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Preface

This marmscript is the product of a tape recorded interview conducted
by John Knoepfle on August 16, 1957. Margaret Reeder transcribed the
tape and Dr. Knoepfle edited and reviewed the transcript. This and
cther interviews in a series on steamboats and inland rivers were
produced under the auspices of the Public Library of Cincinnati and
Hillniig.;on County, Chio and Sangamon State University, Springfield,

I is.

George Wise started on the river in 1919. He served in various
capacities with a long career as engineer. In this memoir he relates
his various river experiences on the different boats.

John Knoepfle was born in Cincimnati in 1923. He cbtained his Fh.D.
in literature from Saint Icuis 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, Cincinnati, 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. Sangamon 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 memuscript may be read, quoted and cited freely. It may not be
reproduced in whole or in part by any means, 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
Cincimnnati and Hamilton County, Chio, 45202-2071.
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George Wise, August 16, 1957, Cincinnati, Chio.
Interviewer, John Knoepfle.

Q: I have came to 1461 Rockford Place in Cincimnati to visit with Mr.
George Wise who has had a longtime experience as an engineer on the
river. Mr. Wise, I wornder if you could just give us a resume of your
own river experience?

A: I started on the river in 1919. My father was Charles F. Wise, he
was an old time river steamboat stewart and cook. So I went on the
steamer Tacoma to help him in the kitchen. I finally got to be a
striker ergineer and went to work for Campbell Creek Coal Company on
the steamer Robert P. Gillham and after I had worked on the Gillham
approximately two years I went as striker on the steamer Tom Greene
and I stayed on the steamer Tom Greene for the next ten years. As
striker, first assistant engineer, and I worked up to chief engineer.
Eight of them years was as chief engineer of the steamer Tom Greene
with Captain Gordon C. Greene and his son Tom R. Greene. Captain
Gordon C. Greene died Jarmary 19, 1927 and we had to take his body up
to Newport, Ohio to bury him. I was assistant engineer on the boat at
the time. The river was at a high flood stage and we had to lower the
stacks. Didn't have any passengers on the boat, just friends of the
family going to the funeral. It tock us approximately eight days to
make the trip. We stopped at all the river towns to let all the
people who knew Captain Gordon Greene come down and pay their respects
to him. The river was so high at the time that--we was installing a
super heater prior to his death, and we didn't get it completed when
he died~-so we had to put a temporary britching around the furnace and
boilers and we couldn't get very much steam to fight the heavy current
and we couldn't make very much time going up the Ohio River. We got
up to Newport, Ohio; people that brought their cars on were unable to
get the cars off due to the fact the river was so high and the stage
wouldn't reach out to the end of the bank. So they had to carry
Captain Gordon's casket over a flat. They had his funeral that
afternoon and we turned around and started back down the Ohio River.
We didn't have many roustabouts on the boat so when we got into a coal
landing all the crew had to get ocut and coal the boat. Put encugh
coal on to last until we could get down the river sameplace else to
get coal. We tried to take coal at Chester, Ohio, but the river was
so high there we couldn't get any coal on, so we had to go on down to
Point Pleasant and shovel coal out of a barge at the Hatfield Coal
Campany. We were laid up every night due to the fact the river was so
high. It was almost impossible to navigate the river dquring the
night, the river was so swift.

Q: Did you stay with the Greene Line after that?
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A: I stayed as chief engineer of the steamer Tom Greene until
December, 1936. In all that time, we operated

Charleston, West Virginia and Cincinnati. But in 1930 the Greene Line
bought cut the Cincinnati and Louisville Packet Company and we started
running the Tom Greene from Cincinnati to Iouisville three trips a
week. They fInally sent the Chris Greene down and run opposite day
with her. Then they had the operating up on the Chio River
as far as Huntington. They cut 1p out to Charleston all
together. I stayed with the Greenes until December 1936 and then I
went and took a stationary engineers job at the Bruckmann Brewery
Company. I was with the Bruckmann people until 1942 when I went in
the Coast Guard Marine Inspection in St. Louis. I spent five years
with the Coast Guard at St. Iouis in the Marine Inspection Department.
Then after I got released from the Coast Guard in 1947 I went and
spent the year on the steamer Admiral in St. Louis, the largest
passenger excursion steamer in the western rivers. I stayed with the
Admiral, the Streckfus Steamer Company until June 1948. I moved back
to Cincimnati and Captain Tom Greene finally talked me into going on
the steamer Delta Queen. I went on there to make one trip to help him
out and I stayed on there until October 20, 1955.

Q: That was a long help?
A: It sure is.
Q: Are you still on the river now?

A! On November 6, 1955 I went to work for the American Barge Line at
Iouisville, Kentucky. At present I'm with the American Barge Line.

Q: You go out for them?

A: Yes sir. I'm at home on days now. I'm to go back to work on
September 7.

Q: Are you up on diesel tows?

A: No, all steam. American Barge Line has eight new--the last of the
twin screw steamboats that were ever built on the river. They were
built by the Defense Plant Corporation, Washington, during World wWar
II, and they were named after all the battles we fought over in the
South Pacific. Twenty-five hundred horsepower twin screw, triple
expansion steam engines.

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

A: They go all the way to Pittsburgh. Operate between Louisville,
from New Orleans all the way up the Chio River to Pittsburgh, up as
far as St. Louis and up to the Illinois River almost up to Chicago.
Q: What are the names of those boats?

A: The American Barge Line at the present has eight of them out of

the twenty-one that was originally built in 1943 and 1944. The
American Barge Line bought eight of them. They got the steamer
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America, the Constitution, the Java Sea, the Casablanca, the Tenarv
River, H.A. Baylesg, and the steamer Allen B. Wood. Of all the boats
they have, eight steamboats, four of them have been renamed. The
America used to be the Guam when it first was built. The Constitution

to be the Kiska, Allen B. Wood was the Milne Bay, and the Bayless
was the Midway Island.

Q: Supposing we backtrack and pick up where you started on the
Tacoma. What were the duties involved with that work?

A: T just a helper in the kitchen for my dad. My dad was head cock
on there and I was more or less a secord cook. Washing pots and pans
and assisting him in the kitchen. I also have an uncle that was
captain with the Hatfield Coal Company for about thirty some years.
But I didn't put that in; when I really left the Tacoma I went on the
Hatfield Coal Company boat. I was on the Julius Fleischmann; he was
captain, Charles Gebhardt. I went on the Julius Fleischmamn and
served on there in the kitchen and also on deck and in the engine
room. Also after I left the Fleischmann, I had worked for my uncle
for about a year, I went on the W. K, Field for Island Creek Coal
Campany .

Q: That's all Kanawha coal ocut there?

A: The Hatfield Coal Company towed out of Kanawha but the Island
Creek Coal Campany towed from Huntington down. Island Creek coal was
always loaded at Huntington, West Virginia.

Q: I guess the Combine boats were about defunct then?

A: Yes, that was the end of the Combine going to New Orleans.
Really the W. K. Field at one time had been a Combine river coal tow.
It was a sister boat to the Ironsides. Emory Edgington was the
captain on the W. K. Field when I was on there.

Q: 1Is that so? I know that he was towing.

A: He worked for Island Creek Coal Company for years. My uncle was
Charles Gebhardt; he was on the Fleischmann and he was captain on the
old J. T. Hatfield for fourteen years, master of transportation for
Hatfield Coal Company. 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 about two years. He used
to run me all over the boat. He put me in every department on the
boat. If a cook would quit then he would put me in the kitchen and do
the cooking until he found another cook. So I worked putting in every
part on a boat that could be worked on.

Q: You didn't do any packetboating other than on the Tacoma then?

A: The Tacoma was the only boat, well I was on the Greermood a little
bit and the Chris Greene. In them years, I never told you about, we
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had laid up the Greene Line in the wintertime in slack business, they
couldn't afford to run both boats. Well they would lay up one of
their boats and part of their crew would be transferred over on the
boat that was being run. Of course I alternated on the Greenwood, and
the Tacama and the Chris Greene. My daddy, of course, he worked on
all the old time boats and he also was on the Greene Line when they
had the old sidewheel Greenland. The Tacoma was the boat that I spent
most of my time. The Tacoma and the Tom Greene together was the two.
We always carried stock and made trips from Charleston to Cincimnati.
In those days they would charge around twenty-two and a half dollars
for a roundtrip for a passenger. That was a four and a half day trip.

Q: I don't know 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 lot of
times when they were loading hogs they had hog chains. They had to
pick up a hog and put him a chain and carry him on the boat.

Q: Just tipped him over in the hog chain.

A: That's right. Two men got a hold of that chain and picked him up
just like a sack of meal and carried him aboard the boat. They had
three chains together. Those were fastened to two rods and two poles
and they would lay that hog in between those chains and carry them on
aboard the boat. Sometimes when they drove cattle on the boat the
cattle would buck and they would have to put one gquy back on the tail
and start twisting the calf. They always called packetboats the
Calftail Twisters. That's where they got that name, from twisting the
calf's tail, that's what made him go aboard the boat, he would be
scared. Of course when we made a landing and when we'd get any
freight on like that, any stock on they'd always tell the engineer to
be careful and not to let the steam come up and pop the safety valves
off. Because just as soon as about the time they would be loading
that stock on why the fireman would get too much steam on the boilers.
Of course the safety valve would pop off and that would scare them all
up the hill and they would run in all directions and maybe we would
t]_:g)efboatheretwoorthreehmmsrwrxilng' that cattle up to get them on
t.

Q: Guess it was too bad for the engineer if that happened?

A: We used to catch a lot of trouble with that. The captain would
come down and bawl us all out over that. We were always careful about
that and always watched the fireman and told him not to keep too high
a steam while we was laying at the bank just on account of that. We
used to get on the Tom Greene and come down the river, get into
Portsmouth, at night we wouldn't stop, we wouldn't lay at the
wharfboat. Captain Gordon Greene never did like to tie up a boat at
the wharfboat on account of the crew going up the hill. He always
tried to keep his crew together, because you didn't know when you'd
have a crew or not, so he would always go down to a place called
Walker's Light down below Portsmouth and we would lay up in the woods
all night. Of course, all the men that wanted to go to the show or
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anything, they couldn't get off the boat down there. They just had to
stay on the boat. Never will forget one night while I was a striker
engineer on the boat, Captain Gordon Greene was very conservative
about burning his coal up. He always wanted to burn as less coal as
he could on the boat. He said that coal was the most expensive part
about the whole boat. So when we'd tie up at night we would always
shut the light plant down. Captain Gordon Greene would never let his
light plant run laying at the bank when we were laying over all night
sanewhere. We had to put lanterns around and on the water gauges on
the boilers and in the engine rooms and up in the cabin. We would
shut that light plant down until daylight the next morning. We would
always leave Walkers Light around four o'clock daylight in the morning
so the Tom Greene would be the regular ferry boat from Walker's Light
almost down as far as Augusta, Kentucky. All that day she would be
crossing the river from one man's landing, one farmer's landing to the
next farmer's landing. They would have anything from coop of chickens
to maybe fifty head of cattle and we would just load that boat down
full of all that produce. Cattle ard chickens, crates of egys,
hogsheads of tobacco at Ripley, Chio, used to get fifty heads of
hogsheads of tobacco.

Q: Must have been immense, how did they cart those on board?

A: The roustabouts they rolled them on board, the hogs of tobacco.
Of course most of the rest of the stuff was all carried on their
shoulders. The mate kept them out on the head of the boat and he
would keep them running all the time. He wouldn't let any of them
stop for a minute. He would say the boat was behind time and we had
to make up time and he would keep the roustabouts rumning and as far
as us in the engine room we had to keep the engines going at full
steam in order to make our trip on time, This particular night I
remenber that we laid up at Walker's Light, we laid there all night
and T was on watch at midnight. We went in there and the chief
engineer told me to shut off the light plant and go to bed and get up
at four o'clock and start it back up. In those days we didn't have
electric refrigeration on the boat, we had to buy ice at Cincinnati
out of regular old storage ice boxes. That's the reason we didn't
have to run any electricity. Well this particular night I shut down
the light plant and I went on to bed. Captain Greene had gone to bed
also, and the chief engineer and the mate and some of the colored
deckhands, and the roustabouts, had got into a small poker game in the
deck rocm. They were all playing poker by the light of a lantern down
there. The fireman didn't watch the boiler very well, the boilers,
and he put a load of coal in her and before long the pop valve, the
safety valve went off and woke Captain Greene up. He got up and come
downstairs to see what all the noise was about and he caught the chief
engineer and this mate gambling with these colored fellows and he
bawled them all cut and told them that he didn't want that to happen
anymore. Said they ain't doing nothing, but just burning up all his
coal. Said everybody would have to stand their watch at nighttime
regardless of whether we had any lights or not after that in order to
keep from popping and burning up his coal. Captain Gordon Greene was
always trying to save as much coal as he could and that was one reason
he just finally contracted the Foster Wheeler Corporation to put a
super heater on the Tom Greene boiler. They told him he would save at
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least thirty to forty percent of his fuel bill. A super heater, but
he never did live to see it work. He died while we was putting it on
her. (pause)

I'1l tell you a good one.
Q: COkay. This is about wooden barges with the coal.

A: I remember one trip on the steamer Julius Fleischmann, I was
working on there as an all day man. An all day man on them old time
wooden boats had to take care of cleaning the lanterns, cleaning the
decks, and carry up the coal up to the pilothouse ard up to the
galley, up to the kitchen. He had to mop the decks off, he was a
handy man more or less. Well, we come down the Chio River one trip
with twenty-two loaded coal barges and one fuel flat.

Q: Where were you coming out of?

At We left Point Pleasant, West Virginia and we were coming down what
was known in them days as a splash raise. Each lock, all the locks
were not completed. This was in 1922 and some of the locks weren't
campleted between Cincimnati ard Point Pleasant. What locks were
canpleted they would leave out so much water to let us over the top of
the sand bars and we had to get down there at this certain time that
the water got down there. This particular time the Julius
Fleischmann, the Robert P. Gillham and the W. C. Mitchell, the Eugene
D. Smith, all these four boats were coming down with a splash raise
and we got down to lock 31. We'd locked through that lock and we was
leading the rest of the boats, in other words we was ahead of the
other towboats. We had these old wooden barges, we had twenty-two of
them and one fuel flat, and half of them were leaking bad and we had
steam siphons running all the way out to the head of them, pumping
them ocut. Before we left Point Pleasant, though, these two young
fellows come down the Ohio River in a cance and asked my uncle
Gebhardt if they could hook onto the tow and go to Cincinnati in this
canoe, put their canoe in one of these barges. They were from up in
New York state and they had paddled down the Allegheny River to
Pittsburgh, from Pittsburgh on down the Chio to Point Pleasant. He
gave them permission to put their cance in one of these loaded coal
barges but he told them they could sleep up on the boat in the recess
back of the main cabin. These two boys were trying to paddle this
cance all the way to New Orleans. They belonged to same canoe club up
in New York. Well this particular trip they was on there. So when we
gdtdowntorbrtsxwuthmﬁlod{edthrowghaheadoftheotherfmr
boats, Davey Stout, Captain Stout was pilot on there, my uncle was
captain, John Vickers was the head mate, Jake Groper, he was chief
engineer, anyhow when we get down to Buena Vista that morning about
three o'clock we got ahead of our water and we got too far over by
that sand bar. The pilot got out of the channel and hit this sand bar
ard we sunk fourteen loaded barges out of the twenty-two. Of course I
was in bed at the time and they come up and woke up everybody on the
boat, they thought the whole boat was going to be torn apart, because
all the ratchets and chains were flying and parting, those steel
cables ard lines. They gave orders to everybody, blowed the distress
whistle, blew these other four boats back. They were coming down




























