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Preface

This manuscript is the product of a tape recorded interview conducted
by John Knoepfle in 1957. Margie Towery transcribed the tape and
edited the transcript. Dr. Knoepfle reviewed the transcript. This
ard other interviews in a series on steamboats and inland rivers were
produced under the auspices of the Public of Cincimnati and
Hamillljngg;l Comty, Chio and Sangemon State University, Springfield,

I .

John W. Menke was born in 1880 in Cincimmati, Ohio. He worked in a
watch factory in New Jersey before getting into the showboat
entertaimment business. He talks about Daddy Price and Mr. French,
bcthiinpcrtantnminhﬂ;mﬂmboathmms' . ﬁnmﬂmmnda
variety of showhoats the Goldenrod, Hollm, the Sumny
South and the Sensation. John discusses the showboat business in
general, the entertaimment offered and audience reactions.

John Knoepfle was born in Cincimmati in 1923. He obtained his Ph.D.
in literature from Saint ILouis University in 1967. Dr. Knoepfle is
presently a professor of English at Sangamon State University. He was
named Illinois Author of the Year in October, 1986. John and his wife
Peg have one daughter and three sons.

During 1953-1955 while working as producer-director of an educational
television station, WCET-IV, Cincirmati, Dr. Knoepfle proposed a
project on steamboats and inland rivers. These river memoirs are a
result of the research collected during 1954-1960.

Readers of the oral history memoir should bear in mind that it is a
transcript of the spoken word, and that the interviewer, narrator and
editor sought to preserve the informal, conversational style that is
inherent in such historical sources. Sangemon State University and
the Public Library of Cincimmati and Hamilton County, Ohio are not
responsible for the factual accuracy of the memoir, nor for views
expressed therein; these are for the reader to judge.

The mamscript may be read, quoted and cited freely. It may not be
repu:odwedinwholeorinpartbymwmans, electronic or mechanical,
without permission in writing 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
Cincimati and Hamilton County, Ohio.




John W. Menke, September 22, 1957, St. Louis, Missouri.
John Knoepfle, Interviewer.

Q: This is Monday, the 22nd of September 1957, about 1:30 in the
afternocon in the harbor at St. Louis aboard the Goldenrod. I am
talking to Captain John W. Menke who is a kind of patriarch of
showboaters. Well, Captain, I know that you were a Cincimnatian
first, is that right?

A: VYes, I was born in Cincinnati in 1880 and stayed around there till

Q: Till around 1905, I'll bet you were . . .

A: No, let me see . . . arcund 1902. I went to Jersey City in 1%02.
Stayed there till 1904.

Q: What were you doing ocut in Jersey City?

A: Well, I worked in a watch factory in Jersey City, my brother and
I, For about two years, I guess. Then we built a motorboat over
there while working in the watch factory, at night and on Sundays.
Took about nine manths to finish the job. When we got through, we
made excureions around New York harbor and up the Hudson River and
down to Rockaway and Sandy Hook and all around. Shi it by rail to
Pittslurgh and came down the Ghio River to Cincimnati and that's how
we got our first showboat. Got a job with French's New Sensation
doing the advertising. And we've been showboating every day since,
both of us, my brother and I.

Q: Iet's see how you picked up. (tape stopped) What was the name of
that boat you were rumning excursions with?

A: Cincy. We called it the Cincy on acoount of Cincinnati.

Q: Well, the Menkes were in Cincinnati, I guess, your father--when
did you come in there?

A: Father was a jeweler. He worked for the Duhme Company Company of
Cincimati. He was the superintendent there for twenty seven years.
He died in 1898 just before the Spanish American War.

Q: He was a—I know because I have seen those cards, that there was a
Merke in hardware. I guess he was an uncle?




John W. Menke 2

A: Yes, there was a Menke in the machinist business over there for a
long time. That was an uncle. Uncle Brent. He had a shop up on Main
Street right across, near the old courthouse up in there.

Q: Where did you live in Cincimnati?
A: We lived at 1736 Queen City Avermue, Clermont they call it.

Q: Well, you mentioned French's New Sensation. The name is pretty
well known. Can you tell us anything about that operation?

A: French was one of the pioneers in showboat business. He coperated
in about 1875 on up until we came in the picture about 1904. We made
all the western rivers fram Pittsburgh to Cairo to St. Paul and down
to New Orleans and all the bayous, used to cover about fifteen states
on a trip once a year.

Q: Well, they must have been hurngry for entertairment in those spots?

A: There were not so many boats, they didn't get any entertairment
except from showboats and tent shows and stuff like that.

Q: Well, I don't know anything about French at all, could you tell me
something about him?

A: T don't know so much about him. He died the same year that we
opened, I guess. His wife ran the business after that and we worked
for her. A fellow by the name of John E. McNair was the manager of
the boat at that time. We used the C for about four years. We
covered all the western rivers with out in advance doing the
advertising, Ben and I. Eventually, we bouwht cur first showboat, the
Sumy South. And since that time we have had seven all told and the
Coldenrod is the last one. It is the only one afloat. We kept a boat
on the Ohio River named Majestic, a small boat. It takes out a
college troupe every year.,

Q: Yes, that's the Hiram College boat.

A: Yes, Hiram College. We came into St. Iouis in 1937 with the
Goldenrod for a two week stop and we have been here ever since. It
will be twenty years in Octcber since she landed at St. ILouis.

Q: You mentioned that you had some trouble with the city of St. Iouis
when you got in here. Could you talk about that a little?

A: Yes, the city of st. Louis wouldn't let any showboats land at St.
Louis, so we went to federal court and Judge Moore gave us an
injunction against the city of St. Louis to keep them from interfering
with our business and afterwards made it permanent, so we haven't been
bothered since.

Q: Well, I was thinking that over. Did you have rights at a public
landing? Is that how that court decision was made?
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A: The city doesn't have any jurisdiction over boats. A navigable
stream is controlled by the goverrment. All there was to it was it
was not a building, it was a boat.

Q: Well, this Sunny South. Now, when you ran that were you rumning
stmight'mlodrmnas on the river?

A: No, they were always—-years ago most of the boats carried variety
shows, didn't have any melodramas.

Q: So you would have magician acts and things like that.
A: Magic acts and all kinds of dance acts and all the acts you had
acquired.

Q: When did this--first, everybody that ever thinks of a showboat,
thinks of the playing of the melodrama. When did that all come into
the picture?

A: Only when we started to play the bigger cities.

Q: Is that so?

A: We opened in Pittshurgh with two old-time shows and did the same
here at St. Louis. But the melodramas never did go on the road at
all. It was always in bigger cities. It was about the same style
show they had in tent shows.

Q: Well, how did those little country audiences react to things like
a magician show?

A: Oh, they always liked all kinds of variety shows, any old show.
Q: I think you mentioned earlier that your first boat was the . . .
A: Summy South.

Q: What boat were you using to tow that, Captain?

A: Wabash.

Q: The Wabash. I like to get those things set. Well, how did you do
business-wise in those early days with the boat?

A: Oh, business was good.

Q: It was?
A: Business was all right.

Q: I know that Captain Reynolds later during the depression, he was
running motion pictures in his boat.

- = —— SVEHTWoy WO O e - COT
took their fences down and made parking lots out of them. 'Iheymdf;ry

more money with parking lots than they did with their famm.
(laughter)

Q: We were talking about Daddy Price the other day. When
first meet him, Captain? o did you

A: About 1904 and 1905, I guess.
Q: What was he rumning then?
A: He operated Price's Water , and then afterwards bought

French's Sensation. He also the Grea N .
of oF o i, ter New York. He had three

Q: He was quite a horse trader of showboats, wasn't he?

A: Well, he didn't do much trading. He just always had somebody run
them for him. On the other boats, he would take a man on his boatg
that could operate them all by themselves.

Q: Well, 1've been told by a mmber of people that he was a shrewd
perny pincher.

At Ch yes. Yes, the old man—everybody said he was tight. But it
didn't make any difference, ifymwratotearoffanyghpaxtofthe
boat while operating, going through the bayous of Iouisiana, if you
vmldtearoffanypartoftheboat,mybehangitmthetrees,arﬂ
he would say it was all right, it was rotten and needed a new cne
anyway.

Q: Well, he must have been a real character.
A: Well, the old man made a lot of money. He was a nice old quy.
Q: How long did you operate the Sunmy South, Captain?
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A: Four years. Four years and we bought her for $26,000 and we owed
$6000 on her when the bank closed us up in 1907. I had a partner at
that time by the name of Brad Coleman and I think I left with a ten
dollar bill and he had the same, busted.

Q: The bank took the boat for sale, I guess?

'Iheyhadamyerinsight. A man up there at Par
toquitarﬂhebachedmtarﬂdidn'tbuyit sothebankwas
stuck with it. For about three years, it sat there and didn't do
anything Then they sold it to a fellow in Littlewood, West Virginia
mﬂhagavethmahmmteforitarﬂﬂmydidn'tget—-hetookltup
the Monongahela River and she sunk in the ice in the Monongahela River
in the second winter and the bank was holding the bag.

Q: What did you do? Did you bounce right back into the business
after that with your ten dollar bill?

A: I went out in advance doing the advertising for the Wonderland
showboat. I always had a job anytime I wanted to go to work in
advance, I would go back with one of the boats, keep on agoing, save
mmmxeyarﬂpxtitbackmmthersmwboa

Q: I think I read in Bryant's book about the advance agent often
wasn't ahead of the hoat.

A: Well, that'smenGarlaxﬂNamagothlsnane, he's down here in a
little town called Cave in Rock, Illinois. He got behind the boat a
cauple of days with the motorboat. Something happened with the
motorboat, he couldn't get it started or something. He was trailing
almgbehirxlthembyabaxttmdaysinsteadofbemgahead

Q: I noticed on your mep out there, that you had gotten up to
Beattyville, Doymremrberma]dngastopupthereinmm;cky?

A: No. That's on the Kentucky River. No, we never played the

Kmmmcybecausewrhoatsvmalwaysboobigtogetthmaghme
locks up there.

Q: Oh, I see. Yes, you always had these big boats.

A: yes. We always had the big boats, never had the small cnes.

Q: What did you--~when you got——I imagine you must have bought back
into a boat after you were an advance agent for while.

A: Well, probably 1911, 1912, 1913 . . . about two years and I bought
the Greater New York from old man Price. Had it five days. In fact a
strmgwirﬂstormcameupathb\ngh Indiana and she was a total

Q: 1Is that so?
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A: The city doesn't have any jurisdiction over boats. A navigable
stream is controlled by the government. All there was to it was it
was not a building, it was a boat.

Q: Well, this Surmy Scuth. Now, when you ran that were you running
straightmelodrmnas cn the river?

A: No, they were always--years ago most of the boats carried variety
shows, didn't have any melodramas.

Q: So you would have magician acts and things like that.

A: Magic acts and all kinds of dance acte and all the acts you had
acquired.

Q: When did this—first, everybody that ever thinks of a showboat,
tlurﬂ:softlwplayi!nofthemelodrama When did that all come into
the picture?

A: Only when we started to play the bigger cities.

Q: Is that so?

A: We opened in Pittsburgh with two old-time shows and did the same
here at st. Louis. But the melodramas never did go on the road at
all. It was always in bigyer cities. It was about the same style
show they had in tent shows.

Q: Well, how did those little country audiences react to things like
amagicianshm?

A: Ch, they always liked all kinds of variety shows, any old show.
Q: I think you mentioned earlier that your first boat was the .

A: Sumy South.
Q: Wwhat boat were you using to tow that, Captain?
A: Wabash.

Q: The Wabash. I like to get those things set. Well, how did you do
business-wise in those early days with the boat? '

A: Oh, business was good.
Q: It was?
A: Business was all right.

Q: I know that Captain Reynolds later during the depression, he was
rumning motion pictures in his boat.
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A: Well, we kept on going with our regular shows all through the
depressicn. At that time, let me see, I had the Goldenrod and the
Holl%. We played here at St. ILouis with the Holl in 1931 and
we away at every performance all summer long about
eighteen mile cut on the Missouri River. It was all St. Louis
customers. And there was four or five hmundred peocple ocut on the shore
trying to get on after she was loaded up. Sold cut and we were using
reserved seats at that time, we sold out two weeks in advance. We
kept on all the way up until Octcber 15 and then we moved down to the
Fox Theater in St. Iouis, and we showed to 23,000, about 23,000
pecple, the first Sunday at the Fox. We did four or five shows. T
forget how many shows.

Q: Must have been a bonanza.
A: It was all very good. All the farmers even way out in the country
took their fences down and made parking lots cut of them. They made

more money with parking lots than they did with their farm.
(laughter)

Q: We were talking about Daddy Price the other day. When did you
first meet him, Captain?

A: About 1904 and 1905, I guess.
What was he rumning then?
A: He operated Price's Water Queen, and then afterwards bought

French's Sensation. He also owned the Greater New York. He had three
of them at one time.

Q

Q: He was quite a horse trader of showboats, wasn't he?

A: Well, he didn't do much trading. He just always had samebody run
them for him. On the other boats, he would take a man on his boats
that could operate them all by themselves.

Q: Well, I've been told by a mmber of pecple that he was a shrewd
penny pincher.

A: Oh yes. Yes, the old man——everybody said he was tight. But it
didn't make any difference, if you were to tear off any part of the
boat while operating, going through the bayous of Louisiana, if you
would tear off any part of the boat, maybe hang it on the trees, and
he would say it was all right, it was rotten and needed a new one
anyway.

Q: Well, he must have been a real character.
A: Well, the old man made a lot of money. He was a nice old quy.
Q: How long did you operate the Sunny South, Captain?
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A: Four years. Four years and we bought her for $26,000 and we owed
$6000 on her when the bank closed us up in 1907. I had a partner at
that time by the name of Brad Coleman and I think I left with a ten
dollar bill and he had the same, husted.

Q: The bank took the boat for sale, I quess?

A: They had a buyer in sight. A man up there at Parkersburg was
going to it and he backed out and didn't buy it, so the bank was
stuck with it. For about three years, it sat there and didn't do
anything. Then they sold it to a fellow in Littlewood, West Virginia
and he gave them a lam note for it and they didn't get--he tock it wp
the Monorngahela River and she sunk in the ice in the Monongahela River
in the second winter and the bank was holding the bag.

Q: What did you do? Did you bounce right back into the business
after that with your ten dollar bill?

A: I went out in advance doing the advertising for the Wornderland
showboat. I always had a jcb anytime I wanted to go to wWork in
advance, I would go back with one of the boats, keep on agoing, save
scme more money and put it back in another showboat.

Q: I think I read in Bryant's bock about the advance agent often
wasn't ahead of the boat.

A: Well, that's when Garland Nema got his name, he's down here in a
little town called Cave in Rock, Illinois. He got behind the boat a
couple of days with the motorboat. Samething happened with the
motorboat, he couldn't get it started or some . He was trailing
along behind them by about two days instead of be ahead.

Q: I noticed on your map out there, that you had gotten up to

Beattyville. Do you remember making a stop up there in Kentucky?
A: No. That's on the Kentucky River. No, we never played the
Kentucky because our boats were always too big to get through the
locks up there.

Q: Oh, I see. Yes, you always had these big boats. l

A: yes. We always had the big boats, never had the small ones.

Q: What did you--when you got—I imagine you must have bought back
into a boat after you were an advance agent for while.

A: Well, probably 1911, 1912, 1913 . . . about two years and T bought
the Greater New York from old man Price. Had it five days. In fact a
gtxmgwindstomcaneupatNewh:rgh,Irﬂianaarﬂshewasatotal
oss

Q: 1Is that so?
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A: She was out of comission. The water went clear up over the top
of the jackstaff on the roof. So we had all our belongings under a
tent at Newburgh, Indiana. That's the same storm that sunk the
steamer for Captain Price, the Robert Dodds. And I made a deal with
Captain Price to pay him a thousand dollars for the Dodds and the
water was in the pilothouse on that ocne. Just the spokes and the
pilothouse were sticking out. So we waited till April, took us until
Octcber to get her cleaned up and ready to go and we left Newburgh,
Indiana and went to Paducah from there with the steamer Robert Dodds
and went into the corn towing business. Towed corn cut of the
Cumberland and Tennessee River.

Q: Were you using barges?
A: Yes. We used one barge, a regular barge built to tow corn with.

Q: Well, let's depart on that a little bit. How did they load the
barges?

A: Oh, we carried about twenty-five niggers that carried corn. We
would pay them one cent on and one cent off. We would pay them in
permies as they would bring it on and as they go off, arxi that way
they all kept straight.

Q: They carried it an by the bushel?

A: By the sack.

Q: By the sack.

A: About a bushel and a half in a sack.
Q: So was it corn on the ear?

A: Ch, no. Shelled corn.

Q: what was that for? 0ld Monongahelie? Were they making a whiskey
out of it or samething?

A: No, it was all shipped usually to Nashville. They would load it
in cars at Paducah and Brookport, Illinois.

Q: How much of that could you carry on there?

A: We would carry five thousand sacks on the barge and then we would
scmetimes put same on the steamer, maybe seven or eight hundred bags.

Q: ILoad it right down the center of the boat?

A: Well, they would load it wherever we had room. And they would
carry it off and put it in the railroad cars. When we were in the
corn husiness, we were towing corn cut of the Tennessee and Cumberland
River. Captain Price came up from New Orleans with his showboat, the
Sengation. Price came up with his showboat the Sensation. He said,
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"You'll have to buy this showboat from me because I'm getting too old
and can't operate it by myself and my boys left me." He said he had
had enough showboating. I told him I didn't think I wanted any more
ghowboats, I had enough trouble with showboats. So I finally made a
deal with him and I bought the boat for $22,000 and he went with us
for a season and I paid him off the second seascn, all we owed him.
From then on, things went along pretty good. About two years later I

the Goldenrod. That was December 1923. Then we operated two
of them and I bought the Hollywood and we operated three of them at
one time.

Q: That Sensation must of been kind of a luxuriocus boat at $22,000,
wasn't it?

A: ©Oh, she was a big boat. It was in good shape when I got it and we
cperated it from then on until about 1931.

Q: When you transferred that boat from Price to yourself, was that
just a verbal agreement you made?

A: VYes, it was. No papers exchanged hands at all.
Q: Ard you paid him back.

A: Yes. We didn't need any papers or anything. That was it. When

he got all his money, why, everybody was happy. We never had any
arquments at any time.

Q: Well, now let's see, You had the Sensation and the Hollywood and
both of these boats came to tragic ends, I guess.

A: Well, one of them got caught in a storm while she was on the
marine ways at Mound City and the other one was destroyed in the ice
on the Clarks River just ocutside of Paducah in 1929. And the
Sensation was wrecked in the storm in--I got some of those dates wrong

Q: Hollywood in 1936, wasn't it?
A: Hollywood was in 1939.

Q: Well, that's something that can be checked. Anyway, you were in
Pittsburgh . . .

A: In Pittsburgh with this boat in 1930, 1929 or 1930. We were
here when the Holl passed out in the ice. One was in
1931 and this was in . . . 1, boats are pretty much like pecple,
they just die off of old age. When they get so bad off that you can't
cperate them, you either got to fix or let them go by the boards.

Q: I was just wondering if you described the wonderful days when you
were—I guess you did that--up here above the city and the farmers
were making lots out of their fields.
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A: We showed St. Louis in 1931, showed about eighteen miles frem
downtown out on the Missouri River and we turned people away every
night. Five hundred people trying to get on and the boat full, sold
out, usually sold out two weeks in advance after the third day we were
there. That went on all summer until October and we moved into the
Fox Theater in St. Louis and showed to 23,000 people the first night
on Sunday, opening night. We done about five shows, I think.

Q: That day?

A: VYes. From St. louis we went to Memphis with the Holl and we
showed Memphis all winter. We were up on Wolf River, a e river
;lidmmtherearﬂmdidﬂmtarﬂstayaithereallwinter,ashowevery
ght.

Q: Did you show "Uncle Tom's Cabin" in Memphis?

A: I don't think it would have gone through. (laughter) We did
about the same shows we were doing out here.

Q: You don't show "Uncle Tom's Cabin" here either?

A: Yes, we have done "Tonm" here not so long ago, about a year or so
ago. It went over all right. Well, this is not so much a southern
town, I think. Everybody talks about being way down south in St.
Iouis, but it's far fraom the south.

Q: Well, it is like Kentucky, there's a line all the way across--the

Civil war--and then they met some pecple from Alabama. Alabamans
didn't think that they were southern at all.

Ernd of Side One, Tape One

Q: You mentioned that you had all the scripts for your melodramas.
You had gotten them from an actor at one time.

A: I bought a whole trunkful of them, got about 250 scripts in it.
We still play them. We reach in there, don't know what we are going
to play next week until we get one out and go with it.

Q: I guess he was an itinerant actor, had all those scripts.

: Well, he was a director and he would travel all these shows down
to seven or eight in the cast. He was very good at that. He did a
good job of it. I wish he was still alive, I'd like to have him with
us yet,

Q: What was his name, Captain?

A: Fredericks, I have forgotten his first name now.
















