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reprodmedinmleormtﬁtby means, electronic or mechanical,
without permission in wri 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
Cincimmati and Hamilton County, Chio.




J. Harvey Coomer, September 17, 1958, Louisville, Kentucky.
John Knoepfle, Interviewer.

Q: Mr. Coomer is an old-time mate and captain on steamboat packets.
I know that you were on the Cumberland River, Mr. Coamer, and that you
did some logging in your earlier days. Can you tell us about that?

A: Well, Burnside, Kentucky is the head navigation of the Cumberland
River and the people, their mode of life was cutting timbers, ties and
logs thrown into a dry creek and then when the spring and fall rains
came, why, that washed into the Cumberland River which they floated
into Burnside where the campanies had booms. And then regardless of
the time of day or the condition of the weather, why, pecple were
called ocut to work on the boams to get these logs and put them in
behind the staves so they would not go on down the river. You see, if
they did not have the lumber and the staves, there wasn't any work for
the people. And we would walk those booms at night with the river
rising--the Cumberlard River rises a lot of times six and eight feet
an hour because when that tremendous rainfall comes into the mountain,
it all cames into the river at once.

And there was--at one time Burnside was called Point Isabel, there
where the South Fork River and the Cumberland meet, and then General
Burnside had his headquarters there which they changed the name then
from Point Isabel to Burnside. And right in this particular fort
where the Cumberland and Scuth Fork met, why, the river was tremendous
deep. In other words, the old legend is that there was no bottom.

So in the summertime these staves had to be taken out of the banks of
the river. When the river would fall these logs and your staves and
your ties on the river bank had to be put into box cars and barges and
ferried into the railrcad tracks to be loaded onto boxcars. Then at
Burnside there were maybe fifty or si carloads of staves, lumber
and ties, chicken and eggs. Now the chicken and eggs came into
Burnside by transportation of the riverboats. They were shallow draft
ten, twelve inches draft empty. Of course, when you load them down,
you could load them down to four or five feet depth. And the mode of
transportation was out of Burkesville and Celina, Tennessee out on up
Cumberland River to Burnside which was a shipping point. There was
forty counties back in there that had to be supplied with soil
fertilizer and commodities similar to that. They had to put it in in
season just only when the river was up, you see.

Q: Couldn't run in low water up there.
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A: In the summertime, when the river was real low, it was just more
of a branch which we had small gasoline boats and real small shallow
draft barges. We'd load a lot of groceries, camned goods and stuff,
and haul down the river in the summertime in that. A lot of times we
would have to drag over the shoals by laying a twelve hundred foot

hawser ard tying arcund two of them ramd niggerheads, in other words
windlasses. We drug those over the barge and up.

Q: Was that a power windlass or did you do it by hand?

A: No, we did it mostly by hand on the gasoline boats, but on the
steamboats we had the regular steam windlass. What's that called?
Niggerhead.

Q: I'll bet that twmning that hand capstan mist have been
backbreaking work.

A: Well, there have been two or three pecple that I know of killed by
the makeshift windlass. That is the type that you go cut and cut a
log, you see, and anchor it down and bolt some timbers to it and you
don't have dogs on it or anything to keep it from backfiring if

scmething gives a sudden jerk. Usually they put those on barges to
just drag a couple of barges over a shoal or something.

Q: A line like that gets caught.

A: Yes, it tightens it up automatically, well, if that pole gets
slinging why . . .

Q: 1Is that so?
A: Well, turn it off a minute. I'm out of breath. (tape stopped)

Q: Well, anyway, let me ask you two questions about the logs. How
were they loaded into the car?

A: They weren't loaded into cars, the logs themselves, it was the
staves and ties that was loaded into cars. Your logs were rolled into
the river when the river went down and they had conveyors which came
down into the water and then you sluiced the logs up where a dog would
catch it and then they would go into the sawmill. And this
particular sawmill that cut the big timber was a double saw, a saw was
going and coming with a carriage which would cut three hundred logs a
day. Now some of those logs floated fifty-two inches out of the
water.

Q: Boy.

A: Now that was real timber. That was mostly yellow poplar and white
pine and red cak. And they were brought up and that was dried and put
out in the yard to be put in the boxcars and then shipped into
Cincinnati, Ohio, or something like that.

Q: Was that a particular railroad line up there?
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A: Yes. It was Southern Railroad. Tt was the only railroad that
went down through there. It had to supply these counties I am

of. This freight had to come ocut of Cincimnati and
Iouisville-—dry goods, shoes, see, people had to buy themselves oil.
Sumertime around these—we handled lots of oil, just old lamp oil.
You needed it to make light with. And what you handled then—wire
fencing and your fertilizer, something it was an absolute necessity
down in that country because nothing would grow unless a tremendous
amount of fertilizer was used on that land. And they raised a
tremendous lot of corn.

Now the boats ran mostly from Burmside to Nashville, Temnessee. Now
going down as far as Celina, ocur cargo would consist of general
groceries, hardware, plows, plowshares, and raftsmen's rope and dogs
and things they used to wrap logs with, and then we would start to
pick up corn and stock around Celina and take on into Nashville,
Tennessee. Maybe we would pull into Nashville, Tennesee with a
ﬂmsanicoopsofchidcensmaybesevenoreightmmdredcasesofeggs,
and three hurdred head of hogs, and maybe four or five hurxired head of
cattle. And then we would discharge that. Then at Nashville, we

would load the boat up again with just general
camodities--~fertilizer, salt, sugar, groceries, clothing, dry goods,
oil and fencing and [go] back up the river.

Q: Now we have not identified any of these boats yet. You might do
that.

A: Well, these boats were the Burkesville, the Rowena, the Celina

the City of Burnside, the Patrol and the Crescent. Arﬂthat:.sabout
the of the 1St of boats that was on the Cumberland River between
Burnside and Nashville, Tennessee.

Q: Now about what year was that you began on these boats?

A: Well, my father was a steamboat captain and he was a town marshal
in the sumertime., He seen the sidewalks were cleaned and
mpaired—-ﬂxeyusedwoodmsidmralkswammestocﬂcmclear, and of
course, the roads were just mud roads. And there would be just mud in
the roads where it had rock hauled in and broke up with small hammers.
He saw that the kids would be sitting arcund doing nothing, and he
would just dictated, he just went cut and said, "Come on here, boys.
We got some work to do." And he tock cut there arxd made the roads
without paying them. (laughter) Including me and my other brothers.
He wouldn't even let us alone. Some of them were sitting around
whittling and twiddling at girls, nothing to that. The town had to be
kept up and he was the town marshal.

Finally, the steamboats went out of existence through good roads being
built in that country back through there. It was just impossible to
get anything through the country without going down on the steamboats
and put off on the lardings and then maybe hauled ten or fifteen miles
back away from the river, to those groceries and settlements back in
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Q: I'll just make some notes and take it down as we go. I think at
this point we ought to have a few vital statistics on yourself so that
we can set the time.

A: Well, T was born in 1894, officially, but actually I think I was
born in 1892 which would make me about sixty-six years old the day,
this last July, the 28th was my birthday. And officially, according
to the doctor's records here I am sixty-three years old.

I started on the steamboats as a nightwatchman. There was nothing to
do--my father would not let me do it—but I insisted on doing it. If
I could not get hired on the boat, I would just sneak aboard and when
the boat would pull away from the landing, why, there I would be.
(laughter) He had to put up with me. So finally, he just said to me
to quit school and go to nightwatchman.

Of course, the nightwatchman is the most important officer, unlike the
officer aboard, because you have got the fire condition to look after.
You are supposed to keep good fire, and heat in your pilothouse fire,
ard your engine roam fire. Your hull is the main thing, you have got
to watch the water because these boats are made out of light material,
mostly pin cak, quarter-sawed and everything is made light so it
doesn't draw so much water. So you have got to watch your hull. If
you didn't have a good mate that new how to load and unload a boat
right, why, you'll spring leaks in it and you are just liable to go to
the bottam. Now the cargo has to be placed where it can be got at and

without straining the boat whatsoever. So in getting a
good nightwatchman, it is very important, because you have got to go
through that hull at least every half hour ard in fact the business
you have constantly got to keep looking in that hold. These wooden
hull boats just spring leaks awfully easy.

So that was a very important job and then his job was £illing about
forty lanterms every evening when we got up out of bed, why, the first
thing to do was to clean his lanterns wp good, f£ill them with oil, and
he assists the mate. Now when you pull into a landing, where there
was maybe two or three thousand sacks of corn to be loaded, why, the
watchman took the hill and the mates stayed on the boat. He would
keep the rousters stirred up at the top of the hill and loaded up so
they could take a load of corn back down to the boat, you see. And
they had to lock at the landings. Then when they run into a landing
where there was stock, maybe there was forty or fifty head of cattle
out there a mile and a half, the mate stayed on the boat and the
nightwatchman if this happened at night, the nightwatchman had to take
the rousters out there with the necessary lanterns and equipment to
drive this cattle in to the gangplank to get it on board the boat.

Q: There was same pretty wild cattle up there, too.

A: Ch, we ran cattle all night sametimes. And then if it happened to
bea]mmchofhogamybeseventy,eiglgty,nimty,atnnﬁredhogsym
had to what you call a seine. Now this consisted of about sixty feet
of heavy canvas with about every six foot with a wooden pole with a
spike in the bottom of it. Then you put a roustabout at each cne of
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these poles. You just made a corral. You just
where the stock was and you drove the stock out

up again

seine again and then bring them back to the boat and you open it up
ard make your--ch, you take rubber hose and nail it to sticks about
foot and a half and then you hit these hogs across the back and you
can usually make them move along on the boat, you see. If they stop
on you, just slap them across the back, the piece of rubber doesn't
hurt them or anything. And that's about the end of loading stock on
the Cumberland River.

Now, about the horses, the saying is that you should never load a _
white horse-~I never did see any difference——and never haul a preacher
aboard the steamboat. I always tock them and never even thought
nothing of it. But the only way you can probably get a horse aboard a
boat across a gangplank is to lead him up to the end of the gangplank
ard if he walks on, okay, and if he doesn't--you have to throw a rope
under his tail and across his back and under his stomach and ocut
through his front legs and have rousters drag him. He'll
usually--before you get down why, he'll start just scooting. Once you
get him aboard you are ckay. Now you could turn the horse around in a
lot of cases, you could turn this horse around and back him on very
eagily. At anytime a horse will back around where you can't lead them
on. And there's occasions where we have handled stud horses and that
is really one of the tragedies of hauling stock aboard a steamboat
with the wooden hull--you take a stud horse and put him aboard a boat
ard let him pass a field where there might be some mares--he gets a
whiff of a colt or something in the field and he'll go to stomping.
And he will stomp and stomp and then nothing you do, except just put
one of your rousters back there in the pen with him and chew on his
ears. That's true.

Q: Chew on his earg?

A: Chew on his ears. It seemed to pacify him and he will quit
stomping, otherwise he would stomp holes right through the deck.

Q: Is that so?
A: Do you want a little rest?

Q: Yes., (tape stopped) All right. First question I want to ask you
is your father's name. We missed that. Can you tell me his name?

A; Well, my father's name is John Clemens Coomer. His grandfather
was born in around Palace, Kentucky about twenty-five miles below
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Burnside, Kertucky. My mother's name was Charity Elizabeth. She was
born in around Mammoth Cave, Kentucky. Her name was Noe, N-O-E.

Q: That's good. All right. I would like you to tell me a little
more about mating on the Cumberland and if you can tell me the
problems in navigating that river.

A: Well, I went from nicghtwatchman--~I finally convinced my father I
could be a mate and so he gave me a second mate's job which was
unlicensed. You didn't have to have a license. You would have to
have some knowledge as nightwatchman in order to be a second mate. So
the second mate's duty is to assist the captain and the mate stands
watch by himself and he has the duties of navigating the boat, and
loading and unloading and discharging the cargo and stuff like that.
This cargo has to be placed aboard the boat s0 it can be discharged
and not throw any unnecessary strain on the timbers or the hull
because those boats are built of light materials which you can throw a
leak in them very readily. And it is a knack of a good mate knowing
when there is any strain in the boat by just walking up the deck. He
can feel it under his feet. It is just inner knowledge that when you
walk up the deck if there is a little strain in the boat, you will
feel it or if the boat is careened over a little bit to the starboard
or port side, you will feel that the head is a little too low or the
stern is too low or something like that. You just have a general
feeling walking up your deck. It just comes under the heading of
experience.

Navigating of steamboats on the CQumberland River is unusual from what
it is on the Chio River because the river is so swift--there are
places where you take a boat a hundred and fifty feet long thirty-two
foot beam, only drawing fourteen or fifteen inches of water--there are
places on the Cumberland River that are so swift that it will not stem
through these particular spots, that is move forward. So in order to
get this up through these swift spots, you have to pull into the
landing and take a man and drag a hawser up the bank and throw it
around a windlass, in other words, niggerhead. And this was operated
by steam. Now after you get up above the swift part of the river, you
just land in again and pick up your men. Now there is a hazard, too,
on one of these hawsers tied like that that sometimes you will be
agoing and the boat will all move and first thing you know you hit a
rock and that rope with that power there will snap and that rope will
snap back and scmetimes break a man's leg of something like that.

Q: I've heard of it killing a man.

A: Well, I was very fortunate, I never got very many men hurt, I was
always constantly watching for danger. But there have been men that
have had legs broken in windlasses and they get them over and they
step in them and it goes around their limbe and it breaks them in two.
That's the thing, I never could talk sitting down.

Q: Okay.
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A: I usually get in a fuss with my wife. I never could sit down.
(laughter)

Q: Well, you are on now.

A: Navigating steamboats on the Cumberland River is umusual, it does
not exist on any other river which I've worked on. It is eleven
rivers that I have been mate and captain on both in the United States.
And we would be leaving the Burnside with maybe three carloads of
barbed wire fencing, just general fencing. ©h, naturally, barbed wire
ard wire fencing does not float but your current--being acquainted
with the nature of the river--your current is very swift. 2And in
order to get your boat lightened up so you can get off this particular
shallow spot where the pilot got out of the chamnel a little ways,
why, maybe you would throw seventy-five or a hundred rolls of wire
fencing into the river and the current would carry this right down
into some spot where we would pick it up with spike poles, It would
wash it into a kind of a spot of its own down below the shoals. Now
we would just reach down with spike poles and keep count of the wire
fencing we had thrown over and then we would just hook spike poles in
that to pull it back up and load it in the boats.

Ard scmetimes coming upstream we would use the method of ferry boats.
If there were shoals all the way to the small town with a ferry
crossing, we had a ferry boat come down to—-we would adapt to load
cattle and stuff like that aboard a ferryboat ard take it ashore, and
if it wasn't too hazardous, why, we would just drive the hogs and the
cattle right over board and they would swim ashore and then we'd get
out and corral them up again. Maybe there was only fifty,
seventy-five feet we had to go until we were in deep water again.
Those are some of the things that you have to do and so many others
that--like maybe if you were loaded too heavy with fertilizer or
scmethigllihethat,orcom,why,wewmldjusthavetoferryit _
ashore 1 we could get the boat lightened up enocugh to go on above
and then carry the corn from where we unloaded it to ahead of the
shoals and load it up again. (laughs)

Q: Could you identify some of these bad spots on the Cumberland?

A: Well, just the Cumberland River, the Smith's Shoals is at
Burnside., That is seven miles long. Now that is the end of
navigation. The only time you could get a coal barge up in that
county full, and full of coal--they tried to barge that coal down on
high raises. Now the Cumberland falls is forty feet high and when the
river gets up forty or fifty or sixty feet, they used to try to barge
coal in in just regular coal barges made of just boxes. They'd bring
it into Burnside and then unload it. But so many of them sank on the
ghoals that it just was not profitable for anybody, so that coal is
laying in the Cumberland River now in the form of round shiny nuggets.
The coal is round and shiny and that river is full of coal, the way
that stuff washed cut of these mountains. 2And also some barges would
try to float it down, you see, amd these things would hit these shoals
ard tear apart and that stuff would roll and roll and roll and the
first thing you would know, why it just lays in the river.
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At the Smith's Shoals which is seven miles long, just step by step,
now there has never been a steamboat went up over these because the
river never got that high kut South Fork River is--only about three
miles up South Fork and then we'd leave Burnside, you run into—-a very
bad one, ard if the boat is not loaded too heavy and the pilot stays
in the channel you have no trouble there. 2And then you go on down to
the Creek Shoals and the Wild Goose Shoals ard Bellnap Island
and that is where you run into your swift water. The river is
narrowed down to the point so it makes it swift for a bhoat coming
upstream cannot stem, in other words the pilot will not push it
through it through the swift water. You have to assist it with a
ope.

There are so many other shoals on down the river that I just don't
recall. Now this one particular worst place that I know of is what
you call Wild Goose. Now Wild Goose is a shoals where the river is
wide and the goverrment came in and built what they call wingdams
which had been done on the Chio River. And this water is very swift
in this particular spot and it looked like when you are going down
through this shoals, why, you just have drive full ahead at one of
these wingdams, just like you were going right across it. But just as
quick as the bow of the boat gets up within ten or twelve feet of this
particular wingdam, why, the current is so swift that it hits the bow
of your boat, throws it out and the water hitting the other side of
your stern throws it down till you just slide right down to opening of
the river. Crazy thing, why, it would scare pecple to death to do it.

Q: I bet it would.

A: And that is the worst one, so the others on the river are mostly
islands where the water is really so swift, it goes along. And there
is places where sometimes, the pilots would get out of the channel and
he will stick on this--it is mostly all rock bottom, all the
Cumberland River is mostly all rock, because I think I waded from
Nashville to Burnside on many a cold chilly night. I have been laying
cut there trying on those gasoline boats, trying to get them loosened
up a little bit or edged over a little bit where they would get in
deeper water.

Q: I wonder if before we leave the Cumberland, you mentioned that
there were white roustabouts up on the Cumberland.

A: Yes. Well, now over on Cumberland River, we had roustabouts who
had consisted mostly of colored pecple and these colored pecple mostly
they got them out of Nashville. Now in Burnside, there was only two
or three men that plied the steamboats roustabout work., This was just
a form of existence. Now these people would come out of the
mountains, hills, to the river to ship up with even--mostly always
needed them-—and then make four or five weeks aboard a boat and could
make two dollars, which two dollars in those days was a tremendous lot
of money. Now they use this money to buy some calico or gingham or
maybe some salt or pepper or sugar, and cammodities they could not
raise back on their little plot of land back there. That is the only
way they had of getting hold of ready cash. Now we classed them and



























