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THIS IS FROM THE MADISON, IND. COURIER-JOURNAL ©OCTOBER 24, 1939 IN
THE "THEY SAY & DO IN THE COUNTRY" COLUMN BY CHARLES E, EBERIART,
this column
Two or three times in the last ye&r,{ has printed stories of the past
of the old timers, now living, who served many months or yeirs an the
Ohio River steam boats in the days of their glory. Today, the story
that follows is from the lips of 2 man, now in his seventies, who spent
several years of his life in steamboats that, as a rule, plied within
a hundred miles or so of Madison and who, more important #till to
Madisonions, had something to do with the river front in tthe days of
its elosing activities.

It has been the custon of those with long memories to hark back
to the time when the levee was alive with freight carriersm, drays,
passengers and hundreds of just plain sightseers. In Thowmas Gawin,
for some time in charge of the red wharf of the mmil line, who vas
vosted with the authority of reoceiving and moving of this freight
from the boats to the land and from the levee to ths boats themselves,
from his recolleetions, some picture of the volume of business that
was done on this levee in the 1880's and in the 18%0's is obtaineabls,

Yesterday, Mr, Gavin described the typieal mroceeding back in
1882 when the packet bound for Cinecinnati was about to pwll out. The
boat had been loaded at the wharf with the freiglit there, "The whistle
on the boat would blow long and loud from the stmrch factory," maid
Mr. Gavin. "There would be an interval of silenee and them the vwhistle
on the starch works would raspond with & blast or two. Then the steam
boat would move down to the wharf of the Johnson factory. There thsy
would take on & thousand or more packsges or barwels of siarch, This

was & regular procedure s0 ons can gather vwhat a busines wmas dome by the



factory in those days,"

Put before this Mr. Gavin gave some idea what had beem loaded
to the down or up boats to the levee. "I have seen as high as 5,000
%o 15,000 pieces of furniture on the levee from the MoKinn furniture
faotory, for shipment up or down on the river., MNos!t of this want south
to New Orleans way points. There would be tons and tons of other freight.

The Red and White wharves were both owned by the mail line. On the
Red wharf, I was in oharge of discharge of the cargo. I not only looked
afser unloading but it was my business to trail uptown after the freizht
began to move and colleot the freight bills from the persom to whom de-
livered, On the VWhite there was Jim Cochran and Andy Henry and Jim
Barton.

The General Pike and the Lewis A, Shirley wers the bosts in the
Cinoinnati to Jouisville trade that operated from the Red wharf, The
boat for Cincinnati would start, in the morning, far thet city and at
Prestonville would take on from 800 to 900 head of shesp or oattle, as
the oase might be and a couple of hundred barrels of whiskey."

"Also, both the down and up boats would have around two hundred or
more passengers. &bverybody on both sides of the river used the boats to
the two great oities and to points in between, The metls were fine, the
best that eould be prepared and every boat took pride in ikts table servioa,"

Mre Gavin spent a couple of yenrs with the whari bosat before he went
into service on the river.ss second elerk with Captain Jim Xirby on the
Lewis A, Shirley, Soon after that he went aboard the City of Frankfort

in the Kentucky River trade.




"Ihose were the days when the movement of tobaeco, Whislkey and farm
products, dovn the Kentueky, were almost unbelievably large,” said lr,
Gevin. MAt that time the sale of tobacco in Louiswille wus conducted
under what was knovn as the rotation system. Each warehouse in turn
had its sales All tobacco wes shipped into Louisville in hogshefids ond
the bidding was on the hogsheads."

"The Kentucky River boals would bring down as many as 220 hogsheads
of tobaceo &t & time, Also, the City of Frankfort would bring dowm 400
%o 500 barrels of whiskey from MeBrides Elevator amd fron Tyronee This
whiskey would be transferred from the Kentucky River bonts €o the mail
boats at Prestonville to go to Cineimnati or Louiswville as the shipper
designated"

"One of the jobs ef the clerk on the Kentucky River bomts was to
keep straight the toll levied by esch loock. The twlls ot emch of the four
locks were 10¢ to 25¢ for a hogshead of tobaeco, 10¢ for each head of
cattle and 5¢ for each bale of hay., These tolls hiad to be satified be-
fore the boat cleared each look. We had %o carry mine to ten thomsand
dollars in eash on every trip. Baoch lock would hawe tThe same charge and
a hogshead starting at Tyrone would have &0¢ in tewlls by the time it
cleared the last look,"

"In addition, the clerk of the bost had to keep & complete and in-
stantly available record of the tommage, msually approximate, carried by
each boat. It oalled for & lot of fine bookkeepirig subject %o sluallenge
at any time."

"I was on the Hornet, as olerk, when it hit tthe pier of lock number




one just above Carrollton. The boat sank in eight feet of water. There
were between fifty and seventy-five passengers aboard but none were in-

jured. I saved the books but, as mueh of the shipment was inmred, our

boat loss was not erippling. The Hornet was later raised and wrecked at
Carrollton.”

"Por & while aftter that I worked on the George Andersom, owned and
operated by & man of that name. Being in the Kentucky River trade, we
had the same procedures to go through of settling each lock Toll with the
oashier before the boat could be released from the lock. I 1left the
Anderson to make a couple of trips as third oclerk on the Guiding Ster to
New Orleans. These were interesting trips. The boats from New Orleans
mede no stops except at the most ilmportant cities. They oarried enormous
loads of freight and 200 to 300 passengers. Nothing was too good in the
way of food or treatment for the passengers. On the Guiding Star, professional i

gamplers and eard sharks were absolutely forbidden. If discovered aboard,

they were warned and then put off the boat after being pulled from any
game they might be engaged in. As a rule, they shunned this beat which /
was commanded by Captain George Hagar with young George and Hagar as first
and second clerks."

"Some iden of the boat load of freight can be gathered from thess 1
figures, In Madison, they took on 5,000 packages or barrels of starch;
at Louisville, 2,000 barrels of pickles and 1,000 trunks, in addition to i
hundreds of pounds of matting and other menufactured zoods. This I checked
on and off and recorded in our manifests."

"In New Orleans, they had a great system, A man by the pame of




Henderson took over our unloading there. They had a system of flags
they used to elassifyy the freight on the levee, In our case, it took
over & hundred flage to take care of our shipments which were piled wp
on the levee and covered with tarpaulins., Each flag had a different
deocoration. Thers was & red star and & blue one, blue moon and so on,"

When the goods started ashore & representative of the unloaders
stood &t the end of the loading stage and assigned 2 bearers load to
one of those flags., The Negro workers could not read but they lnew all
the bags and never made & mistake as I recall, One was stunned when he
saw all the contents of the boat stacked up on the leves, it took such
an enormous amount of spuce,"

"Por a short time I worked on the Louisville and Lvansville trade
and then ocume back to Madison and went aboard the Hattie Brown vhere I
served for eleven years as a clerk and unoffieial osptain., On one of
the trips of this boat, I was in at its death."

"Captain Kirby was at the wheel &s pilot when we got in a big blow
above Carrollton, It was during high water. He tried to hold of'f the
Kentucky shore but a gust of wind swept us back into some sycamore trees
along the bank and the crash carried away the stacks and the stays and
fantail and lef't the wheel in the river,"

"Naturally, the passengers, about thirty, were in a panio. T locked
the door of the cabin to keep them from jumping overboard. Later things
Quieted dovn and I manzzed to get off on 2 rail fence, that secemed to be
holding, and after struggling along that for a quarter of a mile, reached

a road. From there I walked to Ghent and got word to Commodors Laidley.




During my life on the river, I fell into the water three times and
came out without & seratch. The worst experierce was at midnight, ons
rainy night, at the mouth of the Kentuclky River when we were transferring
some whiskey to one of the mail boats. T had only five moare barrels to
clear when one of the deok hands lost control of a barrel and before I
Ynew whet was happening, the rolling barrel knocked me into the river.

T lost the discharge book I was keeping the resords in but somehow maneged
to keep hold of the lantern.”

"When T fell into the water my rain cost ballooned out and helped me
8 bit. Men on the docks say that the light kept burning all the time and
bobbing around like a floating light as 1 struggled until I reached shallow
water on the Prestonville side of the river, From there they picked me up
on the stage,"

"On enother occassion at Frankfurt, I slipped on the mad on the landing
stage and fell into the water and drifted under the hull of the boat whers
Luke James, a fireman on the boat, reached down, as 1 came up, grabbed my
hand and pulled me out, "

"7 was forturmite enough to save one whifte boy and one colored lad,
the latter living in Madison, from drowming. I see the colored lad svery
now and then,"

More recollections of Mr. Gavin will appear at a later date,

(Note: we senrched the paper for ceveral months after this erticle appearsd

but could not find the second part mentioned.')
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