped in the water which shaved 
your boat along. There' s quite a few of them I can't  recal l  offband. 
The £rams, some psople refer t o  than t d a y  as r ibs,  they -re called 
frames. There =re your floor timbers and your bottom planks and then 
your streaks on the sides, which £ o h  yaur side plankmg. A d  then you 
had your guards on you boats back h those days, which was, the deck 
overhung out wer the water. Tday they don't build boats w i t h  guards. 
Back in those days a11 boats had guards on them. 

Q: You could catch a guard in a lock, couldn't you? 

A: No, not necessarily. Your guards =re--your main deck was dom low 
enough that your guards--you had what they called a rubbbg streak on the 
outside of your guards--they =re low enough that they wuldn' t averride 
the lock walls. 

Q: k w  do you spel l  a streak? 

Q: That's odd. I muld--that's the speech then. 

A: Yes. Well, s m  refer t o  than streaks (long E sound) and s m e  refer 
t o  them as streaks (long A sound). So that is the old-time ship carpenters, 
that is  river carpenters around here, that's what they w l d  ca l l  them. 
They wuld c a l l  than streaks (long E s d )  . Maybe the proper mne was 
streaks (long A sound). But they called than streaks. 










