
Preface 

This manwcxipt is the prdmt of a tape recorded interview conducted 
by John iQloepfle in July 27, 1957. Reeder transcribed the 
tape and Dr. I(Laoepf1e edited and revim the transcript, This and 
other htemiews in a series on steamboats and inland rivers ln~ere 
produoed uder the auspices of the Public Ldbrary of C i n c h t i  and 
~ l t m  Caunty, M o  and Sangannon Skate University, Sprirrsfield, 
Illinois. 

Mr. Rabert: McQm started m the river in 1927 as a mud clerk on the 
Betsy +. Th 1934 he m n ~  to the Greene Line ilnd has worked for them 
ever sum8 as prser an the Delta Queen. In this mmmlir I&. McCann 
d b a w e s  various boa- and hat personnel. 

Dur- 1953-1955 wfiile -king as r of zm &uaatimal 
telwisicn station, -, C i n c i K K f i e  p m  a 
project 0x1 steamboats and inland rivers. These river mnoirs a m  a 
d t  of the rasearch collected during 1954-1960. 

Fteakmof t h e o r a l h . i s t o r y ~ i r s h o u l d b e a r i n m i n d t h a t  it isa 
transcript of the spoken word, and that the intawiewer, narrator and 
editor sought to preseme the informal, corwematicmal style that is 
hhmnt in such historical sources. S a q m m  State WversiQ7 and 
the Fublic L b a x y  of C i n c h t i  and Hamilton m, O h i o  are not 
resprmsible for the factual accuracy of the m i r ,  nor for viem 
-therein; W a r e f o r t h e r e a d e r t o  judge. 

Themamscriptmyberead, qwkdzlndciMfreely. I tmaynotbe  
in whole or in part by ary mans, electrrmic or mclxdcal, 

without permission in writ- Prcsa either the Oral Higtory office, 
S a n g a m  mte U n i w i t y ,  Springfield, Illinois, 62794-9243 or the 
Curator of Rare Beaks and Special Collections of the Public l3bmq of 
C i n c h t i  and IEaffcl1t.011 Qxzrrty, clhio, 45202-2071. 



M l4cCm-1, July 27, 1957. 

Intewiewer, John m f  le.  

Q: W e z l r e a t t h e ~ t o f t h e I k l t a Q u e m .  I a m g o h g t o t a l k t o  
Nr. M H. IECmnwho was purser on the Delta Quem and 1'11 ask 
him to begin by reo~ul t i rq  his river cmmer. 

A: I started in bn the river in 1927, w e l l  in a couple of weeks it 
willbeth.irtyyeaxsago. IstartedinontheBe AMin.the 
Pittsburgh ta c incht i  trade as a clerk. A mud + c erk they called us 
because we were the wres that got out in the mud sanetimes. At a bank 
landing we would get out h the md to receive freight, .that1s where 
the term mud clerk caw fram. I wrM on various boats in the 
Pittsburgh trade. m sweml differmt ccnrrpanies that used to 
run there. One wauld run another art of business. ZPlere were five 

Q: You mtid  that yau were in that trade, up river, I guess it 
was, with al l  those boats, could you tell us sate- about the 
mE&Y? 
A: Shewasthsmdlestof dl. TheLFbertywasaboEltabcPlta 
h u m h d  and f0rty-t~  feet long and &e had been built  origbally for 
a short trsEds b b r e n  Wheeling and Clar-. Iater an she branched 
out ardl ran f m m  Wheel* to Z m i l l e  and then ~ittaburyh to 
Zanesville. lZlenwhen themtskbgmRiver filladup withmud so much 
that ths Liberty couldn't get  up there, shs went in the Pittsburgh and 
Wheeling w. She was the f h t  boat I ever spent the night m when 
I was a bay in high school and later an I worked on her at d i f f m t  
times in the Pittsbwgh and Wbelirq trade in the Pittsburgh and 
Char1estmtradewhic;hwasthelasttradesheeverwrulin. The 

was the last baat Umt wer rzltl as an actual packet, carrying EE%d ght and passengers on a regular schedule. She wrmnd up her 
days in the p i t t s h q h  and chrlrleston trade in 1936. I beliwe she 
was .the last abwlutaly true paclcet in a packet sewice that ever rzln 
mpbre in the Mississippi River system. 



(2: I heard a t .  Smebdy has a pad& on .the upper Mississippi n m  
Illr&mx&. 

A: Well she wmldnlt actuaJJy be a pad& because packets have t o  
carry bath freight ard passengars and run in a regular trade and there 
just i sn ' t  a q b d y  that's doing that. 

Q: The old Liberty was the last  of than? 

A: %hat was the last. Of course we had the Tan G m m e  and Chris 
G-, arrd Go& C. Greme here and they had all been pa- ~ z t  
i n t h e i r  last days rn ncrt* me Tam and Chris carried only 
freight in their l z y s  and the G o f i c a r r i ~ y  w e r s .  
Actually for a little while in 1937 or 1938 we did carry scare freight 
on the Go- with the passagers. Y o u  might say f m  that standpoint 
she was a packet, but fmn another standgmint she didn't take 
wtqthhg that was offered, she just carried certain shipanen- for 
certain people. She wasn't really a pzlblic carrier. 

Q: You mentimed the S-tor Cordill too. That was an ill f a t d  h t  
I *d? 

A: Yes she was. But I was lucky. I nerverwas on her when she sank. 
S h e s a n k ~ t # ) r e t h a n ; u r v a t h e r b o a t s ~ t w e r e e v e r u p ~ .  

Q: Finally got out an an c p n  river and hi t  a wicket. Captain 
Horrubrookto ld~  that. 

Q: Is that so? 

A: But of cntrse she nwer ran after that. 

Q: What kina of a hat was ths Cordill? 

A: She was a good boat. She was a packet. She had a very 
beautiful cabin. It was a cabin that I wmld nut consider efficientz 
muse it didn't have very many roams Sn it. The rams - poorly 
zamIq&. salm of thePnwerevery l-, same of thenlwtmvery srrdll. 
T h e r e w w s e r n ~ l o t o f  msteapace. I t w a s n ' t u s e d f o r ~  
but it was pretty. She wwld carry a big load of freight but that was 
h a r d . I = o ~ m h e r ~ u s e t h e w a y r s h e w a s b r a ~ i t w a s l a a r d ~ g e t  
h a r d c u t o f h e r .  S h e w a s a g o o d c a r r i e r d h a ~ q w a p y o u  
wrmldsayshsmtsveryfinepcbtbaat. Butshewasawlcwardtovmrk 
with because the freight was hard to get  to. 

A: That's the first boat I wer actually worked on. She was a 
PitWxxgh to  Cinchat packet most of the the that I was on her. 
She was vary rocarry. Ncrw she wasn't as good a carrier as the Cordill, 
she wa~in't as big a boat, but she had a whole lot mre space. It was 
e a q  to get to all the space that she had. I'd my that  of the 



regular packets up there w i t h  the possible exceptim of the City 
was the best of all. of mure the pueencity w a s  as b i z a n y  

two of th@ OthErS put together and naturally l t ts hard to cccmpare any 
of the athers with her, But if yau leave her out I'd say W Betsy 
Amwas the best of all. Ard she had a wrought iron hull, The rest 
ofthan were a l l  wl30den boats and she had cross conrpound comrention 
mad.linery. Shewaseconadcal toopmte. Shehadaverynicecxhin. 
It quite as m t e  as the Cordill but it was a pretty &in and 
she had if I recall twenty4.x s tabmcx~ .  W cabh was probably 
fifty to feet shorter then the Cordill but it had twmty-six 
mcm and the Cordill d y  had w. 
Q: Is that so? Ycnz've aperated m t l y  as a pmer? 

A: Wall I've worm in the office as a prser or a clerk, I was 
r e a l l y a d e ~ . k m w l l n d e r a - n e a r l y d l . U l e t h i n t h e  
Pittsburgh trade until for abaut thme morrthEi In tbe ~umrrrer of 1933 I 
was m the Cordill. Wrt thatts the only the I actually had 
chrge  of a office up there. 

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

A: Well, a pxser gathers in 2111 themmy and disperse& it. The 
pmer handles the purse you might say. The passerrgers pay their fare 
eithertohimartoanagwtandif  they~ythmughanagenthe 
coLlectsfmntheagent. Theprseralsopaystherrmeyuuttothe 
peqplswhoworkmtheboat in the formof wages or the peoplewho 
supply the boat in  the form of paymants for whatever I~EY buy. 

Q: It could get to be a pretty q l i c a t e d  jcb at  tims? 

A: Yes you have to keep al l  the records, da al l  the bookkeeping and 
k63epaccwttlt:ofthe~andturnitwartotheccarrpany. 

Q: I imagine on the old rivernmt of thatw datle out of a fellcrw1s 
hat? 

A: It prob2lbly was* Y e s .  

A: Y e s  I've never been any further dawn the river than lmhville 
until I dam an Gardm C. h 1936. 

carried m these ulrper rim boats? I had gleanings, I lawxJ that a t  
I r o n t m i t w a s h e a v y o n n a i l k e g s a n d t h i n g s l i k e ~ t .  Eu thc rwabou t  

A: They wmld carry on stares tm. You got a lo t  of stoves out of 



I-. We alsa got stcrves out of PorkmulA and W ~ ~ ~ C I L I P ,  * 
pla-. We carried almost e m q t h h g  that ycw could ship, in less 
than carload lots. We carried furnim out of -, IGmehester 
aml Marietta. We wen carried furniture dawnstream oezt of Pi t tshqh.  
Of  ccrurse, it was M y  steel bads out of Pit-. S h m m s  Bed 
Capmy had a big factory up there. And that was mother jab we had 
was rat- that freight. We had to figure those freight bills and 
make the billls out. And collect them. They had agents at all the 
thmfboats and we would &arge up the bi l l s  to these agents and then, 
but it was up to us to r m h  agents pay the h t .  

A: Oh sametimes. Sam of them were mt=y hard, most of thenn w t x e  
nut. &last of them were hcrHest pople. Of cc~lrse ae ~~ 
dwindled, see, I gat in m the end of the deal, ar? business dwtrded 
the m t s  weren't takhq in enough tQ aperate m. It 
becams and harder for them to pay off because they were paying 
their operat- in sane cases out of the boat's mney. It 
was pretty hard for them to  stay ahead of everybodty. Sanetimes they 
~ d b e ~ n i c e ~ ~ b o a t a n d p a y t h a t b o z l t ~ ~ c l w e d  
and them they couldn't pay arry of the other boats for awhile. I think 

"X and larye they nearly all paid out wentmlly. Sare of them were a 
1 ttle bit  hard to get h t  I a all finally paid out. 

Q: There were m i -  cclmbinatians upriver I understand that bart 
clwners.. . 
A: Y e s ,  that's right. That's why you'd work m one boat for awhile 
a r d t h m a r w t h e r h t f o r d l e ,  s m ~ o f t h e b o a t u m e r ~ ~ d  
c e g n b i r w a n d d r i v e ~ ~ o f b r u s ~ ~ ~ b o a t ~ d l a y u p  
and i f  yw mre on that boat why you would try to get on one of the 
boats that forced her crut of b u s h s .  m t t s  haw I carre to  be on all 
fiv@ boEnts* 

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

A: No, I n e v e r p a c k e t b o a t a d u p i n l 2 ~ ~ .  IguessIgavethe 
wrong ~ r e s s i m  w. The Liberty ran up there, but it was before 
my the. I had relatives, my father had two sisters that lived rn the 
  kin gum River in Zanesville and I did tab a ride on a little boat 
called the Milton me time, ah I sqpxe it was I was in high 
school, m f m n  Z m i l l e  to  Philo. The m the Milton 
tookapaperandpanciltofigurehawmu&~ated. Thwewasfaurof 
us at -five omts a piece and he twk a paper and pencil t o  
figuxe it at. Wxtm just had that nine mile ride up there. But I 
do remnbr seeing a stembat a t  Zmesville and it may have bean the m. I ' m  not sum. 

A: I never ladew it. If I mar hsard it didn't register. (pause) 
Onetime, seetheGeslera lWmdmb-11929 in thePi tWmnghand  
Charleston trade, and &e was a big lung narmw stemheeler, and the 



greatest business in the Pit- and Charlestcm trade was w. 
We &d leave wery Tuesday zlnd nse'd leave mlestm m 
Friday morning. We would be at Gallipolis, Ohio, Friday afternom. 
W e  &d start  loading q g s  d chickens, ernd SametirrreS livesto&. 
A n d a s m t J l e n t : u p t h e r i v e r ~ ~ d ~ m r e a n d m ~ t o a u r ~ i p a n d  
a l s o h s e a s o n t h e r e ~ d b e p o t z l t o e s a r r d ~ ~ a n d v a r i ~ ~ 1 8 ~  
of farm pxdue. Ard she'd just keep rn loading and take it up and 
deliver acme at Wheel- and same a t  Pittsburgh. Wheel- w a s  usually 
mostly livestock and a little livestock went to PitWxqh. Ebst of 
the livestock went to wheeling. But the thing that I just happaled to 
think of was that there used to be a larrdirvg d l e d  W i l l c r w  G l e n ,  It 
was in W a h h g t a  CcRlrrty, Ohio between Newport znrd Marietta, and I 
d m 1  t krsaw vhether the place is still there or not, but on this 
particular Saturday night we had larded just abcplt, w e l l  I w m t  off 
dkzt=y at six o'clock and went back to eat suppe~ and I hadnlt Einiahed 
s u p p e r y e t w h e n t h e y m a d e t h e l ~ .  WeWmtinm1and;lngand 
started to pick up a load of tamtoes m were just about finished 
l o a d h g w h e n t h e w i r v d h i t u s .  Itwasahardrainandahardwindand 
it turned the bait a l l  the way aYrxvld d she just rode arwrd right 
under her stage. The stage just rode right around an the noshq of 
theboatandthetmof thestagenevarmdeanymsrkmthebank 
except the first one that had been laid d a m  there where they put it 
d m .  The boat turned al l  ths way ararrnd utder her stage. It's the 
only tb I mer saw a boat do it and the only t h  I wer heard of a 
baat doing it. She w a r t  clear arm& and faced dam the river; and 
the cabin of the General Wood didn't have any doorsill to the front 
dmr, but there was a big wide  crack wer the front dwr and of caurse 
therainhtinginmthatrandcrwnagainst~cabin. T h e w h d w a s  
driving it back tbers and it ran in under the f m t  dmr, and weld 
f ~ ~ w i t h t h e e 3 t e w a r d i n . t h e r e w i t h a d u s t p a n ~ a l r u c k e t  
try* to bale the cabin out. He said that was the m l y  time he'd 
sverbaledoutacabh. T h p l t w a s s m e t h h g t h a t w a s ~ ~ u r m s u a l  
and dt-. I nwer saw it ham in ary other plaas. We handled 
p r o d h r n e m v a r i c m s o t h s r b o a t s f w a s u p ~ o n .  Thebiggestproduce 
trip I was ever amle&aA with w a s  an the Ssnwtor Ccmdill on the 
m i v -  trip that - year, 1929. We went into ~Etshugh w i t h  
s a w h e e i n t h e n e i ~ o f t m ~ o n e h u n d r e d c x p s o f  
paultry. That was not a mwrd trip but it ws the biggest me I was 
ever on. 

Q: Nust  have been a lot of q u k h g  upriver w i t h  a l l  those birds 
aboard? 

A: Itwas. IwasontheBetsyAnnonethwhenwehadfivetbusand 
cases of eggs and of ccrurse that wasnlt a record either. I believe 
that was the biggest egg trip I was ever in on. The Cordill was 
supposed to have hamlled ten thuwml cases one tims. Rxt I didn't 
see it. 

Q: That's all perishable, what did ywx ever do if ycru were camPng 
upriver w i a  a boat load like that and gut caught m a sanabar or 
scxearg like that? 



A: Well it mat have been. I don't m h u w  that was handled, I 
nmw was i n  on it and I dantt  law that was hetndled. I've wlondered 
nryself 

Q: wall, m there zlrry tricks to loading 
r e c a l l o f M ?  Ikncrwthatamatehadto 
fcml q i f  he didn't load rim. 

a boat that you 
be p r e t q  true. 

might 
He could 

A: Of course you try to  send the stuff in so the mte could I& it. 
You tried to sand the farthest m y  freight in first. If you wzm 
go* up the river you wmld s a ~ I  the farthest up the river first if 
ycrucculdandif y o u - g o h q d m m t h a r i v e r y w w w l d ~ t h e  
farthest dawnriver first, and the mte had to Inmaw whare tZae places 
w e r e  mt the boat need& heavy weight a rd  where ahe zseeded light 
weight. mt for the rmst pw, as far as the clerks w a s  
a l l ~ h a d b d o w a s t o * b s e s v c l h f - s t u f E a m y f i r s t .  
Wrt of course if yau loadd a lut of freight on a t  Pit-, sending 
to C i n c h m a t i  f i r s t  a Portsrmxlth and then at Aahland, and then 
Mwtingtea, andsoforth. W e l l y c x l ~ d ~ o n d c r w n t o R o c h e s ~  
and East Liverpool and Steubernrille and yauld be picking up mre 
freight for these sarne leuldings. Of caurse theywwldhwe to try to 
load it so that they &dnlt b l d c  anythhq that they'd already put 
an. You couldn't tab fmicrht on for C i n c h t i  at Wheelincr and load + 
it ahead of Etcanething put 4 a t  Pittsbmgh for Huntington. You would 
send in the farthest stxff away first but it was up to the mate to get 
it on the boat so it could copne off. 

Q: I ~ t h e c l e r k ~ t h e r n a t e w e r e o f t m a t l o g g ~ c n r e r  
freight? 

A: Nearly all the tinut. N-1y all the t h .  There was always 
hmbug about. There was always sgna kind of an aqmmt. 

Q: I lmm Hora- Eyle pointed it up. H e  said a rrratefs job was to 
save mney to ge t  it m and off fast  and a clerkls jab was to pmbct 
it W he cuuld. 

A: That's right. That's a pretw good way to put it. I've had mates 
say, I t T h r o w  it off. Bxw it dawn." Ard thev didn't like to have the 
cl&k try to read the rnarks either. The clerk was responsible i f  the 
freight got off wrcaug. It was up to the clerk that it didn't get off 
wpng. Oh, it was if the mate got into the wmmg freight 
plle. He d d  stand an the Wheel- Whmfkat and hellcrw, t%ell, 
tab It back and tell t h a n  F ~ W s b u q , ~ ~  abut --five times. 
EacA the he bell& he yelled a little bit louder. Pretty soon 
thingsametoastop. lWqk&yhadaomferace. 

Q: The mates - khxi of an instikrtim, weren't they? I understand 
t h a t g o ~ n e o f t t a e r m m r e p ~ ~ m t o d e a l w i t h ?  



Q: I was; told IAmt by, No& Hortcffl I think told= that, he's an 
qlneer. Said he used to a r z y  a cane with a lead-loaded end. 

A: Yes, hedid, ardhewas, nabodywerwantedtowalkupberhirrdhim 
eithm, it was very dangerws. I r emnb r  a truck driver enre up 
behind him one t h  and asked where to put scm&hhg and there was a 
lot of noise going m and was yelling at smdmdy and makjng a 
loud noise himself and the driver just w a l h d  up and put his hand on 
M s  shoulder. I rmwer saw su& a look m a man's face in my l i f e  as 
there w a s  on -Is as he turned arwnd there. He ws ready for 
actim, I don't think he had his cane wi,th him, I tkink he had saw 
kind of a little thing, probably a piece of lead with leather attached 
toitorsa&hbgthathewaswwingarcmn3inhishand, readytouse 
if he had too. 

A: Well I l M  Pratt, he was a m, I don't think he was 
mean. I think he w a s  scared. I think that pmbbly scam cirnrmstarace 
that arose in wmection w i t h  his jab had caked th& trwuble that he 
g a t i n t o a r d I d c x l ' t ~ ~ w a s a n y t h h g m e a n a ) 3 c r u t h i m *  I thMr  
he was  really a very perwrm. l3ut he was prabably w a s  
scared. 

Q: I had mmr thought of that pos;sibility but I guess there was a 
lot of that on the river. 

Q: The river was a a widely d a t e d  clan, I guess, 

A: Y e s .  We had, I guess he was waiter or cabin bay or something 
~ ~ O n e t i m e o f f t h e C o ~ l l .  Coburnwasmateonthere 
and right may there was quite an-gation to see if Coburn could 
have dme to him. lhat it was just because of 
Cobumls reputgtion, Pumd later on they fcrund his bodty under a derrick 
boat in the river. H i s  -1 was fmchmd and there was suspicion of 
forilplaylxrttheynwercaildpinitdomtoanybody. InmeraniLd 
beliwethatOdxlmhadanythhgtodowithit,  atldhewaskhdof a 
amart ale& m y .  He had scarre political mnmctim that was 
inportant, that was the masm he ms on there. He was a fairly goad 
workex:, but I d m %  think aq&ody - will krww what happened to him. 



Q: I h e w  was a certain type of mate, because two nwn have told 
m this, that sans of the mates -ied ox wfiips and things lh that. 
Must have made i t ,  must have been a very curiaus relatiaship w i t h  tbe 
r c r u E s t s J e s ~ h a d .  

A: T h e y ~ d j u s t g ~ d c r w n a n d w a l k i n a n d m y ~ ~ ~ ~ ~ ~ a r r d t a k e  
it to the rightplaae. Of carme that's haw sme freight got mixedup 
b y t h e m m t ) a c r w ~ ~ t ~ h a d .  Wehadadeaf anddmbdsclb'landon 
several of the boats ard I adopted the system of givjxls him a little 
notewfthmi¶thewassupposedtotelltherm. Ikmild justwrite 
P a r ~ a n d I ~ d h a n d t h a t t o h i m ~ t h e s ~ r e s g a v e h i m  
the package, I'd hand him that note. Whm he took it in held hand 
that nute to the inside stevedores and t&m was supposed sm&&y Fn 
themWtcazldread. NcrwinthehucksterbusinesswehadtOkeep 
the lots of eggs separate. Weld have so mny cases of Mte eggs and 
sorrmarwycaslesof~aggs, thqwmldallbeforthesanneahJ,~rper 
axxi they wouldn't be arq particular way of tell- them apart, ycat 
just had to hwp than separate. Maybe the - metn wt have eight 






