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Preface

This manuscript is the product of a tape recorded interview conducted
by John Knoepfle in December, 1957. Margaret Reeder transcribed the
tape and Dr. Knoepfle edited and reviewed the transcript. This and
other interviews in a series on steamboats and inland rivers were
produced under the auspices of the Public LJJorary of Cincinnati and
Hamilton County, Ohio and Sangamon State University, Springfield,
Illinois.

In this memoir John W. Zenn discusses building coal boats and barges,
John Shoup arnd Company, and his family.

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 Octcber, 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-TV, Clncmnatl, Dr. Knoepfle proposed a
project on steamboats and 1nland 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 scurces. Sangamon State University and
the Public Library of Cincinnati 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 mnuscrlpt may be read, quoted and cited freely. It may not be
reproduoed 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
Cincimnati and Hamilton County, Ohio, 45202-2071.
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John W. Zenn, December 1957, Marietta, Ohio.

John Knoepfle, Interviewer.

Q: In a few moments I will be talking with Mr. Zenn who was cormected
with the McKeesport Boat Building Company.

A: My name is John W. Zemn and I live presently in Pittsburgh,
Pennsylvania and formerly in McKeesport. My father was engaged for
the greater part of his life in the business of building boats. He
started very early in life, long about the time of the Civil War and
that time in McKeesport there were a lot of steamboats built. Up
until the time of the Civil War, steamboat building was carried on
there extensively. BAbout ten years previous to the Civil War there
were approximately 75 steamboats registered out of McKeesport and that
doesn't include the hulls and boats that were built there and taken to
Pittsburgh and fitted out ard registered to Pittsburgh. That was done
quite often. There were no boats built or very few boats built in
Pittsburgh. They were built up the river or down the river and taken
to Pittsburgh, fitted out and registered from Pittsburgh. There were
a lot of steamboats built and then it seems as though about that time
they stopped building the steamboats. 2nd the coal business, and most
of the coal at that time was mined ocut of the and

on the Monongahela River, and they built these boats near the mines.
They had to build a boat and then load it right away because the boats
were built mostly out of green lumber. That is the logs were pulled
up out of the river and sawed and the boat was built and taken on up
to the mine and loaded right away so it wouldn't dry out. So for that
reason they couldn't hold a fleet of new coal boats. There was never
a fleet of wood coal boats. They were built and loaded and put in the
loading fleets right away in the harbor and prepared for the . . .

Q: I didn't know that. The dry lumber, I suppose, leaked too much.

A: Yes, you see, those logs were, that timber come down the Allegheny
River and towed up to our boat yard and held there in rafts until we
were ready to saw it. Pulled up into the mill and sawed and right
down to the boat yard, coal boats were built, and run right up to the
mines and loaded. That was, of course, if you see pictures of fleets
of new coal boats, they'll be other coal boats that have been brought
back, but they had to be rebuilt. Those seams were sometimes were
over half an inch wide and they had to be battened and they had a
method of f£illing those seams up with strip bands and ocak. Then they
were loaded right away, they didn't let them stand around, be around.
That's a coal boat. I'm talking now about coal boats. Coal boats was
twenty-six feet wide by a hundred and seventy-five feet long and most
of them were ten feet deep. Now they did bulld some of these big
boats, what they called heavy boats which were twelve feet deep but
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not too many of them because they lost too many of them, they drew too
much water, they got into trouble, they were the ones shipped to
customers. You'd take them down river, hit a bar or somethirxy, a
fleet of coal boats but she wouldn't lose one, she'd lose maybe half
of them or two-thirds of them, maybe all of them, and that was a dead
loss. Because you could very seldom retrieve any of them. What they
did with, they'd take dynamite, they'd shoot the wreck out of channel
so that the other boats could get through. Hasn't anything to do with
boat building but it's something that they had to put up with.

Q; Did your father found the yard there?

A: No, there was an older man. This man was an old Civil War soldier
and my father came back down from, he'd been building barges up at
Monorgahela City and a man by the name of John Shoup who was quite
wealthy through his wife. His wife was the daughter of Allen
Fitzpatrick who was the man who stored the five, most of the
steamboats, the towboats going out of Pittsburgh, and he was quite
wealthy Mr Shoup saw the trend that the business was gettlng bigger
and bigger and he wanted to build and ship coal boats, and ship coal
out of Pittsburgh. So he got in touch with a man by the name of
Alonza Inskeep. But we got to calling him Mr. Inskeep, which was not
the Engllsh way of saying it. Mr. Inskeep knew my father because he
married a girl from Monongahela City and they knew . . . the times
working my father did, and Mr. Stoub went up and brought my father
down. He was a comparatlvely young man at that time, starting out.

He came down and eventually took an interest in the mill. He come
down to run it and he took an interest in it with Mr. Shoup and Mr.
Inskeep and they formed this partnership. A little family aside
there, Mr. Inskeep was an old soldier and he lost an arm at the battle
of Lookout Mountain. He had quite a large famlly and he served as a
boo]dceeperarxitmberbuyer He would buy timber. He had quite a lot
of experience in buying timber. This timber would come down the
Allegheny River. It was landed down in on Karns Island and then these
timber buyers would go up and look it over and put their finger on the
raft or boats that they wanted and then those boats were towed up from
Pittsburgh. You saw the picture of the Twilight. Well, the Twilight
was a small boat that they used to use to tow those boat bottoms and
rafts up the river because she was slow and wouldn't shove them very
hard. You couldn't shove them very hard because they'd run under. I
remember our old Swedish watchman, I'd say "Andy, what steamboats
brought those rafts up?" He'd say, "I th:mk it was the Twiglit."
(laughter) So that they would use. She was a small boat. They'd
bring . . . up to McKeesport and we'd hold it there. There would be
hundreds of those boats and rafts lying in the fleet. These are the
boats bottoms, in which the superstructure, that is the coal boats
were sided up. The holes were, well, the tenons on the studding were
mortised into the gunwale of the boat bottom. The gurwales of the
boat or the coal boat bottom are about ten inches wide and they ran
thennfrmnabouttenbytenonthestemuptoasmuchasthlrty-sm
feet deep on the head. The long rake coal boats had a heavy, a high
head on them. They used those for them for shoving, they shoved these
boats up to St. Louis. St. Iouis boats had long rakes instead of an
argle say of about fifteen or twenty degrees. Why, they'd slope it
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down, make an angle thirty or thirty-five because the water would run
under the head easier.

Q: I see, they're taking a loaded barge . . .

A: Up into St. Louis, yes, that's where they took the coal up there.
Those gas powers [companies] was up there arowurxd St. louis. There
were boats in that trade, steamboats and these coal boats that I'm
talking about. Then there were a lot of barges up there, too.

The coal boat bottoms were brought up there and they would lie there
in the fleet until they were needed. And when they were needed they
were mortised and placed on the dock and then up into the siding yard
and sided up. And that's the first instance that I ever saw of--you
know, how they do with automobiles now, they run down the assembly
line, well it's the first assembly line I ever saw. My father had an
assenbly line bulldlng coal boats. He built eighteen coal boats a
week in the summertime. He would start them, you know, run them right
down, right down through the, between the, what they called the
stages. The stage where they sided, the men worked on . . .

Q: Could you describe that in more particular detail, the operation?
A: The operation of building a coal boat?
Q: Yes, but runmhing it through that line.

A: Well, they, the first place as I told you, the boat was docked,
and searched for leaks. Any bad knots or, you see, the timber was
rafted, some of these boats were built out of rafted timber and when
they sawed a raft of timber it got these pinholes in the lumber. The
bottom planks were built out of the, were used for the bottom, because
I mean, the cutside of the log, the shaft of the log was used for the
bottom plank on a coal boat because they didn't have to be, they'd use
anything. They'd, small pieces, they'd tow the fleet upsn.de down.
They built the coal boat bottoms up the Allegheny River and they would
float upside down and they'd just lay them like a floor. And they're
made for easy corking, too, they'd . . . a long end and bite them
down, bite the bottom plank doewn. They were built very fast. Then
the boat bottom was finished, they would turn it upside down, as it
was launched, they'd flip it over. They had a . . . place there where
they, and then they would dock them and my first job was batten boy on
the dock. That's the first job I had was adzing off these bugs that
stuck up through the bottom plank and make a batten over them, and
there was a corker working down there and if he had a kind of a bad
knot or a bad place in the bottom, why, he'd let me know and I would
put a batten over that.

Q: What were you using for battens?

A: Pieces of one~inch wood board. Now this was all hemlock and these
boats were built almost entirely of hemlock, except for the studding
and the timber heads and checkposts. There are a number of ways of
huilding a coal boat. But we built, we used hemlock almost entirely.
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These battens were made of pieces of board about eight inches long and
six inches wide, enocugh to cover a knot.

Q: The checkposts and things I suppose were made out of a hardwood?

A: Checkposts and tinmberheads, a timberhead boat, these timberheads
were used to tie up the lines. They were sawed in the mill and they
ran about I would say, at the top they were about five inches by
fourteen inches. They stuck up above the gunwale about sixteen inches
or so. As much as I can remember about them. Then they tapered down
to the guwale to four inches at the small end. Then there's a tenon
fashioned on the end of this timberhead and this went down into the,
fitted down into the gunwale just like the studdmgs did. A tenon on
the timberhead. There was tenons on the studding, too.

Q: Could you spell the tenon for me?

A: T think it's t-e-n-n-e-n-t. These studdings were oh, about
twenty—e:l.ght inches apart. That's, putt:l.ng on twenty—elght inch
studs, it depended entirely on the timbers in the gurwale of the boat.
They had to watch and not get these mortises in a bad place in the
guwale, so that determines the space between the studs. The
timberheads on the timberhead boats took the place of the studden, the
studding. I got in the habit of sayn'xg studden instead of studdlng
Instead of rise, I say ralse, ralse in the river, going to be a rise
in the river, say a raise in the river.

Q: Good.

A: This timberhead served as the upright timber for the bulkhead,
there was a bulkhead in each end of the coal boat and that bulkhead
was built on a bulkhead timber, water tight timber in the head of the
boat and in the stern. If they damaged the boat, they damaged the
rake of the boat on either end, you'd have the bul]dleads there to hold
the water back so the boat wcruldn't sink. As I was telling you, this
timberhead on a timberhead boat serves as the bulkhead corner
studding, or end studdlng But in a checkpost boat they would just
put more studding in there.

Q: They didn't use the timberhead?

A: No, on a checkpost boat, the checkpost was placed back of the
bulkhead, that is, back in the boat I'd say about ten feet. The boats
were held, that is, the sides of the coal boats were held stiff and
erect by another timber or pair of timbers called carlin.

Q: Carlin?

A: C-A-R-I~I-N. It's probably the proper way of spelling it would be
I-N-G., They were two-by-tens, twenty-six feet long and they were
spiked against the studding on each end and, of course, on a checkpost
boat there were two carlin went across there , one on the side of this
pair of checkposts. These checkposts were used to tie it up, to make
the line fast, the same as the timberhead, and there were five
checkposts on a checkpost boat. There were two on each end and then



John W. Zenn 5

what they call a swing post, or centerpostandvmentheywantedtodo
any manipulating with the boat, they would go back on the swing post,
you know, andcheckbackthenandtheycouldswmgtheboataround
Very often in checking, to give you some idea, the reason they used
these checkpost boats, built these checkpost boats, was because they
were so much bigger than the timberheads. A checkpost was just like a
log, it was a log, about say about fourteen feet long, and with a
tennent fashioned on the bottom of it, this checkpost thing was the
same as they did with the timberhead and that was set down in a floor
timber, it usually had a pretty heavy floor timber on the ends where
timberheads, if you're going to build a timberhead, a checkpost boat,
you'd select one that had good heavy floor timbers so they could
mortise the floor timber out and then they'd set these checkposts up a
good bit like you see them setting up a telephone pole.

Q: I suppose then they braced it?

A: Braced it with what they called checkpost braces which were pieces
of, were hardwood sapllngs about four or five inches in diameter.

They were braced against the gurwales on each side and against the
floor timbers and the bulkhead timbers of the, all around. I remember
one time my father said, "Come on, John, get the yawl. Iet's go. I
want to go out and take a lock at these boats." This boat, the Jim
Brown was laying out there with a pair of boats that had been built at
another vard, this was after the Combine was born. We went out and
looked over the boats and he said, "You mark these things down as I
call them off." SQOneoftheth:LngsthatIremember they were just
putting about half as many checkpost braces in their boats as we were
putting in. He said, "I can build a cheaper boat, too, that way." So
hecutdmmonthenumber . e

Q: Iet me make check here. All right.

A: Well, the reason I mention that, just in passing, Iouie Mink was
the man who made up the tows in the Pittsburgh Harbor for the Combine.

Q: M-I-N-K.

A: Iouis Mink. He was an oldtime shore-boss and mate, an old
steamboat mate. Well, during the years that I worked for the company,
I worked 1n the offlce later on, Louie made up the tows and I'd see
him once in a while. He'd say, "Johnny, your pap builds good boa
Says, "I always put them on the tow line, always put a Riverton boat
on the towline when I can get them."

Q: That's the front line, I gquess?

A: That's in those days, they towed off, they didn't tow off the
head. They never put the steamboat up against the head log of a coal
boat or a barge. They always towed off the towline along, these boats
were, if you'd look at a fleet of coal boats, the barges, in the old
times, you'll find that the boats ran, the tow ran back along the side
of the steamboat and directly in front of the steamboat was what we
called the duck pond. Because they never shoved on the end of a coal
boat or a barge and that's what we called putting them on a towline.
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I was telling you that Iouis always tried to get Riverton boats to put
on the towline and they usually used checkpost boats for that purpose
because they were stronger and built heavier.

Q: Then the coal anchored them, too.

A: The coal held the boat together and apart, kept it from the water
from pushlng it in and it held the, helped hold the, they'd pack this
coal in around the checkpost and c:heckpost braces and when they would
get down the river there and go to make a landing, they would check on
these checkposts, they would put a coil of line in the yawl, and
they'd go ashore. They'd go ashore from the head of the tow and
select a tree and get up there and make a line fast on that tree and
then the boats of course would back and the mate or the watchman
whoever was landing the tow would start to check. They would have to
have a, usually had somebody with buckets of water tossing, throwing
water on the checkpost to keep it from getting on fire.

Q: Were they holding the end of that line by hand?

A: He would check out of the coil. The coil of the line was there on
the coal, right beside him and he was checking, see? Well, it would
go through there so fast that the smoke would fly and get on fire as I
say if they didn't . . .

Q: Bernard Savage told me that on the Onward the mate didn't check
one time, he just secured the line and 1t snapped and cut him in two.

A: Yes, well, wehadamanupatourmquenselarxilnggottangledup
in there, hewascutchecklngatowcomngmandIthnﬂ{hls foot got
tangled up in there, in the bight of the line. Took his foot right
around the timberhead and tock it off. And they tell a story about
one old mate how he lost a finger. He was checking a tow down there
and he was letting the line render through, you know, around the
checkpost and he got too close to the checkpost and it took his finger
through and cut his finger off just like he had whacked it off with a
knife. But he never stopped, he went on ahead and checked the tow in
and larded the boat and after he got it landed, then he went and got
fixed up. (laughs) I'm gettmg way ahead of myself here on this.
We're barely still, we still should be building the coal boats.

Q: Yes.

A: But that illustrates what the checkposts were used for, what the
timberheads were used for. Now these studdings that I talked about
before were two and a half by seven inches. They were white cak, two
and a half by seven inches and they were about ten feet long. Nine
and a half, ten feet long. We never used anything but white oak in a
coal boat for studding or for timberheads or checkposts. The siding
was inch and a half thick and run from twelve to sixteen inches wide
and the planks were twenty-six feet long to about forty foot. The
longest plank was about forty feet long, bhecause it made them too,
they were too hard to get up there. The men had to put them up on by
hand, two men put the plank up there by hand, you know.
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third streak, when they got the second streak all bolted, they'd go on
and, for the third streak. Well, that's where the foreman had to go
along and mark--there was a defmlte spacing of those drift bolts
because they couldn't conflict, you know, you didn't bore down through
and hit a drift bolt down below, so the foreman he had a definite
pattern of marking those places where those drift bolt holes were
bored. After they got that timber on there, why, they would drive
those drift bolts until they got the barge piled. And they would
stand up on the top of this thing, nine, ten feet high and sledge
these drift bolts in. I've done that many times. One of the boys I
learned to build barges with one time was driving a drift bolt in the
raising strip. Always let the kids finish up the raising Strlp. He
was standing up there and got a littl oil on his sledge and it glanced
off and he went right down head first right down through between the
streamers and the floor timbers down into the muck. (laughs) Got up
and climbed up and went ahead driving some more, never stopped. Then
they get their barge piled nine feet high, then they put the raising
strips on. Then the next thing that goes on there is the head log.
Transportation barge, the head log was made out of pine, this was all
white pine.

Q: Cost of building a barge?

A: Those days, a barge cost about a thousand dollars to build. A
coal boat, size five coal boats, we sold them for about five hundred
dollars. The head log on a transportation barge was built out of,
made out of three timbers. They were fitted around onto the end of
the raising strip, and the bottom timber in the head log was about six
by sixteen. The middle timber was about six by twelve. Then the top
timber on the head log was about another six by sixteen. Fitted
together and bolted together. Soon as they had the head logs on and
the raising strips bolted down, then they were ready to bend the
streamers. These streamers were about as I remember close to three
inches thick and nine inches wide. They were white ocak. The ends,
the rake streamrshadtobetheverybest. 'Ihey'dtakethemupani
put them in the steam locks up at the saw mill and leave them in
there, oh, they'd be in there about a whole day. And when they were
ready to berxi, they would--they had a lot of work to get ready to bend
these streamers. They had to put the false timbers in across from
gunwale to gurwale in the ends so that when these streamers would bend
they would have sixteen foot radius into your gqurwale. And in the
bottam, on the bottom head log timber, they were mortised out, too.

So that the erd of the streamer would sit up in that hole. We.'d go up
to the saw mill and bring down the hot streamers and they were hot.
Wehadtoputapmeboardonmrshoulderstocar:rythemarxibrmg
that down and shoot that down into, there was a crew carrying the
streamersdmmandanothercrewthatwasdomthebendmg, and shoot
that streamer down in there and we'd grab hold of it and shove it up
into that mortise and the plank, part of them from the planking gang
was there and they would drive a couple of seven inch spikes up into
the end of this streamer, hold it up in against there. Well, first we
would, we had a big lever with a chain on it, throw down underneath
there to pull the streamer up in there. I almost forgot about that.
And then when they got it pulled up in there tightly, they'd spike it
up in.



























