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The next meeting of the Wilkinsburg Historical Society will be beld on Monday, September 18, 2000
at 7:30 PM in the Wesley Room ofthe South Avenue United Methodist Church. This month a member
of the society, Jim Richard, will give our program. His program is entitled: Travels to historic sites on
the Mississippi Queen. Jim always gives a great program so we hope to see you all there. Remember
we are always pleased to have guests at our meetings - so invite a friend or oeighbor. Since both the
Mississippi Queen and the Delta Queen recently visited Pittsburgh this should be a timely as well as
infonnative program.

• • • • • • •

The Mississippi Queen

The following is taken from informatioo found 00 the World Wide Web 00 the history of paddlewheel
boats in the United States. As with many parts of our nation's history, the Pittsburgh Area played an
important role in the development of this vital tnmsportatioo industry.

Tbe Paddlewbeel Riverboat: Its evolution and survival
The rivers of America have been used for tnmsportation as loog as man has been here. As the
Westward movement of American settlers began, the Ohio River and its tributaries were full of
flatboats canying entire families and all their belongings down stream to their new homes. Seeing a
market for all sorts of goods, men built flatboats and loaded them with items needed by the settlers.
Goods were sold as they proceeded down river and since it was almost impossible to get the boats back
up river they were sold also. The boats were taken apan and the lumber used to build bomes, stores
and bams.
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Later, the keelboat was designed and although with great difficulty, it could be poled, pulled and sailed
back up stream to be used again. With more and more settling down stream, more and more goods and
supplies were required. A better means of transporting them was necessary.

In 1811, Robert Fulton and Nicholas Roosevelt built the first steam powered boat, large enough for
commercial use on the Ohio and Mississippi Rivers. Not much is known about the boat, except it used
a steam engine to power one or two paddlewheels and it probably had a fairly deep hull on the style of
a keelboat. It is known that it was named the New Orleans, and that it did make the trip from
Pittsburgh (where it was built) to New Orleans. It is also known that it was not suited for the shallow
Ohio River, but did have some commercial success on the lower Mississippi. Its major contribution
was that it proved that a steam powered paddlewheel boat could be built and used on the western
rivers. Their experience descending the Ohio also showed that there had to be some major
improvements in the river before it could be safely navigated.

The Ohio River and its tributaries were very different than most coastal rivers and required a unique
hull designed for the conditions. Boats built for coastal service had very heavy frames and deep hulls.
Inland rivers were very shallow in places, filled with large boulders, rock piles, sand bars, rapids and
snags. The conditions changed drastically from season to season. Half the year, the river could be
placid with shallow places barely two feet deep. The other half of the year, it could be high and swift,
filled with floating ice and other debris. In order to be commercially viable, a steamboat had to be able
to operate in all conditions, both up stream and down.

Henry M Shreve had been working the western rivers both with keelboats, and sternwheelers. He
designed and built a large boat expressly for use on these rivers. In 1816 he built the Washington with
timbers from Fort Henry at Wheeling, West Virginia. His hull was shallow, flat bottom, lightly
framed, with raked up ends, supported by a system of 'hog chains' over posts to form an arch, which
held the ends of the boat up. He also used a reciprocating steam engine connected by means of pitman
to a paddlewheel on the stem. His design was to become the standard for the Western Rivers and
remains so today.

A packetboat is one designed to carry both freight and passengers. They ranged in size from 30 to 300
feet; in accommodation and appearance from very mundane to very ornate; some had steamwheels and
some had sidewheels. Packets were generally designed to operate on a particular river and utilized
design adaptations for those conditions. Travel aboard a packetboat was sometimes very dangerous.
River conditions created hazards and boiler explosions plagued early packetboats. Metal technology at
that time was not good and the high pressures normally used in steam engines could cause them to
burst. Also, the muddy waters found most of the time in the rivers caused the boilers to fiB with mud.

The Federal government became involved in improving the rivers in 1824. River transportation was
entering its heyday. Packetboats swvived as a major mode of transportation for over 100 years. At
least one former packetboat is still used today as a cruise boat. The Belle of Louisville was built in
1914 as the packet Idlewild. It was built on a steel hull, in Pittsburgh near the end of the packetboat
era.
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As river conditions improved, and the need for bener transportation increased, some of the packetboats
began to push a barge along to carry added freight. These barges were merely flimsy wooden boats
and had limited capacity, but they served as the beginning of the towboat industry as we know it today.
The tenn "towboat' is a misnomer, because towboats push their barges instead of towing them. It is
not feasible to pull barges on the river because they cannot be controlled in the bends of the rivers, and
there is no way to stop the barges when necessary.

Like the packctboats. towboats were designed to operate aD particular rivers, dictated by the unique
characteristics of that river. Some of the small towboats would go 100 miles or more up some smaJl
rivers, such as the Allegheny or Monongabela to gather small barges loaded with coal, sand, gravel, oil
and salt. By the middle of the 19th century, these rivers had been improved for barge transpiration by
the installation of locks and dams. The dams created lakes above them that gave a minimum of SlX feet
ofwater depth. This allowed larger boats to be used on these rivers all year long.

By the end of the thinI quarter of the 19th century, paddlewheel boats had fought wars, and carried
people and cargo to the ends of virtually every river in the United States. From the rivers of the
Northeast to the bayous and rivers of the Deep South. From the Gulf of Mexico to the lakes of
Minnesota on the Mississippi. From 81. Louis to the mountains of Montana in the west. The
paddlewheel boat had become as well adapted to its environment as the alligator to the swamps of
Florida. It established the inland river transportation system as one of the greatest assets of the United
States. In fact, it became so important that the Federal government decided to further improve the
Ohio, Upper Mississippi, and other major rivers by building locks and dams on all of them. This
would allow a constant depth of the rivers in all seasons for continuous movement of boats and barges.
It also began the decline of the paddlewheel boat. With the greater depth of the rivers, and improved
technology, the more efficient propeller boats took over.

By the middle of the 19605, most of the remaining sternwbeeler boats had been either laid up or
scrapped. A few of the big ones were still being used as boat clubs or restaurants. The city of
Louisville had purchased the Avalon, which they restored and renamed. The Delta Queen was a busy
carrying full loads of passengers to the far ends of the river systems. A resurgence in interest in the
paddlewheeler has come about in recent years. Nostalgia for the romance and elegance of a by-gone
era has created a tourist industry. The Delta Queen remains the oldest original wooden steamboat
carrying passengers. The company built two additional paddlewheeleres, the Mississippi Queen and
the American Queen. These newer boats have modem conmuction, but maintain the opulence and
elegance of their historic counterparts.

In 1975 the American Stemwheel Association was created. In 1976 they learned up with the City of
Marietta to have a stemwheel festival. The event drew stemwheelers from as far away as Minneapolis,
Minnesota and drew so many people that it became an annual event. Other cities saw the attraction and
began having similar regattas. The number of sternwheelers grew from five at Charlestown in 1971 to
forty in 1990. People from far aod wide are helping each other locate old boats for restoration.
Others build new ones. Stemwheel boats, which had become a rare sight on America's rivers in 1965,
are once again a common sight. As long as the fascination with a rolling paddlewheel exists,
somebody will keep them rolling.
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This year's President's Dinner will be held on November 13,2000 at 6:00 p.m. in the
Ramada Inn, the same location as last year. The cost of the dinner will be $20.00 per person.

Dinner selections are Orange Roughy or Stuffed Pork Chop. We will be in the room
on the lower level so entrance will be easier again this year. The program for the evening

will be given by Bill Spoonboward who will speak about Toys from Christmas Past.
Please see either Lori Bodi or Tim Morris for reservations and to pay for your dinner.

GuesaWho?

The pict'ure for this month is a bit different.
As you see our member is much younger
than high school age. This member's lovely
wife lent the photo. Please remember we
need a few more photos for the rest of the
year - so don't be shy!
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