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tape and Dr. Knoepfle edited and reviewed the transcript. This and
other interviews in a series on steamboats and inland rivers were
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Mr. Robert McCann started on the river in 1927 as a mud clerk on the
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reproduced in whole or in part by any means, electronic or mechanical,
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Robert McCann, July 27, 1957.
Interviewer, John Knoepfle.

Q: We are at the wharfboat of the Delta Queen. I am going to talk to
Mr. Robert H. McCann who was purser on the Delta Queen and I'll ask
him to begin by recounting his river career.

A: I started in on the river in 1927, well in a couple of weeks it
will be thirty years ago. I started in on the Be Amn in the
Pittsburgh to Cincinnati trade as a clerk. A mud clerk they called us
because we were the ones that got out in the mud sometimes. At a bank
landing we would get out in the mud to receive freight, that's where
the term mud clerk came from. I worked on various boats in the
Pittsburch trade. There were several different companies that used to
run there. One would run ancother out of business. There were five
boats: the Betgy Arn, General Wood, Queen City, Senator Cordill and
%ﬂ' . I worked ocn all five of them ard I worked for most of the

erent owners that owned them at different times for about seven
years. Then in 1934 I came to the Greene Line and have been here ever
since. On the Greene ILine I have worked on the first on the Chris
Greene, made a trip or two on the Tom Greene. I was on the Evergreene
both when she was the Kiwanis and Tater when she was the .
Most of all I was on the Gordon C. Greene. Now I'm on the Delta
Queen. That's practically all the boats that they've had since I have
been here

Q: You mentioned that you were in that trade, up river, I quess it
was, with all those boats, could you tell us something about the

Liberty?

A: She was the smallest of all. The was a boat about a
hundred and forty-two feet long and she been kuilt originally for
a short trade between Wheeling and Clarington. ILater on she branched
out and ran from Wheeling to Zanesville and then Pittsburgh to
Zanesville. Then when the Muskingum River filled up with mud so much
that the Liberty couldn't get up there, she went in the Pittsburgh and
Wheeling trade. She was the first boat I ever spent the night on when
I was a boy in high school ard later on I worked on her at different
times in the Pittsburgh and Wheeling trade and in the Pittsburgh and
Charleston trade which was the last trade she ever ran in. The
Ldbc;rtﬁxﬁwasﬂ:elastboatﬂmteverranasanacmalpadcet,canymg
both ght and passengers on a regular schedule. She wound up her
days in the Pittsburgh and Charleston trade in 1936. I believe she
was the last absolutely true packet in a packet service that ever ran
anywhere in the Mississippi River system.
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Q: I heard that. Somebody has a packet on the upper Mississippi now
I urderstand,

A: Well she wouldn't actually be a packet because packets have to
carry both freight and passengers and run in a regular trade and there
just isn't anybody that's doing that.

Q: The old Liberty was the last of them?

A: That was the last. Of course we had the Tom Greene and Chris
Greene, and Gordon C. Greene here and they had all been packets. But
i Eﬁé'irlastdaystheywemmt The Tom and Chris carried only
fre:.ght in their last days and the Gordon carried only passengers.
Actually for a little while in 1937 or 1938 we did carry same freight
on the Cordon with the passengers. You mght say from that standpoint
shewasapac]mt butfrmanotherstandpomtshed:.@ttake
everything that was offered, she just carried certain shipments for
certain people. She wasn't really a public carrier.

Q: You mentioned the Sehator Cordill too. That was an ill fated boat
T urderstand?

A: Yes she was. But I was lucky. I never was on her when she sank.
She sank more than any other boats that were ever up there.

Q: Finally got cut on an open river and hit a wicket. Captain
Hornbrook told me that.

A: That's right. Yes, I was aboard her after that happened. After
she had been refloated.

Q: Is that so?
A: But of course she never ran after that.
Q: What kind of a boat was the Cordill?

A: She was a pretty good boat. She was a packet. She had a very
beautiful cabin. It was a cabin that I would not consider efficient
because it didn't have very many rooms in it. The rooms were poorly
arrarged. Soame of them were very large, some of them were very small.
There was an awful lot of waste space. It wasn't used for anything
but it was pretty. She would carry a big load of freight but that was
hard to put on her because the way she was braced it was hard to get
in and out of her. She was a good carrier and in a good many ways you
would say she was very fine packet boat. But she was awkward to work
with because the freight was hard to get to.

Q: How about the Betsy Amnn?

A: That's the first boat I ever actually worked on. She was a
Pittsburgh to Cincinmnat packet most of the time that I was on her.
She was very roomy. Now she wasn't as good a carrier as the Cordill,
she wasn't as big a boat, butshehadawholelotmrespace "1t was
easy to get to all the space that she had. I'd say that of the
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regular packets up there with the possible exception of the Queen City
she was the best of all. Of course the Queen City was as big as any
two of the others put together and naturally it's hard to campare any
of the others with her. But if you leave her ocut I'd say the Betsy
Ann was the best of all. And she had a wrought iron hull. The rest
of them were all wooden boats and she had cross compound convention
machinery. She was economical to operate. She had a very nice cabin.
It wasn't quite as ornate as the Cordill but it was a pretty cabin and
she had if T recall twenty-six staterooms. Her cabin was probably
fifty to twenty feet shorter then the Cordill but it had twenty-six
rocms and the Cordill only had twenty.

Q: 1Is that so? You've operated mostly as a purser?

A: Well I've worked in the office as a purser or a clerk. I was
really a clerk working under a purser nearly all the time in the
Pittsburgh trade until for about three months in the summer of 1933 I
was purser on the Cordill. But that's the only time I actually had
charge of an office up there.

Q: Exactly what does a purser do on the inland rivers?

A: Well, a purser gathers in all the money and disperses it. The
purser handles the purse you might say. The passengers pay their fare
either to him or to an agent and if they pay through an agent he
collects from the agent. The purser also pays the money out to the
people who work on the boat in the form of wages or the people who
supply the boat in the form of payments for whatever they buy.

Q: It could get to be a pretty camplicated job at times?

A: Yes you have to keep all the records, do all the bookkeeping and
keep account of the money and turn it over to the company.

Qs ?I imagine on the old river most of that was done out of a fellow's
hat

A: It probably was. Yes.

Q: There aren't enough records to go around of anything that happened
on the old river.

A: You hear stories about nail kegs and things like that.
Q: You then operated more on the upper river than on the lower river?

A: Yes I've never been any further down the river than Iouisville
until I went down on the Gordon C. Greene in 1936.

Q: Well I wornder if you could speak about the freight that was
carried on these upper river boats? I had gleanings, I know that at
Ironton it was heavy on nail kegs and things like that. But how about
some of those other towns?

A: They would carry on stoves too. You got a lot of stoves out of
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Ironton. We also got stoves cut of Portsmouth and various other
places. We carried almost everything that you could ship, in less
than carload lots. We carried furniture out of Huntington, Manchester
and Marietta. We even carried furniture downstream cut of Pittsburgh.
Of course, it was mostly steel beds out of Pittsburgh. Simmons Bed
Company had a big factory up there. And that was ancther job we had
was rating that freight. We had to figure those freight bills and
make the bills out. And collect them. They had agents at all the
wharfboats and we would charge up the bills to these agents and then,
but it was up to us to make agents pay the boat.

Q: Guess you ran into same difficulties at times?

A: Oh sometimes. Some of them were pretty hard, most of them were
not. Most of them were honest people. Of course as business
dwindled, see, I got in on the end of the deal, as business dwindled
the wharfboats weren't taking in enough money to cperate on. It
became harder and harder for them to pay off because they were paying
their operating expenses in some cases out of the boat's money. It
was pretty hard for them to stay ahead of everybody. Sometimes they
would be real nice to one boat and pay that boat everything they owed
and then they couldn't pay any of the other boats for awhile. I think

and large they nearly all paid out eventually. Some of them were a
little bit hard to get but I think they all finally paid out.

Q: There were various combinations wpriver I understand that boat

A: Yes, that's right. That's why you'd work on one boat for awhile
and then ancother boat for awhile, some of the boat owners would
combine and drive samebody out of business and
and if you were on that boat why you would try
lggatsthatforcedherwtofh:sirﬁss. That's how I came to be on all
ve boats.

Q: I guess you are one of the last men that packet boated up in the
i ?

A: No, I never packet boated up in the Muskingum. I guess I gave the
wrong impression there. The Liberty ran up there, but it was before
my time. I had relatives, my father had two sisters that lived on the
Muskingum River in Zanesville and I did take a ride on a little boat
called the Milton one time, oh I suppose it was when I was in high

school, rode her from Zanesville to Philo. The purser on the Milton
tock a paper and pencil to figure how much I owed. There was four of
us at twenty-five cents a piece and he took a paper and pencil to

figure it cut. But we just had that nine mile ride up there. But I
do remember seeing a steamboat at Zanesville and it may have been the

Liberty. I'm not sure.
Q: You don't remember that purser's name?
A: I never knew it. If I ever heard it didn't register. (pause)

One time, see the General Wood ran in 1929 in the Pittsburgh and
Charleston trade, and she was a big long narrow sterrwheeler, and the




Robert McCamn 5

greatest business in the Pittsburgh and Charleston trade was produce.
We would leave Pittsburgh every Tuesday and we'd leave Charleston on
Friday morning. We would be at Gallipolis, Chio, Friday afternoon.

We would start loading eggs and chickens, and sometimes livestock.
And as we went up the river we would add more and more to our trip and
also in season there would be potatoes and tomatoes ard various kinds
of farm produce. And she'd just keep on loading and take it up and
deliver some at Wheeling and some at Pittsburgh. Wheeling was usually
mostly livestock and a little livestock went to Pittsburgh. Most of
the livestock went to Wheeling. But the thing that I just happened to
think of was that there used to be a landing called Willow Glen. It
was in Washington County, Ohio between Newport and Marietta, and I
don't know whether the place is still there or not, kut on this
particular Saturday night we had landed just about, well I went off
duty at six o'clock and went back to eat supper ard I hadn't finished
supper yet when they made the larding. We went in the larding and
started to pick up a load of tamatoes and we were just about finished
loading when the wind hit us. It was a hard rain and a hard wind and
it turned the boat all the way around and she just rode around right
under her stage. The stage just rode right around on the nosing of
the boat and the toe of the stage never made any mark on the bank
except the first one that had been laid down there where they put it
down. The boat turned all the way around under her stage. It's the
only time I ever saw a boat do it and the only time I ever heard of a
boat doing it. She went clear around and faced down the river; and
the cabin of the General Wood didn't have any doorsill to the front
door, but there was a big wide crack over the front door amd of course
the rain beating in on that ran down against the cabin. 'The wind was
driving it back there and it ran in under the front door, and we'd
finished supper with the steward in there with a dustpan and a bucket
trying to bale the cabin ocut. He said that was the only time he'd
ever baled cut a cabin. That was something that was rather unusual
and exciting. I never saw it happen in any other place. We handled
produce on various other boats I was up there on. The biggest produce
trip I was ever cornected with was on the Senator Cordill on the
Thanksgiving trip that same year, 1929. We went iInto Pittsburgh with
somewhere in the neighborhood of two thousand one hundred coops of
poultry. That was not a record trip but it was the biggest one I was
ever on.

Q: Must have been a lot of squaking upriver with all those birds
aboard?

A: It was. I was on the Betsy Ann one time when we had five thousand
cases of eggs and of course that wasn't a record either. I believe
that was the biggest egg trip I was ever in on. The Cordill was
smgedtohaveharﬂlaitmthmsarﬂcasesonetm. But I didn't
see it.

Q: That's all perishable, what did you ever do if you were coming
upriver with a boat load like that and got caught on a sandbar or
something like that?

A: Well those things happened before I got into the business. When I
came along the locks and dams were finished and we didn't get caught
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on sandbars. But in the past they would have to try and get to a
railroad and reship the freight.

Q: Must have been a serious loss?

A: Well it must have been. I don't know how that was handled, I
never was in on it and I don't know that was handled. I've wondered

myself.

Q: Well, were there any tricks to loading a boat that you might
recall offhand? I know that a mate had to be pretty true. He could
foul up if he didn't load right.

A: Of course you try to serd the stuff in so the mate could load it.
You tried to send the farthest away freight in first. If you were
going up the river you would send the farthest up the river first if
you could and if you were going down the river you would send the
farthest downriver first, and the mate had to know where the places
were that the boat needed heavy weight and where she needed light
weight. But for the most part, as far as the clerks were concerned,
all they had to do was to try to send the farthest stuff away first,
But of course if you loaded a lot of freight on at Pittsburgh, sending
to Cincimmati first and Portsmouth and then at Ashland, and then
Huntington, and so forth. WellymwwldcmueondwntoRocheste.r
and East Liverpool and Steubenville and you'd be picking up more
freight for these same landings. Of course they would have to try to
load it so that they wouldn't block anything that they'd already put
on. You couldn't take freight on for Cincinnati at Wheeling and load
it ahead of samething put on at Pittsburgh for Huntington. You would
send in the farthest stuff away first but it was up to the mate to get
it on the boat so it could come off.

Q: I suppose the clerk and the mate were often at loggerheads over
freight?

A: Nearly all the time. Nearly all the time. There was always
humbug about. There was always same kind of an argument.

Q: I know Horace Iyle pointed it up. He said a mate's job was to
savemytogetitonandofffastandaclerk's:jobwastoprotact
it best he could.

A: That's right. That's a pretty good way to put it. I've had mates
say, "Throw it off. Throw it down." And they didn't like to have the
clerk try to read the marks either. The clerk was responsible if the
. freight got off wrong. It was up to the clerk that it didn't get off
wrong. Oh, it was wonderful if the mate got into the wrong freight
pile. He could stand on the Wheeling Wharfboat and bellow, "Hell,
take it back and tell them Parkersburg," about twenty-five times.
Each time he bellowed he yelled a little bit louder. Pretty soon

things came to a stop. Everybody had a conference.

Q: The mates were kind of an institution, weren't they? I understand
that scame of them were pretty rough men to deal with?
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A: Yes, same of them were., Coburn Pratt was supposed to be the
roughest but he was one of the easiest to get along with that I ever
worked with. Coburn, I've heard, now I never worked with him in the
earlier days, but I heard that he had shot a cauple of men.

Q: I was told that by, Norval Horton I think told me that, he's an
engineer. Said he used to carry a cane with a lead-loaded end.

A: Yes, he did, and he was, nobody ever wanted to walk up behind him
either, it was very dangerous. I remember a truck driver came up
behind him one time and asked where to put something and there was a
lot of noise going on and Coburn was yelling at somebody and making a
loud noise himself and the driver just walked up and put his hand on
his shoulder. I never saw such a look on a man's face in my life as
there was on Coburn's as he turned arocund there. He was ready for
actim,Idon'tthmkhehadhlscanewa,thhm I think he had some
kind of a little thing, probably a piece of lead with leather attached
E.oitorscmethingthathewaswavmamnﬁmhmharﬂ ready to use
f he had too

Q: You know the river is a funny place. Most of the memoirs and
reminiscences are all those sentimental tales. Then you hear about
these mean undercurrents

A: Well I liked Coburn Pratt, he was a man, I don't think he was
mean. I think he was scared. I think that probably some circumstance
that arose in conmnection with his job had caused the trouble that he
got into and I don't think there was anything mean about him. I think
he was really a very kKindhearted person. But he was probably was
scared.

Q: I had never thought of that possibility but I guess there was a
lot of that on the river.

A: You know I think most of these pecple that you hear about now and
then that had something like that in their past, that were always
walking around with a gun or a cane or scmething like that, ready to
attack if necessary, I think they were afraid because if they had done
like that, even though they were innocent of any intentions

of doing anything, they always had a feeling that maybe samebody was
after them for it.

Q: The river was a a widely related clan, I guess.

A: Yes. We had, oh I guess he was waiter or cabin boy or something
who disappeared one time off the Cordill. Coburn was mate on there
and right away there was quite an investigation to see if Coburn could
have done anything to him. That it was just because of

Coburn's reputation, and later on they found his body under a derrick
boat in the river. His skull was fractured and there was suspicion of
foul play but they never could pin it down to anybody. I never could
belmvethat&bumhadanythmgtodowithit,arﬂhewaskﬁ:dofa
smart aleck anyway. He had some political connection that was
important, that was the reason he was on there. He was a fairly good
worker, but I don't think anybody ever will know what happened to him.
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Q: I knew there was a certain type of mate, because two men have told
me this, that same of the mates carried ox whips and things like that.
Must have made it, must have been a very curious relationship with the
rousters they had.

A: The rousters were different from what you see arcund here now too.
They were for the most part much less intelligent and they seemed to
to be treated rough. Itthattheyhadtohavesmthmg

llkethatarxiycmputhmonsomectherboatandhemghtndtbeany
good at all. But conversely a man that was good, say, down here in
theImisvilletrademlghtnotbeanygoodatallinthePJ.ttsburghto
Charleston trades. One thing that roustabouts had to learn, and there

such and such a landing and he had to remember that landing until he
got in there and then tell it. Because you're serding freight on a
boat and you send something in, say, "Tell him Parkersburg." Well
when he gets in he's got to say "Parkersburg" so the man inside knows
where to put that freight. So maybe the next man behind him might
have some other landing, and if this man doesn't remember that he's
got Parkersburg, the man behind him doesn't know what he had, he's

to know he has samething for Hockingport or someplace else.
The man in front, it's just up to him to know what he's got—the clerk
tells him. Well the clerk isn't supposed to remember what each man
has., 'Iheclerksends1ton,hetelllthemanwhathe'sgot You take
some landings, of course if you have a whole lot of mixed freight,
it's probably coming out of a wharfboat, but you take some bank
landings, you'd have a warehouse that was two hurkdred feet away from
the boat. Ifymhadthirtymenarﬁyougaveamnapadcagearxitold
him what it was, if he walked down the hill and walked in on a boat
and back to the deck rocm, he had walked two or three hundred feet
away from you, and if there are thirty men carrying, by the time he
gotdmmthereymhadagoodmanypackagesgmebyyou,anilfthey
yelled, "what's this man got?" you didn't know what he had got. There
wasn't any way to remember.

Q: So they'd just fird that out themselves?

A: They would just go down and walk in and say "Parkersburg" and take
it to the right place. Of course that's how some freight got mixed up
by them not knowing what they had. We had a deaf and dumb deckhand on
several of the boats and I adopted the system of giving him a little
note with what he was supposed to tell them. I would just write
Parkersburg and I would hand that to him when the stevedores gave him
the package, I'd hand him that note. When he took it in he'd hand
that note to the inside stevedores and there was supposed somebody in
there that could read. Now in the huckster business we had to keep
the lots of eggs separate. We'd have so many cases of white eggs and
so many cases of brown eggs, they would all be for the same shipper
and they wouldn't be any particular way of telling them apart, you
just had to keep them separate. Maybe the same man might have eight









