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John O'Hearn, August 5, 1957, Graeter's Candy Store, Swifton Village.
John Knoepfle, Interviewer.

A: Jchn O'Hearn born 1889.
Q: And you lived in the East End is that right?
A: Lived in Cincimnati East End.

Q: Well I would like you first to tell us a little bit about the
O'Neil you made your trip on.

A: Well I just made one trip on that as a cabin boy. That was to
keep the wicks clean, the shades of the lamps clean and oil in the
lamps. They didn't have nothing, no electric then. It was all oil
lamps. That's about all the job consisted of.

Q: Those were reflector lamps, different colors I quess?

A: Well the lights on the stacks, they were red globe and green
globe and on the head of the baryes there would be a red glcbe and a

green globe,
Q: I see.

A: Ard on the stern erd there was white globes, two white globe
lamps.,

ctzéo?kdthmywwererespmsibleforallmeotherlmnpsmtheboat

A: Oh yes in the kitchen ard every lamp in the place there. There
wasn't any too many of them, about ten or twelve all told.

Q: Encugh to keep you busy?

A: Yes just to keep you busy and when you wasn't busy why you could
peel potatoes for the cook, help her.

Q: Did they call that a spud cook?
A: Yes, that was a spud cook.

Q: Let's see the O'Neil was a coal tow, wasn't she?
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At Yes, she was a tow boat. Plied between Pittsburgh and Cincinnati
mostly, and down the river all the way down.

Q: You went on to New Orleans?
A: Yes, went to New Orleans and back and that was the end of my trip.
Q: I see.

A: I was born right there on the river all my life and seen boats go
up ard down.

Q: Iet's see, this was in 1908 you made that time on the O'Neil?
A: ILet's see about 1908, yes, around about that time.

Q: You mentioned earlier coming up to Louisville the boat always
seemed to break down, can you explain that a little bit?

A: Well ves, in Iouisville they had a beer they called the Louisville
Common, that was the only place you could buy it. They'd give you a a
big water bucket full for a nickel. Well the boat always had to have
a little trouble you know. Stopped long encugh to get a bucket of
beer.

Q: Everybody on board I guess had some?
A: Yes.

Q: Well I wonder if you'd talk same about the Coal Cranes and the
mills there on Eastern Averme?

A: Well they had two boats there they called the J. 0. Cole and the
Crown Hill and they would go up the river you know and send a man up
first and he'd buy timber up there, he wouldn't buy the land he would
just buy the timber. They'd take all the timber of that land that
they bought.

Q: Was Cranes . . .

A: Yes Charley Crane that was his name he had that job and they'd log
them up there in the Big Sandy and bring them then they'd go up with
the boat and tow them down to the mills. They'd get them down here
then they'd cut them up in whatever order they had. Course they used
to have a lot of walmut there for awhile but later on they just
couldn't just get any walmit logs.

Q: How big were some of those logs they brought down?
A: Ch some of them would be four feet in diameter.

Q: You were telling me about a huge oak there before.
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A: Yes I seen them have an ocak there one time was about well between
three and four feet in diameter and I never just saw the size of it.
It was all hollow. It was a hollow log. It was all full of water in
there and when they put it on the carriage to take it up into the
mill, there was a three pound catfish rolled out of it. You ought to
have seen those guys with their spike poles trying to get that fish.
Finally they got him with their spike pole, run him through and that
was the end of Mr. Fish.

Q: That must have been a little side line with those fellows?

A: Ch yes they'd get a hollow log and a fish would get in there and
the next thing you know you'd get to a real steep incline and the
water would wash out of there and whatever was in there would come
out.,

Q: Those men who worked the logs down there, can you describe a
little bit of their activity?

A: Well they were just the ordinary rough quys like rivermen are but
they knew what they were doing all the time. All good swimmers, good
big strong men and could do anything with a spike pole, they
could really handle sp poles. They'd cut these logs ocut here and
send them down then the man called the loader he'd put them on a
carriage and they'd them take up into the mill.

Q: So the carriage was put down under the water?

A: Oh yes, the carriage wag run down clean under and the water then

they would push right in close to the rails and when it would came out
of the water why that steep incline with big spikes on it, they would
get ahold of the logs on the front end and as they pulled out why the
log would just lay right on there.

Q: I see.

A: They could pick two or well they could pick two good three foot in
diameter logs up at one time.

Q: Tell me about your own activities if the logs got loose.

A: Well they used to when the high water come up now and then they
would break loose way up there in the Big Sandy and they would come
floating down, wild down the river. Well I was just a youngster then,
we'd get a boat, two of us would get in the boat, we used to catch
them logs. And the logs we'd see Crane ard Company on, well we'd get
a quarter for every log we caught. If we caught an ocutside firm's why
that was fifty cents, We could make money.

Q: Fifty cents to Crane or to the other firm?
A: That would be fifty cents to you for catching the logs.
Q: Would Cole Crane pay you that?
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A: Ch yes,

Q: In cother word they'd pay you fifty cents and got the other firm's
loxgs?

A: They kept the other fim's logs.
Q: You mentioned that you had an eddy up there.

A: Yes we had an eddy right there at Ferry Street and we'd catch them
and push them in there and if we got too many in there then we would
have to start logging them together.

Q: Guess you could make a fair amount of money?

A: Ch yes we made more money doing nothing, as the fellow says, than
a mechanic could make. While they run, they run sometimes, they'd run
all day.

Q: Earlier you mentioned that the Cole Crane boats raced up from the
new dam,

A: Well they were down there when they finished that dam at
Iouisville, or at Fernbank., All kinds of boats were down there you
know celebrating and these two boats got together coming up. Boy,
they cauld almost shake hands with one another going there along there
havingaraceallthewaywtherivertoseemovmldgetmfirst.
They thought more of their boats, scme of these captaing did, than
they did their families.

Q: VWho was on the old Crown Hill?

A: Captain Butler was on one and Johrnny, (pause) the other fellow's
name was Johmy, (pause) can't think of his name right now. His first
name was Johrmy I know.

Q: Well, fine. I would like to get back to the coal tows. You
mentioned about getting arcund Cairo in low water. Could you talk
about that again?

A: Yes there was a what they call like an island down there and when
the water was down low they would have to go way around to get out but
after they would get up to a certain raise you know and get up over
this island they could just cut straight through, they could save
pretty near a whole day's work. That was around Cairo, Illinois.

Q: Ard you were talking too about wheeling the coal over from the
barge to the tow.

A: Well they had what they call a coal barge you know and they would
have, that was their own coal that they used on the boat. They would
have that right up again the boat. Not exactly again it but then they
would put a plank at night you know, they would put a plank, well they
would put the plank there at daylight too but at night they would put
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that plank there and put flour on it. And they would wheel it in.
That was the only thing they had to guide them was that flour. That
white line. If you'd miss that why sometimes the wheelbarrow would go
in and sametimes the wheelbarrow and the guy pushing it would go in.
I never did see any of them drown but they never did get to
wheelbarrow anymore.

Q: That's fine. You mentioned an experience with geese up around
Icuisville.

A: Chyescaninguptherivermthefrmtendofthebarge:vmntlm
barges are empty they're high, way up high, and at night especially.
You can't see nothing maybe a little light half a mile ahead or
something, and cut on the river it is dark and you couldn't even light

a match out there or cigarette or samething. If you did you
could hear the pilot give you a couple of cuss words for doing it.

Q: It would blind him?

A: Yes. Arnd I was sitting there with a fellow one night, he was
gawging the water. They have a pole they run down and gauge the water
as they go along to keep from running aground. The first thing I
heard was something go swishhhhhh, boy my hair went right up and down.
The old fellow sitting there by me says, "Take it easy sommy, they're
only scme wild geese". He said, "You'll hit a couple or more of them
before we get up there". It sounded like the whole sky came down.

Q: Like the wrath of God?

A: Yes if you wasn't used to it, it would scare you. But the old
fellow he never flinched, he just sat there. He was used to it.

Q: Now you mentioned too about the Hercules Carrel and this would
take us back into the log raft I quess, no the coal tows that Carrel
would go up to meet,

A: Whenever they would come down the river with a big tow, you know,
well right there at Dayton, Kentucky the bend in the river there, a
pretty good bend. Well when they'd wire down what they had coming

through with, she'd go up there and help them around that bend and

then help them through the bridges. The Hercules Carrel used to do
most of that but not all of it but she done the most of it.

Q: And that's up by the mouth of the Little Miami?

A: Yes Jjust around near there and she'd bring them on down arcund the
bend and down urder the hridges. Some of them had monstrous big tows
too behind them.

Q: Well how about the little gaugers you mentioned?

A: Oh yes they had two little boats there they used to run wp and
gauge, get along side the fleet you know and they'd gauge the coal
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what kind of coal it was and the kind [of maps] and I forget the names
of them, I did know them but it's kind of slipped my mind.

Q: Oh, we were talking about little auxiliary tows for the log boom.
Remember that?

A: Which?

Q: The little tows that would latch on front of the booms coming
through here.

A: Youmean the . . .

Q: When they brought a log raft down and they would want help from
another boat. Could you talk about that a little?

A: Yes they had, well, they'd--crane boats, they used to come down.
When they'd get to the bend they'd cut off from the backend where they
were, They'd run around the head of the tow and get around the front
of the tow and they'd come around the bend with it that way. And when
they'd get around it and run back to the backend again.

Q: Oh, I didn't know that.

A: Yes, they used to do that, they'd came arcund you know and when
they'd get so they could circle her they'd cut off here ard they'd run
arourd that tow and get to the other enmd of it and pull it arocurd the
berd.

Q: Backing down?

A: Backing yes, they'd back her down sometimes they'd hold or stay
that end or delay just a few squares more about a mile and a half and
they were there. They've done that lots of time without any help.
But you couldn't do that with a big tow because without breaking her
into.

Q: Well then they would have an extra boat?

A: Yes. Yes.

Q: Or along either ford or along either bank?

A: With a big barge tow you couldn't do that with them. But for
logging that's the way they used to do it. Iots of times they'd cut
her off and run away around. Drag her on down.

Q: Wonder if you could talk a little bit about Captain Henderson who
was the skipper on the O'Neil on the New Orleans trip?

A: Well he wasn't none of them, he wasn't no real rough quy. He was
more of a quiet nice sociable quy. He never found fault with every
little thing. Whenever he ordered anything on the order of meat or
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anything like that on board the boat, he always smelled the meat first
before he'd pay for it.

Q: He would?

A: Yes. He'd never, pick it up and smell it you know and if it was
all right it was and if it wasn't, it wasn't.

Q: I know same of those old captains and pilots were very flashy
dressers.

A: Oh yes, yes they wore gpats same of them when they'd leave the
boat you know and go up into the town where they'd be anchored you
know. Yes, hats on and everything.

Q: Now you lived down . . .

A: ©Oh yes that other pilot or other captain I was telling you about,
I forgot his name was Johnny McGuire.

Q: MGuire?

A: I knew it was an Irish name, Johmny McGuire. He was little bit of
a fellow about as big as me, five foot seven about 150 pounds. Just

as tough as they made em though.
Q: He was?
A: He was that. (chuckles)

Q: Well you were from the East End and the East End produced a mumber

of competent river men. Could you tell us samething about
those men?

A: Yes, they was a quite . . . I'll name you some of the captains.
There was pilots. There was a Doss family down there. 01d man Doss,
the first ccal man he was on the City of Pittshurg on and down and
around near Cairo, Illinois somewhere around there she caught fire and
he was drowned or he died from it. I was just a youngster then. And
then his son Harry he was a pilot, he run on the Island here
quite awhile. Now he's got a son now that's a pilct. I hadn't
seen him for so long ago but I know he's a pilot. Then there was a
Harvey Brown. His father had a big hay and grain place down there in
the East End, he was a pilot and there was Captain Butler, one of the
greatest pilots. He was a good one tco. And a good guy to get along
with lut a bad guy to have for an enemy. Yes sir, he was really
tough. And there was ancther fellow, Lou lLepper, he was a captain.

Q: Iepper wrote a memoir. It was published, I understand.
A: They were all nice guys but they never stood back for nothing.

Q: I;mabmxttheMarineWays? Cauld you tell us something about
them?
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A: Well they had a pretty bunch of men there. They had to be

husky and strong. They t a lot of boats down there. The Island
Queen, they built the Island Queen and they had a big boss there, was
Jack Hayes, that was his name, his name was Jack Hayes, He knew more
about the river than the river knew about itself I believe.

Q: Well could you tell us about how they tried to save the Greermood
during the ice then?

A: Well that was in 1917, the river was up high and the Greenwood was
a big packet. She was up so high that she couldn't go no

because she was up against the marine shed. And they put about six or
eight of these three inch cables on her and every now and then they'd
dynamite around her. It was all frozen gorges up the river, they was
thinking they could save her. But when that river let go them cables
just snapped and zing you could hear them snapping and first thing you
know out she went, down the river she went, she hit a pier down there
was the last we saw of her,

A: She was a famous old boat too?

Q: Yes, it was. The Greermood, she was a sterrwheeler.

Q: Well this takes me over to the roustabouts.

A: Ch them roustabouts on them packets that used to come up from down
in New Orleans and Natchez and them places. They used to get up here
and they'd get down in the Silver Moon. That's where the hangout for
them was along Front Street there. Guys would be cutting ard
shootling, every Saturday night they'd be a big time whenever one of
those big boats pulled in down there. Northern niggers and the
southern nigggers.

Q: They were opposed . . .

A: They were opposed to one ancther, yes, (chuckles) they just didn't
like one another.

Q: Is that so?
A: Well they would fight, always a fight.
Q: The waterfront was a kind of dangerous place in the old days?

A: Gh that was a bad place to go. You had to have a lot of
prvtactm'withymmmymmﬂm.

Q: Unless you were that Irxish cop?

A: Oh yes, they had a, Jack McCarty was his name. He'd came down
there and he'd just walk up to them and say, "Get off the sidewalk."
If they didn't go why he'd walk about ten feet and turn arcund and put
the club to them and there they'd lay. "Just leave them lay," he
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said. "what's the use to even bother about them? Just leave them lay
there."

Q: He was from Mt., Adams?
A: Yes, he was from Mt. Adams. Jack McCarty.

Q: Well let's see. Now the rousters always went from Marine Way by
boat?

A: Oh whenever they'd come up there to have a boat fixed with any
niggers rousties on there, well they'd want to get down to the Silver
Moon. They wouldn't dare to come up to catch the cars, streetcar on
Eastern Averme. They'd a row boat off of their own boat and
they'd row down to the Silver Moon. Then they'd have that hard row to

get back up again. But they thought that was better than coming up on
Eastern Avenue.

Q: They must have been incredibly strong men to carry to carry the
weights they did?

A: Oh yes, they were really built, you had to be a "heman" to work
on a boat.

Q: Well let!'s see,

A: I guess half of them didn't know how to swim either. Fellows
just worked on boats.

Q: I suppose the river got a lot of those men . . .
A: Oh yes.
Q: . . . ane way or ancther?

A: They'd get drunk and walk off the barge or something at night and
that would be the last of them.

Q: Well we were talking before about racing, wonder if you could . .

As d\yes,theIslardngamthemwasapadcetnamadﬂm
City and they had a sister ship, a sister boat rather called the
V%inia. One of them was a single paddle and the other was a double

e. Queen Ci: wasadmblepaddle, and she could travel.
E\rerytimeahewwl pulling cut the same time the Island Queen was
pulling out for Coney Island there'd be a race all the way up the

river to see who'd get there firet. Just for nothing. (pause) Them
guys if you could beat them today you'd have to beat them tomorrow.

Q: (laughter) So they managed to smoke up the East End?

A: Oh they'd throw more smoke out, sometimes you could see the flame
coming cut of the stack.
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Q: Is that so?
A: Yes.
Q: You mentioned about the Princess being a ballasted boat, can you .

A: Yes, her hold had ballasts in it. She was set so high on the
waterithat they had to ballast it. (pause) 1917, that got her, too,
that ice.

Q: Did?

A: Yes.

Q: Right down in the Kentucky River?

A: She was in the Kentucky River at the time.

Q: Well, we talked about whistles too. Whistles and the Morning
Star,

A: Morning Star had a whistle, it was a beautiful thing and she hit a
pier or samething down there at the foot of Broadway and anyhow she
sunk. When they salvaged her they got this whistle and they put

it on the Courier that traveled between Cincinnati and Pittsburgh. It
was the most beautiful whistle, and they tried to make another one
like it, but even the pecple that made that one couldn't make it.

Q: Couldn't make one?
A: Yes, it was a beautiful whistle.
Q: And people would come cut?

A: Yes, just to hear that thing whistle they'd came ocut ocn the banks
just to hear it whistle.

Q: Andupbythe . . .

A: All through the valley there that whistle just sounded all
there, Walmut Hills, and you could hear it all over. It was a pretty

Q: Now, you mentioned there was the mates that were pretty tough
characters, too.

A: Oh yes, them mates on those packets anyhow, they were really
rough. They'd take them niggers and hit them with sticks and

else, fists, knock them in the river and everything and
keep hollering, "Came on, let's get going here," and was just like
slaves, that's all it was.
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Q: Do ?rmnberanymoreofthemte'sdialogue,thekiniofmings
they saidr

A: Well I would be afraid to say (laughter) anything they say. I can
cuss but not like scame of them.

Q: I am going to tape the college professor sameday who memorized the
mates spiel and he won't have any campunction about it.

A: Yes.
Q: ©Oh you mentioned too about Hercules Carrel with cutters?

A: Oh yes there I think it was in 1913 the first they had of it. The
river was froze over then because we were skating on it and somebody
got an idea about putting steel cutters on the front of the Hercules
Carrel bow. She was a powerful boat. So they did and they started
her up the river and she'd just keep running from here up to about
Coney Island ard she would turn around and come back. Just kept the
channel open you know. Of course no other boats went up there but
they figured that would take some of the squeeze off of the shores,
you know and it would let go.

Q: I see, ard then there was the snag boats.

A: The old E. A. Woodruff, yes, she was a snag boat, she used to take
snags and things out of the river, barges, she done that.

Q: How about dynamiting with barges?

A: Oh yes, they used to dynamite. They would have divers go down and
setaanedynamitaamiblowsmeﬂﬂ:gloosedownthemarﬂthenseen
them blow a barge loose there one time when she came ocut of there she
was like a big whale coming up, just whew.

Q: Right out of the water?

A: Yes, jumped right cut of the water. (pause) Turn over you know
ard all that coal would go cut of her and whew!

Q: Well we've got to a lot of the things we decided to talk about. I

wonder if I can ask you a few incidental questions. Whether you have
any recollections for instance of shanty boaters along the river?

End of Side One, Tape One

A: Just no good. They'd steal everything they could. But they was
one fellow down there his name was Brown. He had a little money. He
had the hardward floors in it.

Q: He did?

























