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of 1878. Its application for letters patent declared that 
the company contemplated carrying on a freighting and 
transportation business by steamboats and other vessels up­
on the Red, Assiniboine, and Saskatchewan rivers, and 
upon Lakes Winnipeg, Manitoba, and Winnipegosis, and the 
tributaries of these rivers and lakes. In 1878 the com­
pany purchased the " Cheyenne" and the "Alpha " from the 
Red River Transportation Company. It planned to run a 
daily boat between Winnipeg and Selkirk, a semiweekly 
boat between Winnipeg and Portage La Prairie, and a tri­
weekly boat between Winnipeg and Emerson. The follow­
ing spring the "Manitoba" was acquired, and it was ru­
mored that the " Minnesota " would be the next purchase.*^ 
The proud fleet of the Red River Transportation Company 
was disintegrating. It had answered the challenge of many 
a rival on the river, but it could not fight the puffing monster 
on steel rails. Once again the steamboats took up the trek 
westward with the march of settlement. 

During the twenty years of the steamboat era, the steam­
ers came to play an increasingly large part in the life and 
development of the communities they served. It was by 
steamboat that Lord Dufferin, making the first visit of a 
governor-general to western Canada, chose to arrive in 
1878. The "Minnesota" was gaily decorated for the oc­
casion. Proceeding down the river, it met the " Manito­
ba," which greeted, the visitor with a cannon salute and with 
a large sign reading "Welcome Lord Dufferin." The two 

'^Free Press, September 19, 26, 1877; April 16, 25, June 8, 13, 1878; 
April 26, 1879. The fate of several Red River boats is described by 
Captain Fred A. Bill in the Grand Forks Herald for September 23, 1923. 
He records that the "Alpha," " Cheyenne," " Manitoba," and " Interna­
tional " were operated on the Saskatchewan, Assiniboine, and lower Red 
rivers until the early eighties, when the railroad caught up with them and 
they were dismantled. The " Minnesota" sank while crossing Lake 
Winnipeg on its way to the Saskatchewan River; the "Dakota" burned 
in midstream near Pembina in 1881; and the " Selkirk " was swept from 
its moorings at Grand Forks in 1884, carried downstream, and wrecked 
on the pier of a railroad bridge. 
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boats were tied together while the organ on board the 
" Manitoba " was requisitioned to play the national anthem 
and other patriotic songs. On the return trip, bonfires 
along the river greeted the viceregal party as it proceeded 
upstream to Fisher's Landing, Minnesota.** 

Members of the first circus to visit Manitoba went down 
the Red River by steamer in June, 1878, crowding the decks 
of the " J . L. Grandin." The circus came to a rather in­
glorious end when its manager departed hurriedly with all 
the money and wages, leaving the troop stranded in Winni­
peg. The prevalence of the steamboats inspired a Mr. De 
Canop of Moorhead to build a baby steamer, twenty-one 
feet long and six feet wide, which cost only five hundred 
dollars. It was driven by a propeller wheel twenty-two 
inches in diameter and could run twelve miles per hour. 
Another novelty boat on the Red River was a floating photo­
graph gallery. Its owner went up and down the river tak­
ing pictures of " anyone who wants to hand his likeness 
down to succeeding generations." The boat was once sunk 
by the "Minnesota," but it was bailed out and back on the 
job a short time later, and making "heaps of money" ac­
cording to a Free Press correspondent.** 

Nor were the trips themselves without their novelties and 
diversions. Racing was a favorite sport of the steamboat 
crews whenever they happened to meet another steamer. 
A Free Press correspondent gives a blow-by-blow account 
of one exciting encounter: 

It wasn't a race exactly but they — the "Se lk i rk" and "Interna­
tional " — both wanted to get a leetle ahead of the other. They left 
here a week ago Monday evening, the " International" having three 
hours start, which she kept till arrival at Pembina, where a delay, 
caused by the breaking of one of her cam yokes allowed the " Selkirk " 
to catch up ; both boats left that place, nose and nose together; the 
" Selkirk " took the lead, and kept it till she broke a wheel arm which 
occasioned a stoppage for repairs, during which the " International" 

''Free Press, July 31, August 6, October 3, 1878. 
"Free Press, June 13, 1877; April 18, June 20, October 11, 1878. 
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passed her. At Grand Forks, the " International" stopped, but the 
rival boat hadn't time. Mitchell had just placed a " rooster " on the 
safety valve and was standing over him with a monkey wrench to see 
that he kept in his place. Both boats tore up the River, stole wood 
from each other — and kind of hustled things generally, the " Interna­
tional " reaching Fisher's Landing an hour and a half ahead, one says, 
and 15 minutes ahead, according to the " Selkirk's " version.^* 

The "Lady E l l e n " and the "Victor ia ," two Manitoba 
boats built by the same man and almost identical in size, 
staged a thrilling duel between For t Alexander and Selkirk 
in 1878, with the latter winning by fifteen minutes. A night 
race between the " Manitoba " and the " Minnesota " is de­
scribed in a letter by a passenger on the la t ter : 

The great lights of the two steamers gave a weird appearance to the 
scene. The pilots leaned over their pilot houses and cracked jokes 
with each other; and the roosters on deck crowed over each other, 
and the great chimneys puffed and threw out great clouds of sparks in 
unison, but we didn't spill any coal oil into the furnace nor break up 
the cabin furniture to make steam, but we forged quietly ahead, and 
soon left the " Manitoba " far in our wake.'^ 

If they had no races to relieve the boredom, the crews some­
times did a little hunting on the side. While the " Mani­
toba " was taking on wood near Pembina on one trip in 
1877, members of the crew went bear chasing and captured 
three cubs, but did not have the courage to try an encoun­
ter with the infuriated mother bear. On another occasion 
the boat was stopped when an eagle was sighted, and the 
crew caught it and christened it "Stonewall Jackson."*" 

Accidents, amusing, tragic, and disastrous, also prevented 
the trips from becoming monotonous and kept members of 
crews on their toes. The luckless " M a n i t o b a " seemed 
specially addicted to accidents. I t was involved in no fewer 
than three collisions, it sank once, it had a minor fire in its 
hold, and it lost one passenger overboard, all in the three 
years between 1875 and 1878. The " M a n i t o b a " was also 

"Free Press, June 13, 1876. 
''Free Press, September 26, October 11, 1878. 
"Free Press, May IS, August 22, 1877. 



2 6 4 MARION H. HERRIOT SEPT. 

blessed by a visit from the stork during one trip, and Cap­
tain Alexander Griggs insisted upon following a precedent 
he had set on the "Selkirk" by naming the new arrival for 
the boat. The " Keewatin," a local Manitoba boat, had 
all its accidents on one trip — a man fell overboard, another 
tumbled into the hold and dislocated his shoulder, and a 
third accidentally discharged a gun, nearly blowing the head 
off a man on deck. The " Swallow," another British bottom, 
was one of the few boats actually to sink in the shallow river. 
It careened in a sudden squall and a dramatic rescue of 
its crew and passengers by a York boat ensued. Father 
Albert Lacombe, a pioneer missionary of Manitoba, lost his 
"portable chapel" in the accident, but almost three months 
later it was pulled ashore in a net and returned to its owner. 
The "Swallow" was later raised and put into operation 
again.*^ Nine drownings off steamboats were reported be­
tween 1875 and 1878. Although "man overboard" was a 
fairly frequent cry, it did not always indicate a tragedy. 
For example, an incident that occurred on the "Manitoba" 
during a trip in 1877 was described as follows by a Free 
Press correspondent: 

The fuss was all caused by a stranger who was trying a waltz across 
the deck with an umbrella under his arm for a partner, and who took 
a round too much, and without trying waltzed off most beautifully 
into the river. Assistance was rendered, and after a struggle the 
unfortunate votary of the mazy was lugged out by one of the roust­
abouts belonging to the craft. Damages sustained — ruined clothes, 
one plug hat, umbrella, and one shoe.'* 

Early freeze-ups sometimes caught the boats before they 
reached winter quarters. In 1875 only the "Interna-

"Free Press, June 5, 1875; May 25, June 19, 1876; May 8, June 15, 
November 5, 1877; May 2, 4, June 10, July 27, 1878. 

"Free Press, August 9, November 3, 1875; May 18, June IS, Sep­
tember 10, 19, 1877; April 23, May 9, 1878. One of the victims was 
the mate of the " International." His body was conveyed to St. Boni­
face by the " Manitoba," which was draped in mourning and flew its flags 
at half-mast. The " International" was similarly draped. Free Press, 
September 11, 12, 1877. 
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tional" reached port in time. Such happenings often had 
profound effects on the community at the forks of the Red 
and the Assiniboine, dependent as it was on steamboat trans­
portation. In 1873 the Free Press was cut to half size 
temporarily because its stock was frozen in at Moorhead. 
The same year the Christmas goods ordered by H. S. Don­
aldson, stationer of Winnipeg, failed to arrive until after 
the festive season was over.*® 

Navigation difficulties in the shallow and twisting Red 
River were another bane of the steamboatmen. The most 
tricky bit of navigating was over Goose Rapids in Minne­
sota, where many a steamboat remained stuck for days. 
Captain Edwin Bell, one of the first skippers of the " Anson 
Northup," had to build a temporary dam and remove nu­
merous boulders before he got his craft off a sandbar at 
these rapids in 1859. His supplies on board were too 
scanty for a prolonged stay there, so it was a case of get 
off or starve. The captain and pilot of the " International" 
in 1862 devised an ingenious method of navigating through 
Goose Rapids which the Nor'-Wester described as follows: 
" Whenever they felt the boat getting aground, they would 
at once throw her broadside against the current, dam up the 
water, and would thus get water enough to float them a bit 
further." The many horseshoe bends in the river also 
added to navigation difficulties. The Nor'-Wester's special 
correspondent describes a device used on the " Pioneer," 
known as the "butter-knife." It was "an ugly, heavy, 
crooked beam, with a sliver attached to the end, and worked 
on an iron spindle at the prow of the vessel, as an oar, to 
assist the rudders in steering." *" Navigating through ice 

"Free Press, November 4, 1875; Free Press (weekly), November 1, 
December 27, 1873. 

"Free Press, August 12, October 9, 1874; Nor'-Wester, October 15, 
1860; August 15, 1861; July 9, 23, 1862; Edwin Bell, "Early Steam-
boating on the Minnesota and Red Rivers," in Minnesota Historical 
Collections, 10:94—96. Sometimes the steamers had to divide their loads 
or completely unload to get over the rapids. 
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did not faze the redoubtable steamboat captains in the 
least, if they were caught by an early freeze-up. On No­
vember 18, 1878, the " L a d y E l l e n " arrived in Winnipeg 
from Selkirk after breaking its way through ice from Netley 
Creek, some ten miles from the mouth of the Red River. 
Captain H a m McMicken had rigged up a machine and ad­
justed it to the nose of the tug, which made it look like a 
battering ram. " I t busted the ice like a charm," com­
mented the Free Press. Earl ier in the same autumn, the 
" Lady E l l e n " had had to send out men to chop a path 
through the ice. Its fuel gave out in bucking the ice, and 
members of its crew had to carry a new supply more than 
a mile to the boat. In desperation, they burned even the 
furniture. T o add to the difficulties, the ice knocked a hole 
in the boat, and it had to cant to one side to reach its des­
tination safely. Frequent halts for wood and water were 
another necessity of Red River navigation. T he "Anson 
N o r t h u p " used nearly a cord of wood an hour, at $1.25 a 
cord. In one season it was estimated that it burned from 
eight hundred to a thousand cords.*^ 

Perhaps the most daring and sensational navigation feat 
in Red River transportation history was that performed by 
Captain Griggs of the " I n t e r n a t i o n a l " in 1873. 

The " International" was at the time on the way to Fort Garry 
with a large consignment of liquors for the Company and other Win­
nipeg merchants, and failing to arrive at the Provincial Custom's 
House by midnight on the 10th, importers of the liquors she carried 
would have had to pay several thousands of dollars in excess of the 
old duties. The new tariff came into force on the 12th inst., but the 
11th being a Sunday, it was necessary that the entries should be made 
before midnight on the 10th. Capt. Griggs on taking command, re­
solved to make a bold stroke to reach the goal in season, and very 
coolly turned the boat out of the bed of the river and made a short 
cut over the prairie as far as Kelleys, thereby reducing the distance 
very materially and gaining our Custom House close to the line in 

"•Free Press, November 5, 18, 1878; Nor'-Wester, September 28, 
1860; June 25, 1862. 
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time for the agents, who had been sent there from Winnipeg, to 
make the necessary entries.*^ 

Spring floods inundating the prairie in that year had made 
it possible for the Red River steamboats to invade the do­
main of the prairie schooner. 

In December, 1877, gray-headed steamboat veterans and 
others from Minnesota met in convention at Breckenridge 
to arouse interest in improving navigation on the Red River. 
Petitions to both the Canadian and American governments 
had already been sent in by men on both sides of the line 
pleading for an appropriation to improve the river. The 
Manitobans were particularly interested in having some 
work done on St. Andrew's Rapids between Winnipeg and 
Selkirk, while the Minnesotans wanted some dams and pos­
sibly a lock built at Goose Rapids. In 1878 the state 
Republican convention at Minneapolis declared Red River 
improvement a national concern. Congress responded to 
the agitation with grants of ten thousand dollars in 1877 
and thirty thousand dollars in 1878. The Canadian gov­
ernment also promised to spend on the Red River a part of 
its appropriation for river improvement.** 

It was time that the importance of the Red River should 
be recognized by federal governments, for the volume of traf­
fic on its waters was increasing annually. It was estimated 
that the freight for Manitoba passing through Moorhead 
in 1872 amounted to five million pounds. The Moor­
head Sun compiled more exact figures for the next three 
years, and reported that in 1873 the volume of freight leaped 
to 23,613,136 pounds; in 1874, it was 37,626,200 pounds, 
and in 1875 it nearly doubled to reach 76,078,680 
pounds. Of course part of this amazing amount came in 
by means of transportation other than steamboats, but the 

'^ Manitoban, May 17, 1873. 
'^Free Press, August 25, 1875; January 12, October 16, 1876; Janu­

ary 16, 25, 27, March 2, May 30, June 28, November 23, December 15, 
17, 1877; February 26, April 8, July 27, 1878. 
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steamers carried a large share of the trade. In the early 
days sixty tons of freight for one trip of the "Pioneer" 
was considered a record, but in the 187G's the steamboats 
towed barges, and consequently carried much larger car­
goes. The record for a single trip went to the " Selkirk," 
which took down 725 tons of railway iron as well as some 
other cargo in June, 1876. The steel rail business in 1875 
and 1876 was a major occupation of the "Selkirk." As­
sisted by other boats at various times, it carried a total of 
14,500 tons of railway iron during the seasons of 1875 and 
1876 — enough to lay 160 miles of track. In 1878 the 
steamers also carried locomotives and flatcars on their 
barges. Cargoes of nitroglycerin for use in construction 
work were hustled through the customs and gingerly passed 
by the other boats when met on the river. The record for 
the largest cargo carried in one bottom without the aid of 
barges went to the " J. L. Grandin," which carried over 
three hundred tons on one trip when engaged in the grain 
business on the upper Red.** 

In 1876, the "Minnesota" carried a history-making car­
g o — the first shipment of Manitoba wheat. It consisted 
of 856 bushels at eighty cents a bushel; the freight charge 
to Toronto was thirty-five cents a bushel. More than ten 
thousand bushels of wheat were shipped up the river in 
1877, when one firm alone, J. H . Ashdown and Company, 
shipped out 5,266 bushels of wheat.*^ 

The number of immigrants who entered the province of 
Manitoba by Red River steamboat is large, though exact 
figures are difficult to arrive at. Individuals had been trick-

" Moorhead Sun, quoted in Free Press, February 5, 1876; Manitoban, 
June 15, 1872; January 24, 1874; Nor'-Wester. June 15, 1861; Free 
Press. May 14, 1875; June 5, September 13, 1876; April 23, May 2, 18, 
June 4, 15, 26, September 28, October 11, 1878. Typical cargoes were 
114 passengers and 200 tons of freight for the "Selkirk" in 1872, and 
283 passengers and 365 tons of freight for the " Manitoba " on its maidoi 
voyage in 1875. 

•^Free Press, October 23, 1876; November 3, 1877; January 7, 1878. 
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ling in all along, but the first large group to sail down the 
Red to new homes in Manitoba was made up of Menno-
nites. In 1874 in two weeks 880 Mennonites arrived on 
the "International" and the "Cheyenne." In 1876, with 
the aid of barges, the "International" carried 423 Menno­
nites, 118 French Canadians, and 27 Scandinavians, all on 
one trip. In August of that year, 1,117 Icelanders arrived 
on two steamboats and their barges. In the next two years, 
practically every boat reported some immigrants among its 
passengers; some boats carried as many as four hundred 
newcomers.*® 

With increasingly large cargoes for steamboats, trans­
portation on the Red became a lucrative business. The " Sel­
kirk" was said to have nearly paid for itself on its first trip, 
and on another trip in 1876 it realized over $30,000.00. 
Such enormous profits were made possible by high rates, 
which fluctuated with the presence or absence of competition 
rather than with the growth of traffic. In 1860 it cost 
$6.00 per one hundred pounds to ship freight from St. Paul 
to Fort Garry. The rate was $5.00 in 1861, about the 
same in 1862, $4.00 in 1871, $3.00 in 1872, and anywhere 
from $1.00 to $2.00, depending on the class of the passage, 
in 1875, when competition was at its height. By Septem­
ber 18, 1875, however, when the Merchants line was said 
to be in difficulties, the sudden rise of the rate for first-class 
freight from $2.00 to $2.50 foreshadowed the news of the 
line's collapse. In 1876 the rate went down to $2.25, but 
it never again dropped to the level of the competition 
year—1875.*^ 

"Free Press, August 1, 14, 1874; May 30, August 9, 10, 16, 1876; 
March 5, 1877; April 22, 24, July 15, 1878. Immigration figures for 
Manitoba from 1872 to 1878 were: 1872, 1,400; 1873, 1,256; 1874, 2,956; 
1875, 6,034; 1876, 4,912; 1877, 6,511; 1878, 4,000. Winnipeg Daily 
Times, May 24, 1879. 

" Bryce, Manitoba, 200; Begg and Nursey, Ten Years in Winnipeg, 
30; Nor'-Wester, June 14, November 15, 1860; May 28, 1862; Mani­
toban, April 1, 1871; April 1, 1872; Free Press, March 29, September 
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Passenger rates for the St. Paul-Fort Garry run also 
dropped, especially in the competition era. A passenger 
had to pay $35.00 in 1860, $30.00 in 1862, and $29.60 in 
1863. Hill, Griggs and Company in 1871 took first-class 
passengers on the " Selkirk " for $28.50, and second-class for 
$25.00. The Red River Transportation Company in 1872 
cut the prices to $22.00 for first-class, and $17.00 for 
second-class passage. By 1875 the company was quoting 
rates only from Moorhead instead of from St. Paul to Win­
nipeg. Before 1875 first-class passage from Moorhead 
had cost $11.00, and second-class was $7.00. The advent 
of competition from the Merchants line pushed first- and 
second-class rates on this run down to $5.00 and $3.00 re­
spectively— a slash of more than fifty per cent. By 1876, 
when the Merchants line had folded up, the passenger rates 
were back at the pre-1875 level — $11.00 for first-class 
and $7.00 for second-class fare. In 1877, when the Red 
River Transportation Company again began quoting St. 
Paul to Winnipeg passenger rates, they were higher than 
in 1872 —$25.00 for first-class, and $19.00 for second-
class passage. The fluctuations in rates seem to indicate 
that the protests against the monopoly of the Red River 
Transportation Company were well founded, justifying such 
comments as that of the Guelph Herald: "exorbitant 
freights charged on goods entering or leaving the Province 
[of Manitoba] constitute an evil which nothing short of 
the completion of the Canadian Pacific Railway can reme­
dy." *« 

And yet, despite continual grumbling at high rates and 
monopoly control, the people of Winnipeg watched eagerly 
each spring for the first steamboat from the south, and 

20, 1875; April 26, May 13, 1876; April 20, 1877; Begg, History of the 
North-west, 2:387. 

"Nor'-Wester, June 14, 1860; May 28, 1862; June 2, 1863; Mani­
toban, April 1, 1871; April 1, 1872; Free Press, May 1, 1875; May 2, 
1876; April 25, 1877. The Guelph Herald is quoted in the Free Press 
of January 9, 1877. 
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heaved a sigh of regret when the last one left in the fall. 
The year 1878, by way of a last triumph before the rail­
road diminished the importance of the steamboats, set the 
record for both the earliest and the latest arrival of a 
steamer. The " Manitoba" steamed down the river to 
Winnipeg on March 22 of that year, a month and a day in 
advance of the previous record, set in 1877. And at the 
close of the season, the " Cheyenne " arrived in Winnipeg 
on November 23, after breaking its way through ice gorges, 
one a mile long. The latest previous arrival was on No­
vember 1, recorded in 1875. One of the popular indoor 
sports at Winnipeg in March and April was the laying of 
wagers on the approximate date that the first boat would 
reach the settlement. Some rash bettors even predicted the 
exact hour and the name of the boat. In 1876 the Free 
Press commented humorously the day after the first boat 
had whistled its arrival at the city: " The agony is over. The 
boat's arruv. Bets are all settled. Some fellows will come 
out with shining plug hats, and a lot of others will have to 
wear their winter clothes all summer." ** 

With the completion of the railroad to Manitoba in 1878, 
the importance of the steamboats declined, and interest in 
their activities likewise lessened. No more did the citizens 
race down to meet each boat, or bet their neighbors that the 
first steamer would arrive on May 1, at 10:00 A.M. An 
exciting and colorful chapter in the history of transporta­
tion in the West was closed. 

MARION H . HERRIOT 
WINNIPEG, MANITOBA 

"Free Press, November 4, 1875; March 18, April 6, 20, 26, 1876; 
April 20, 1877; March 6, 23, November 25, 1878. 
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