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George Wise started on the river in 1919. He served fn variaus 
capacities w i t h  a long career as engineer. In this mzmir he relates 
his variacls river e x p r i m  on the different boats. 

John ICnoepfle was born in C i n c h t i  in 1923. He obtained his m.D. 
in literahre frwn S a h t  Lmis University in 1967. Dr. Knaqfle is 
presently a prof-r of wli& at Sangamxn State University. He was 
mmd Il lhis Author of the Year in e, 1986. Jahn and his w i f e  
Peghaveone&~ts rand th reesans .  

During 1953-1955 while mrking as r of an -t:ional 
television station, lCEt+TV, Cinch-fle p m  a 
project on stembmts and inland rivglrs. These river m a n o h  are a 
d t  of the mll- durw 1954-1960, 

Bsdem of the oral history =ir ahould bear 3n mind that it is a 
transcJript of the spoksn word, and that the htemiewar, narrator anl 
editor sought to pmseme tha informal, cx>rrversational q l e  that is 
inherent in such historicaL w. s a q ! m m  stat0 Uhiversit=y ard 
the Public Library of Cincintl21ti Hamilton Caurrty, m o  are nat 
responsible for the f a w  accuracy of the w i r ,  nor for v i m  
exp- therein; tfiese are for the reader to judge. 

The mamascript may be nad, quoted ard cited freely. It may not be 
rapraduced in whole or fn by my means, electmdc or mdxnicxil, 
withcrut permisaim in writirrg frran eil3mr the O r a l  History O f f i c e ,  
Sangam311 State University, Sprinsfield, Illinois, 62794-9243 or the 
Curatar of &ma EmW and Special Collections of the Public Library of 
C i n c h t i  and Wannilton Cchlrrty, m o t  45202-2071. 
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George Wise, Augurst: 16, 1957, Cincinnati, Qhia. 

rnctsrViewer, John ECkhoepfle. 

Q: I have c a m  to 1 4 6 1 B o r d  Place in Cincinnati t o  visit with Mr, 
George Wise who has had a 1- experience as an qineer cm the 
river. Mr. Wise, I if you could just give us a resum of your 
clwn river aqlerience? 

A: I started on the river in 1919. My father was ChaYles F, wise, he 
was an old tima river stemnboat stewart and caok. So I went m the 
~ ~ T a c m a t o h e l p h i m i n t h e k i t c h e n .  I f ina l lygot tobea  
s t r i k s r ~ a r r d w m t t o w o r k f o r ~ l ~ C o a l ~ c a r r p a n y o n  
the steamer Fbbert P. Gillham and after I had worked on the Gi lUlam 
app~telytwoyearsIwerYt=asstr ikercmthesteaxer~Greene 
a n d I s ~ y e d m ~ s ~ T a m G r e e n e f o r ~ ~ ~ y s s a r s .  As 
striker, f b t  assis* mgineer, and I worked UQ to chief ergineer. 
Eight of them years was chief - h e r  of the steamer Tam Gmene 
with Cetptain GomAon C. Greene and his san TcanR. m. Captain 
Gordan C. Greene died Jammy 19, 1927 ard WEI had to b h a  his body up 
to Nerwport, Ohio to biury him. I was assistarrt: eslgirseer m the boat at 
the time. The river w a ~  at  a him flood stage and we had to lmer the 
stacks. Didnl t have arry on the boat, just friends of the 
family go* to the funardl. It toak us approximately eight days to 
make the trip. We stopped at all the river tcrwns to let all the 
people bho knew Captain Gordon Grsene caane dawn and pay their respectEi 
to him. The river was so high at the tine that-- was i n s h l l i n r g  a 

heater prior to his death, and we didn't get it ccorp?leted when 
he died--so we had to p t  a temporary britchhg amund the furnace 
boilens and we CCRildnlt get very much steam to fight the heavy current 
and we couldn't make very mud.1 the going up the O h i o  River* We got 
up to Newport, Ohio: p q l e  that brought their cars m w e r e  unable to 
get the m off due to the fact the river was SO high and the stage 
wuuldnlt reach out to Um end of the bank. So they had to carny 
Captain Gordonle caskst aver a flat. They had his Rzneral that 
a ~ a n d ~ h u n e d ~ a n d s t a r t e d b r i c k d u m t h e o h i o R i v e r .  
W e d i d n l t h a v e q - m t h e b o a t ~ s o m m g o t b a c o a l  
l ~ a l l e b s c r e w h a d t o g e t a r t a n d c o a 3 . t h e b o a t .  Putmaqh 
coal on t o  la& until we could get dcrwn the river sawplace else to 
get a. We tried to take coal at Chester, Ohio, but the river- 
so high there we couldn't get any coal on, sowe had to go m duwn to 
Point Pleasant ahwel coal out of a barge at ths Hatfield Coal 
Cmrrparry. We mre laid up wery night due to the fact the river was so . It was ahnest -sible to  navigate the river dur- the 
night, the river was SO swift, 

Q:  id ycru stay with .the Greene Line after that? 
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A: I stayed as chisf engineer of the Tcgn Greene until 
1936. In al l  that time, we o p r a t e d '  

Char1esh-1, West V i r g h h  and C i n c i n n a t i .  But in 1930 the G r e e n e  Line 
bought out tbe Cincinnati and Louisville pad& ccarrparry and we start& 
running the Tcan Greene fram C i n c i n n a t i  to Louisville three trips a 
week. They ~ ~ l y  s ~ t  the Chris Greene dawn and m opposite day 
with her. Then they had the Ehrqmme opsrathg up m the Ohio River 
as far as Rmtington. They cut trip out to Charleston all . I stayed w i t h  the Greeraes until 1936 and then 1 
went and took a staticmary enghxxs job at  the BruclaMnn Emvery -. I was with the Rtmdumm people un t i l  1942 bhen I mt in 
the Qast M a r h  Impction in St. Louis. I spent five yeam 
with the Qast M at St. Louis in the Marine Inspection mparhmt. 
Then after I got released E m  the Coast Guard in 1947 I want and 
s p e u r t t h e y e a r w t h e s ~ ~ i n s t *  Louis, t he lqes t  
passager -ion steam=r in the westem rivers. I stayed w i t h  the 
W,  .the Streckfus S- Cmnpany Urrtil  JUE 1948. I rnnrsdhck 
mhti and Captain ?kn m e  finally talked me into going on 
the sbamr Delta Queen. I went on there to make one t r i p  to help him 
out and I stayed on there until  oct&er 20, 1955. 

Q: That w a s  a long help? 

Q: Are yau still on the river now? 

A: On Nwanber  6, 1955 I werrt to work for the American Ekqe Line a t  
Ladsville, Ken-. A t  present I 'm w i t h  the &&xican & q e  Line. 

Q: Yau go aut for them? 

A: Y e s  sir. I'm at hare cm days TWW. I'm to go back to work on - 7 ,  

Q: A r e  yau up on diesel tam? 

A: No, all steam. Arrrerican w e  Line has eight =--the last of the 
twin screw steamboats that were wer built  on the river. Thsy were 
bui l t  by the Defense Plant Corporatim, W a s h h g h n ,  dturing World War 
11, and they were Mmsd after all the battles we fought over in the 
South Paciflc. m - f  ive hundred horsepcrt\~er twin scxav, triple 
expansion s t m ~  engines. 

Q: Thy don't aperate up in this part of the river, do they? 

A: The lhwican Barge Line at the p& has eight of them out of 
the twenty-one that was originally built in 1943 and 1944. The 
American Barge Line bqht eight of them, They got the s w  



America, the Qonstitution, the Java Sea, the Casablanca, the Tbnam 
~ H . A .  Bayless, rnnd the s-1en B. Woad. of all t E G Z t s  
-have, eight sbanbats, four of them have been renamed. The 
America used to be the Guam when it first was built. The Constitution 

be the =&a, B. Wad was the M i h e  Bay, ard the myless 
was the Midway -. 
Q: flrppcxsing we backtrack ard pick up where you started an the 
Ta~ca~. What were the duties irrvolved with that work? 

A: I just a helper in the kitchen for nry dad. IQ dad was head cook 
cmthere~Iwasmoreorlessasecondcook.  Washhgpotsandpans 

assisting him in the ki-. I also have an uncle that was 
aptah with the Hatfield Coal Ccrmparry for about thi r ty  same years. 
But I didn't put that in; w h m  I really left the T a m  I went cm the 
Hatfield Coal boat. I was an the Julius ~leisdmann; he was 
captain, -1- C&hamR. I w a k  m the Julius Flei- and 
~ d m ~ h t h e M t c h e n a n d d s o o n d e c k a n d b t h e ~ h  
m. Also after I left the Fleisdrmann, I had workad for my uncle 
for about a year, I went on the W. K. Field for Island Creak Coal 
Cclmpany. 

a: That's all Kanawhzl cozil out there? 

A: The Hatfield Coal Ccarcpany tawed out of Kanawha but the Island 
Creek C c d  Cclmpany tawed f ra t  Huntington d m .  Island Creek & was 
always loaded at Huntington, West Virginia. 

Q: I gxws  the C a r b i n e  boats were abut defunct then? 

A: Y e s ,  that was the end of the Combine going to New Orleans. 
Really the W. K. Field at one t h  had been a Ccanbine river coal tcw. 
It was a sister boat to the Ironsides. &my I?dg- was the 
captain on the W. K. Field whan I was rm .Ulere. 

Q: Isthatso? 1lrncrwmthewststElwing. 

A: He worked for Isl- Creek Coal Ccanparry for years. Y. uncle was 
Charles -t; he was on the Fleisdnnann and he was ap ta in  on the 
old 5, T. Hatf ield for f a r t e a  years, master of transportation for 
Hatfield Coal Ccrmpany. He is better known on the river as Hardboiled 
Charley. 

Q: Hardboiled Charley. He is still on the river? 

A: No, he has passed by. He has been dead k t  two y-. He used 
tomrrwalluvertheboat. Heptminwery&partmmtonthe 
boat. If acookudqui t thenhetnnr ldputmin-k i -anddo  
the aookhq mil he fcrund another cook, So I worked putting in every 
partoslahtthatcculdbeworkedm. 

A: The T a m  w a s  the anly boat, well I was on the G r e m m m l  a little 
b i t  and -is Greene. In them yeam, I never told you about, we 
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had laid up the G m m e  Line in the winkertime in slack business, they 
couldn't affoxd to run b t h  boats. Well they wuuld lay up o m  of 
t hekboa t sandpar to f the i r c rewwwuldbe~fs r redovercmthe  
boat that was being run. Of course I a l w t e d  on the Greemo&, and 
the Tacxama and the -is Greene. My daddy, of course, he worked on 
a l l = d t l i r n s b o a t s a n d b d l s o m m t h e G r e e t ? e w w h e n m  
had the old si-1 Greenland. The T a m  was the b a t  that I spent 
xnostofnrytb.  TheTacca~andtheTbnGreenetogetherwasthetwo.  
We always ~ i e d  stock and made trip7 r a n  Charleston to Cincinnati. 
In those days they would charye amm3 twenty-two and a half dollars 
for a mm%rip for a ~ e r .  Tnat was a four and a half day trip. 

Q: I don't rcl.law whether you have ever saw this but I understand that 
there was a real problem getting freight up the bank and I have heard 
that it was pulled up on sleds in a lot of places. 

A: It was. We picked up cattle on the boat and there were a lat of 
timeswhentheywereloadinghogstheyhadhcgchaim. Theyhadto 
pick up a hog and put h i m  a chain and carry him m the bait. 

Q: Just tipped him wer in the hog chain. 

A: That I s  right. Two men got a hold of mt chain and pi- h h  up 
just l h  a sack of mal  and w i e d  hjln akemfi the hat, They had 
three chains together. Those w e r e  fastened to two rcds d tww poles 
and they would lay that h q  in between those chains and carry them on 
aboard the boat. Sametimes wfren they drwe cattle on the boat the 
catUe would buck and they would have to put one guy back on the tail 
and s- twisting the calf. They always called packetboats the 
Calftail Twisters, That's h=m they got that name, frcan twist- the 
calf s tail, that s what made him go aboard the boat, he would bE! 
scared. Of courseWhenwemadealElndJngandwhenwe'dgetarry 
freight on like that, any stock on they'd always tell the mgineer to 
b e c a r e R z l ~ n o t t o l e t t h e s t e E u n ~ u p ~ p a p t h e s ~ l f e t y v a l v e s  
off. B e a u 5 8  just as soon as abaut the time they would be loading 
that stack on why the f- would get too much steam on the boilers. 
Of cmrsethesafet;yvalvewwldpopoff andthatwuuldsasrethemall 
u p ~ h i l l a n d t h e y ~ d n u l h d l ~ i o n s d m ~ m ~ d  
lay .Ulere tww or ehree houm raunding that cattle up to get them on 
the h t .  

Q: Guess it was too bad for the engineer if that h a w ?  

A: We used to catch a lot of trouble with that. The captain vmld 
came d m  and bawl us all out wer that. We were always careful about 
t h a t a n d a l w a p w a t c h e d t h e f i m n n d ~ l d h i m n o t t o k e e p t o o k i g h  
a s tem while we was laying at the bank just on accaunt of that. We 
used to get on the Tam Greene and caw dam the river, get into 
Portsmouth, at dyht  we wouldntt stop, we wouldn't lay at the 
wharfboat. 0qta.n Gordon Greene nwer did l h  to tie up a boat at 
the wharfboat an account: of the crew going up the hill. He always 
tried to keep his crew wether, because you didn't kncrw you'd 
haw a axiw or not, so he would always go dwn to a place called 
W a l k a r 1 s ~ ~ t ~ b e l a w p o ~ t h a n d w e ~ d l z l y ~ i n t h e t J i o o d s  
a l l  night. Of came, all the men that wanted to go to the show or 
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aythhq, they d d n l t  get off the b a t  dcrwn there. They just had to 
stay on the bat. Never w i l l  forget one night while I was a str* 
engineer on the boat, Captain Gordon G r e e n 8  wadj very commmtive 
a b c x z t ~ h i s c o a l u p .  H e a l w a y s w a r r t e d t o ~ a s l e s s c o a l a s  
h e a w l d o n t h e b o a t .  H e s 2 l i d t h a t c o a l w a s t h e m o S t ~ i v e p a r t  
about the whole boat. So when we'd tie up at night we U d  always 
shut the light plant dcrwn. Captain Gordon Greene wcaiLd never let his 
li@t plant run laying at the bank when we weze laying aves all night . W e  had to put lanterns around and on the water gauges on 
the hilm and in the engine roclms and up in the &in. We would 
shut that light plant down until daylight the next morning. We wrmLd 
always leave Walkers Light around Eaur o'clock daylight Sn the morning 
so the Tam Greene would be the regular ferry b a t  fram Walker's Light 
almostt dcwn as far as Augusta, m-. All that day she would be 
cmssing the river f m  one man's landing, one farmer's landing to the 
next farmer's landing. They would have anything frcsm coop of chickens 
to mybe f i f ty  head of cat t le  and we  would just load that boat dam 
fu l l  of all that pmduce. Cattle ard chickens, c r a h  of eggs, 
hosEjheads of tabacm a t  Ripley, Ohio, wed to get f i f ty  heads of 
hogh3heaas of tcibacyx], 

Q: Must have bean hmeme, h m  did thay cart thcee rm board? 

A: The rcRlstabcxlts, they rolled them on board, the hogs of tobacco. 
O f  wxse moet of the rest of the stuff was all carried cm their 
shoulders. Thema~hpt themcru ton theheadof theboa tandhe  
muld Wep than running a l l  the time. He wouldn't let any of them 
stop for a minute. He wmld say the boat was behind t h e  and we had 
t o m a k e u p t h ~ h e w o u l d k s e p ~ r 0 ~ 5 t a b o u t s r u n n i n g a n d a s f ~ l r  
as us in the engine roam we had to keep the engines going a t  f u l l  
steam in order to make our t r i p  on t ine. This particular night I 
rermrhz that we laid up at  Walker's Light, we laid thare all night 
and I was on watch a t  midnight. W e  went in there and the chief 
engineer told me to shut off the light plant and go t o  bed and get up 
at  four o'clock and start it back up. In aose days we didn't have 
electric refrigeration on the boat, we had to buy ice a t  C i n c h t i  
out of regular old storage ice boxes. That's the reason we didn't 
have to run any electricity. W e l l  this particular night I shut dam 
the light plant and I w m t  on to bed. Captain G m  had gone to bed 
also, and the chief engineer and the mate and sane of the colored 
deckhands, and the mwtabouts, had got into a small poker game in the 
dedc man. They w e r ~  all playing pnker by the light of a lantem dawn 
there. The fireman didn't wat& the boiler very w e l l ,  the boilers, 
and he put a load of coal In her and before long the pryp valve, the 
safety valve mt off and wok w i n  G r e e n e  up. He got up and ccans 
dawnstab to see what a l l  the noise was Abut  and he cwght the chief 

and this mate gambling w i t h  these colorad fell- and he 
bawled than a l l  out and told them that he didn't want that to happen 
Ellrymom* said they ain't doing nothirag, but just burning up all his 
coal. Said weqbdy would have to stand their watch at  nighttime 
W e s s  of bhe therwehadql ightsornotaf te r tha t  i n o - b  
k e e p f r m n p c l p ~ i r Z g 2 l n d b u r n j l n g ~ p h i ~ c o a l *  C a @ i n G O r d o n G ~ ~ a ~  
a l w a y s ~ ~ t O ~ a ~ e a s m ~ c o a l a s h e ~ d ~ t h a t w a s o n e ~ n  
he just finally contracted the Fmter Wheeler Corporation to put a 

heater on the Ttnn Greene boiler. They told him he W d  save at 



George W i s e  6 

least thirty to forty percent of his fuel b i l l .  A &uper heater, but 
he never did live to see it work. He died while we wzls putting it on 

(psi-1 

I ' l l  tell you a good one. 

Q: Okay. This is about wooden barges with the coal. 

A: I rmmbm one trip on the s t m m ~  Julius Fleisdmann, I was 
w131:kb-g an there as an all day man. An all day m2m on therm old t h  
wcxxlen boats had to tab care of cleaning the lantsms, clean;lng the 
decks, a n d c a r r y u p t h e c o a l u p t o t h e p i l o t h ~ ~ ~ ~ a n d t l p t o t h e  
galley, up to the kitchen. He had to mop the decks off, he was a 
handymanmoreor less. Well, wecamsdawntheOhioRiveronetrip 
w i t h  twaky-twa loaded coal baryes and me fuel flat.  

Q: Where were you cxdng  out of? 

A: We left Point Pleasant, West Virginia and we were c m b g  down what 
was knawn in them days as a splash raise. Ea& lock, a l l  the locks 
w e r e  not ccanpleted. This was in 1922 an3 scsne of the l& weren't 
q l e t e d  between Cincinnati and Point Pleasant. What locks were 
-1eted they would leave out so nu& water to let us wer the top of 
the sand bars and we had to get d m  there at this certain t h  that 
the water got dawn there. This particular time the Julius 
~ l e w ,  the Robert P. G i l l h a m  and the W. C. Mi- the +gene 
DO Smith, a l l  these far boats were ccaning down w i t h  a splash raise 
andwegotdcmtol&31. Weldlackedthroughthatlockandwewas 
laading the rerjt of the boats, h other ~~ vie was ahead of the 
other tatbats. We had these old barges, we had twenty-two of 
them ard one fuel flat, and half of than were 1eak.h-q bad and we had 
steam siphon& running al l  the way out to the head of them, pmpirsg 

out. Before we left kht Pleasant, though, these two yaung 
fellcrws cane d m  the Ohio River in a canoe and asked my uncle 
GehbaYdt i f  they could hook onto WE tcrw and go to Cl inchti  in this 
canoe, put their canoe in one of these barges, They were frcpn up in 
New York state and they had paddled dawn the Allegheny River to 
Pittsburgh, from Pittsburgh on dawn the Ohio to Point Pleasant, He 
gave them permission to put their canoe in one of loaded coal 
barges but he told them they could sleep up on the boat in the recess 
back of the main d i n .  These t w o  bays were tzy- to paddle this 
canoe a l l  the way to New Orleans. They belonged to scsne canoe club up 
in New York. Well this particular trip they was on there. So when we 
g o t ~ t o P a ~ t h ~ l m k e d t h r a q h ~ d o f t h a o M e r f a n  
 boat^, mvey Stout ,  C 2 1 p h l n  Stout was pllot on there, uncle was 
captain, John Vickers was the head mate, Jab Groper, he was &ief 
engineer, anyhcrw w h a  we get d m  to Buena Vis- that morning a b u t  
three olclock we got ahead of our water and we got tca far aver by 
that sard bar, The pilot got out of the channel and hit this sand bar 
and we sunk fourteen loaded barges out of the twmty-two. Of course I 
was in bed at the time zlnd they caw up and woke up evcxyhdy on the 
h a t ,  they thought the whole boat was going to  be tom a m ,  because 
a l l  the ratchets and chains were flying and parting, thwe steel 
cables and l h .  They gave orders to we+&&, blcrwed the distress 
whistle, blew these other four boats back, They rn ccanFng d m  


















